
Have you ever made a deal with God?  Has there been a moment of great desperation 
where you decided to cut a pact?  “God, if you will only give me (insert desired thing) I will do 
(thing offered) for the rest of my life!”  It is a common trope in various Hollywood stories.  The 
beleaguered individual agreeing to a different life if they can be spared a moment of horror or 
death.  Another similar theme is the Faustian deal.  One sells one’s soul to the devil in return for 
a certain benefit.  Robert Johnson, the early blues virtuoso, was famously rumored to have 
engaged in such a deal.  With all of these situations, we have someone engaging in something 
that is relatively faithless.  Such deals (be they with God or the devil) are not about trusting 
God’s provision.  They are about trying to leverage a supernatural being into doing our bidding.  
They aren’t a request for aid.  Ultimately, the idea of such a deal assumes we have something 
that God needs or really wants, that we alone can give him.  Such an idea is fraught with 
potential downfalls.  

Today’s story comes from the book of Judges.  This book is a terribly complicated book 
for us to read as modern readers.  Many of the characters are despicable characters, full of lust, 
rage, violence, and other characteristics at odd with God’s desires for our lives.  The stories 
come in a transitional period for Israel.  They have moved into the “promised land” and taken 
large swaths of it under the leadership of Joshua.  Now, they are challenged with how to “win 
the peace” so to speak.  How do they rule the land they control?  This challenge is exacerbated 
by the other peoples (Midianites, Ammonites, etc.) who continue to live in close proximity.  Not 
only is there no one to rule the people as far as civil and policing matters, but they also have no 
formal way to protect themselves from the peoples trying to attack and take the land.  The result 
is chaos.  This is all occurring before the monarchy is begun in Israel.  Judges are basically ad 
hoc leaders who raise to power to confront a particular crisis.  

One reason we may have the book of Judges is because it makes the cause for the 
value of a king.  Several times at the end of the book a phrase appears.  “In those days there 
was no king in Israel, every person did as he/she saw fit.”  The author seems to make a simple 
argument about how a country should be organized.  Anarchy leads to evil and suffering.  A 
strong king is needed to protect people from one another.  These phrases all appear at the end 
of the book, which is its own sub-unit.  There are two stories (one about a priest and the other 
about a man and his concubine) that are amongst the most X rated in the Bible.  Whether the 
pro-king message is meant only for that section, or the book as a whole, the comparison of 
Joshua (where Joshua is a strong ruler), Judges (a time of relative chaos), and Ruth (a story 
about the decency of the ancestors of the Davidic kings) causes us to look at the whole of the 
Hebrew Bible as relatively pro-monarchy.  In that context, we should understand the judges in 
some ways as purposeful anti-heroes.  These characters are here to explain to us how twisted 
things became.  

Furthermore, there is a definite pattern in the Judges of the book.  Early judges are 
relatively positive.  They do there jobs with efficiency and the results of their behaviors on the 
whole are positive.  (Their stories, however, are like the book as a whole full of grotesque events 
and humor.)  Gideon and his son Abimelech seem to be a turning point.  Gideon does many 
righteous things in his life, but later in life makes some terrible mistakes.  His son Abimelech is a 
total mess.  From here the stories become more ridiculous and the main characters less heroic.  
Samson is the last in the series.  His appetite for sex and violence is infamous.  This general 
literary pattern is helpful, because it reminds the reader to not take these characters, including 
the main character of our story Jephthah, as examples of holiness.  They are an example of 
how pathetic and godless the leaders of Israel are becoming. 



All of this background information is important so that we can place this story in a proper 
context.  We are not reading a story about a great godly men.  The write of Hebrews does list 
Jephthah as a “hero of faith.”  Many Christians struggle to agree with this evaluation, particularly 
because Samson is listed there as well.  It may be best for believers to understand Hebrews as 
referring to the modicum (maybe the mustard seed) of faith these men have.  It is obvious from 
the structure and narrative of Judges, however, that these men are not an example of how to 
live a righteous life or a Christ-like life.  To uphold Jephthah with no criticism of his errors is to 
generally ignore the thrust of the book of Judges.  

When we meet Jephthah we see a man with much difficulty in his life.  He is the son of a 
prostitute, possibly conceived while his mother was on the job.  His brothers quickly drive him 
from the land and his family.  He at this point becomes the leader of a group of “scoundrels.”  
We might do well to think about him as the leader of a biker gang out in the American west.  
They rumble from town to town, engaging in illegal activity or at least questionably legal activity 
to exist.  Undoubtably they served to either muscle others out of wealth, or as hired guns to 
protect those with immense wealth.  After years in exile, Jephthah’s Israelite family returns to 
him, wanting him to use the skills he has learned in the wild to help them with their military 
confrontation with the Ammonites.  Jephthah reluctantly agrees.  

We pick up the text in Judges 11:29.  Its important that we do not miss an important 
detail in this one verse.  God gives his Holy Spirit to Jephthah.  Typically in Scripture, the order 
of prayer and the reception of the Holy Spirit is just that.  One prays for the Spirit, and then the 
Spirit comes.  The reception of the Spirit is a sufficient answer to any need that an individual can 
have.  This is certainly true in the story we looked at two weeks ago in worship, where both Acts 
1 and Acts 4 have the early church praying and receiving the Spirit.  In the same way, Samson 
later in Judges prays for the return of God’s power in his last living act.  While he doesn’t directly 
ask for the Spirit, throughout his narrative the Holy Spirit is clearly the empowering force behind 
his strength.  In the case of Jephthah there is no request, the Spirit just comes upon him before 
his battle.  Jephthah, apparently, is so lacking in knowledge of God’s work, or so insecure, that 
he still feels the need to pray for more.

Read verses 30-33.  Jephthah makes one of these agreements with God.  “If you give 
me victory, I will sacrifice something to you.”  It may be making too much of the situation, but 
notice often sacrifices come BEFORE the battle, not after.  In all sorts of ways Jephthah is going 
about things wrong.  Despite God’s conferring of the Spirit he is still trying to cut a deal.  He 
can’t believe that he’ll really win.  Maybe years of rejection play a role.  But in the end, Jephthah 
cannot go forward in faith.  He must be convinced that he’s leveraged God into something.  
Ultimately, he does succeed in battle.

Read verses 34-35.  Jephthah is now in a terrible spot, feels the need to kill his 
daughter.  A couple things are important for us to remember.  First of all, human sacrifice is a big 
no-no in the Hebrew Bible and listed as a horrendous sin in various places.  Jephthah should 
never have possibly promised human sacrifice, and even then should likely not go through with 
it.  One would think the often quoted axiom “I desire mercy, not sacrifice” would surely fit this 
situation.  Also, this situation should not surprise Jephthah.  Women greeting returning warriors 
with songs of joy is a common motif in the Scriptures.  No matter how you cut it, this was a 
failure of knowledge and practice on the part of Jephthah.  



Read verses 36-40.  Many interpreters have attempted to make this story a little less 
gruesome.  The most common way to deal with the story euphemistically, at least since 
medieval rabbis, is to suggest the story is about virginity.  Jephthah built his daughter a house in 
the woods and she lives as a sort of Jewish nun for the rest of her life.  Generally this 
interpretation is not satisfying, mostly because it is against the simplest reading of the text and 
seems far too convenient.  Its also bizarre that no one thought of this interpretation in the first 
thousand or two years the text was in existence!  Mostly likely we have Jephthah completing the 
truly terrible vow he made.

Jephthah’s daughter is the hero of this story.  She responds to it all in faith.  She cares 
far more about pleasing the Lord than her father does.  Where Jephthah stares at certain victory 
and still makes rash vows to feel more secure, his daughter stares into certain death and makes 
good the vow because she is secure in God’s ultimate purpose for her life.  While our modern 
sensibilities may want her to stand up and decry the situation, the moral of the story can be lost 
in our indignation.  For her culture and time of life, what she does is simple beautiful submission 
to the will of her father and God.  Its a heart of obedience, even to something ridiculous and 
barbarous.  Jephthah will only obey if he gets everything he wants, she will obey if she gets 
nothing she wants.  In a world of chaos, she will accept order.  

The application for us today is this.  How do we pray?  James says that our prayers are 
powerful, when prayed “in faith.”  This returns yet again to a broader point of this whole series 
on prayer.  Are we willing to engage in prayer as a means to request God’s blessing, hoping for 
blessing, or are we engaged in magic to manipulate a deity into responding as we want?  We 
are so used to controlling our circumstances that we want to control the situation at all 
moments.  Prayer is about releasing control.  

Note that this story is similar to some of our other stories.  The prayer of Jephthah is 
similar to Moses’ conversation with God, in that both come from some deep felt insecurities.  In 
Moses case his insecurity leads to wanting more intimacy, Jephthah’s causes him to go into 
wheel and deal mode, treating God like a business man with impure motives.  His promise may 
sound like Hannah’s promise to give up Samuel.  Hannah is asking for a child, and promises to 
use her blessing for God.  She is dedicating the thing she wants.  Jephthah is uses sacrifice as 
a negotiating chip.  His victory is not what he promises to God.  His promised sacrifice is in no 
way a shifting of priorities.  Last week we discussed Abraham negotiating with God.  He asks for 
God’s mercy, for the sake of other’s salvation, and makes no attempt to give God anything in 
return.  He is talking to God about the nature of God’s character.  Strangely, Scripture is 
relatively positive about humanity trying to move God by appealing to God’s own character.  
Here, however, Jephthah thinks he has something of value to exchange.  Had he simply asked 
for victory because God promised his care for Israel  then the appeal to God’s promise would 
have been sufficient.  Overall, Jephthah is a man who has not sat in the presence of God like 
Moses, who does not have the humility or heart of Hannah, and who doesn’t ultimately respect 
the Lord or trust the Lord like Abraham.  

God doesn’t want to cut a deal with you.  He already owns your life and your soul.  All 
that is God created.  Instead, God desires for us to engage in relationship with him.  The kind of 
relationship where we trust his provision.  When we sink to leveraging him, forcing his hand, 
obtaining blessing because he wants or needs something from him, we have missed the 
purpose of prayer.  The results can be terrible and costly.  


