
 

When we selfishly treat God like the gods of our, culture things go tragically wrong.

1) Seeing our idolatry clearly helps us come to real repentance. (Chapter 10)  
2) Our idol worship often hurts those we love the most (Chapter 11-12:7) 

 

 

This morning we are going to be looking into the life of Jephthah in chapters 10, 11 and 12. 
Now, if Jephthah’s story was made into a Hollywood feature film it would be rated R, 
recommended for no one. This is a tragic and disturbingly dark moment in Israel’s history, 
but one in which today’s church needs to hear.  
 
You see, we live in a culture that’s rapidly changing. Things that were once morally wrong 
and/or obscure, are becoming the norm. Our culture is moving further and further from the 
truths of the bible and the God who formed them. As Christians we need to guard our 
hearts with the truths of the Bible so that the gods and idols of our culture don’t influence 
us.  
 
Jephthah’s story is a harsh reminder of the consequences of idol worship. Although God 
used Jephthah to save His people, as we look deeper into Jephthah’s life, we are going to 
see that his view or theology of God was incomplete. He was not grounded in the God of the 
bible but rather he had allowed himself to be influenced by the gods and idols of the 
culture. The results were tragic for both his family and the people he was called to protect 
and serve.  
 
The main thing I want us to see today is that…  
 
When we selfishly treat God like the gods of our culture, things go tragically wrong. 
 
The outline today: 
 

Seeing our idolatry clearly, helps us come to real repentance. (Chapter 10)  
Our idol worship often hurts those we love the most (Chapter 11-12:7) 

 
So, let’s start in chapter 10 with… 

Seeing our idolatry clearly, helps us come to real repentance. (Chapter 10)  
 
So, you might notice that I wear glasses. If I were to take these off, you guys look a little 
blurry. I wouldn’t be able to see what was in front of me and who knows what I might end 



up saying up here without my notes. For years I didn’t wear my glasses. In fact, from about 
age 7 until I was about 26ish, I essentially never put my glasses on. I was a prideful young 
man that didn’t want to be made fun of. So, in the name of being cool, I lived with blurry 
vision for well over half my life.  
 
Looking back, it was a super dumb thing to do. I’m sure that school would have been a bit 
easier if I could’ve seen things properly. I had to compromise and adjust the way I did things 
to the point that I didn’t really even think about it. I actually remember trying to catch a ball 
after I had started to wear glasses at age 26 and being pretty clumsy. My eyes were so used 
to being off that my hand eye coordination had to adjust to seeing clearly again.  
 
A similar thing happens when we worship idols for a long time, we just don’t see clearly 
anymore. As we get further away from true Godly worship, the effects of our idolatry blurs 
what Christlike living should be.  
 
Right and wrong become grey and conviction gets less and less.  
 
You see this is what happens when we allow sin to take root in our lives.  
 
Unfortunately, sometimes we need a wakeup call to be able to see clearly again.  
 
Look, a similar thing is happening in chapter 10 of Judges. The Israelites are stuck in their 
idol worship once again as the familiar judges cycle starts in verse 6.   
 
They say sorry in verse 7 but they don’t mean it. God says no, you’re not forgiven. He wants 
real repentance. God’s had enough and hands them over to their enemy who gives them a 
real taste of idol worship. If fact, 18 years worth of the devastating effects of being like their 
enemy.  
 
The Israelites see their idolatry for what it truly is and they say sorry again in verse 15 but 
this time it’s genuine. They get rid of their idols and turn to God who offers mercy in verse 
16.   
 
You see, sometimes we don’t even know how bad we are.  
How far off the mark we are.  
 
The Israelites have been moving further and further away from God and God had had 
enough. He needed them to see their idolatry for what it is. Sin leads to destruction, but 
God is the way out.  
 
 
Tim Keller says this on what qualifies real repentance –  
 

The two signs of real repentance are: 

■ a sorrow for sin, rather than just for its consequences; 



■ a sorrow over idolatrous motives, not just behavioural change.1 

Friends, how often do we take for granted the forgiveness we have in Christ? How often do 
you and I knowingly sin, all the while thinking in the back of your minds, I am a child of God, 
I am forgiven. God wants heart change, not lip service.  
 

Look, if you’re listening to this and thinking that you’re glad that you’re not living in Old 

Testament times and that Jesus has changed everything, then you’re right, it’s a great time to 

be a part of God family. But God still hates idol worship. God hates anything that’s pulling 

you away from obedience and worship to Him. He hates when you get your power, joy and 

significance from things like money, sex, entertainment, influence, education, beauty or how 

good you are at something. He hates it and here’s why.  

 

These idols do the opposite of what God wants for his people. He wants us to be free. He 

wants us to be delivered from our enemy. But idol worship doesn’t free us, it actually binds 

us. This is why we need to see clearly where we are falling short. Because fake repentance 

doesn’t get you anywhere, but true repentance leads to mercy and freedom.  Let me repeat, 

fake repentance doesn’t get you anywhere, but true repentance leads to mercy and freedom. 

 

Just as Israel found themselves crying out to God in their hopelessly bound state, we too need 

to do the same thing. When we find ourselves trapped, enslaved and bound to our sin, we 

need to cry out to God. He has already delivered us through the blood of Christ who’s 

sacrifice paid for our freedom. I encourage you to have faith in the God who saves. Grace 

isn’t cheap but His mercy is rich so don’t just say you’re sorry, be sorry.  

 

So, let’s take a quick look at our Judges cycle. We have seen apostasy, they have been 
bound by their apostasy or idol worship, they have cried out for help to the God who saves 
and is able to deliver them. 
 
Chapter 10 ends with the Israelites and Ammonites ready to do battle. But the Israelites 
need a leader. They need a deliverer.   
 
This is where the story gets a new character and we enter into the life of Jephthah and our 
2nd point. 
 

Our idol worship often hurts those we love the most (Chapter 11-12:7) 
   
In many ways, Jephthah is an unlikely pick for the Israelites to turn to. I mean, His dad had 
made some bad decisions, his mum was a prostitute, and his brothers didn’t want him to 
receive an inheritance, so in good Old Testament fashion, they kicked him out of the family. 
 
However, in many ways, he’s also the right guy for the job. After his brothers had kicked him 
to the dust in verse 2, he goes away and gets his very own gang of scoundrels in verse 3.  He 
has a unique set of skills that he had developed while he had been exiled. He has proven 
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himself a leader and a mighty warrior.  And as a result the Israelite want him back to lead 
there army against the Ammonites.  
 
Jephthah takes some convincing to return to where it all started. But, in the end, the 
promise of prominence, power and significance pulls him over the line in verse 11.  
 
 
As leader of the army the first thing on his agenda is diplomacy.  
 
Jephthah goes to the Ammonite king and says “why are you attacking us”? The Ammonite 
king replies, “you took my land and I want it back.”  
 
Jephthah replies with 3 points, like a good reformed paster in verse 12-28.  
 

1. Your name was never on the title deed. You guys are the Ammonites and this land 
belonged to the Amorites. Close, but not the same.  

2. We were simply responding to their aggression against us when we passed through 
300 years earlier. They attacked us and we responded in kind. We beat them 
because God had given us the land anyway. 

3. Look, if this is really a gift from your god, Chemosh, then why don’t you use his 
power and come and get it.  

 
And that kids, is how you start a fight.  
 
The Ammonites don’t respond.  
 
Jephthah, essentially, schools them on their history, Geography and challenges their God. I 
think he wants the fight. See, there’s a lot riding on this fight for him. He needs to win to 
prove himself.  
 
His personal idolatress desire for power and significance are clouding his judgement as he 
enters the fight. Despite what his motives might have been, God uses this guy who was born 
of a prostitute, exiled by his own family and was a power-driven gang member, to save his 
people from the Ammonites.  Verse 29 and 32 detail the victory but in verse 30 and 31 
Jephthah’s idolatress desires takes him down a path of destruction and pure evil.  
 
Let’s read together in verse 30.  
 

30 And Jephthah made a vow to the LORD: “If you give the Ammonites into my 

hands, 31 whatever comes out of the door of my house to meet me when I return 

in triumph from the Ammonites will be the LORD’s, and I will sacrifice it as a burnt 

offering.” 2 
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Sometimes, when we are at our highest point, we have the greatest falls. Jephthah was used 
by God to defeat their enemy, but in the midst of his greatest moment, was his greatest fall. 
Verse 34 continues with-  
 

34 When Jephthah returned to his home in Mizpah, who should come out to 

meet him but his daughter, dancing to the sound of timbrels! She was an only 

child. Except for her he had neither son nor daughter. 35 When he saw her, he 

tore his clothes and cried, “Oh no, my daughter! You have brought me down and 

I am devastated. I have made a vow to the LORD that I cannot break.3     

    
Jephthah is noticeably distraught. I’m sure his daughter isn’t too pleased either, and I can 
only imagine what Mama Jephthah is feeling at this point. I mean honestly, who was he 
expecting to waltz out the door. He is returning from battle, to his home where he only has 
one child. Chances pretty good, it would either be his daughter or the Mrs.  
 
As we read on, we discover that Jephthah does indeed carry out his vow.  Verse 39 says-  
 
39 … she returned to her father, and he did to her as he had vowed.4 
 
He sacrifices her by burning her.   
 
So why did he do it? Why did he make this vow and execute this vow.  
 

A) I think the vow highlights how blurry his view of God really was. He shows us that 
he’s been heavily influenced by the pagan practices of his enemies who would have 
also sacrificed in order to grab the attention or favour of the gods. Jephthah’s 
theology is way off at this point. God never makes this kind of sacrifice a 
requirement to gain His attention or favour in winning a battle. Deuteronomy 18 
starting in verse 9 highlights this.  

 
9 When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you, do not learn to 

imitate the detestable ways of the nations there. 10 Let no one be found among 

you who sacrifices their son or daughter in the fire5 

Jephthah was far from his ancestors who entered into the promised land hundreds 
of years earlier. He didn’t know his God but rather he was mixing idols and gods with 
the true and living God which resulted in an unnecessary vow that cost him his only 
child’s life.  
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B) Now another reason he could have made such an unthinkable vow was that he was 
desensitized to the violence. Being a mighty worrier and a gang member would’ve 
meant that death was an occupational reality. Human life was cheap on to sacrifice 
on the altar of military dominance. His idol of being the top successful guy was so 
important to him that making a vow like this didn’t really register as a problem until 
of course he saw his daughter. Human life is not cheap friends be careful with the 
words that come out of your mouth. Saying silly, unnecessary, and hurtful things 
generally always ends badly for someone.  

 
This part of the story might shock us because the thought of carrying out such gross 
violence seems so far from our field of vision and I really hope it is.  
 
But the reality is we too can suffer from a blurry view of God. We aren’t chasing military 
dominance in the ancient world. However, our idols do cause us to do some things that can 
drastically and tragically affect us and those around us. 
 
Consider what might be sacrificed on the altar of being dominant at work. Perhaps you 
sacrifice time with your children, quality time with your spouse, lying, cheating and 
throwing others under the bus so that you look better. 
 
What do you sacrifice on the altar of being in control? Of being entertained? Of being the 
smartest person in the room, or the most noticeable person on social media? Do you 
sacrifice good Godly conversation and friendships on the alter of being too busy doing stuff 
that fuels your idolatry? What about sport? What gets sacrificed on the altar of sport? 
 
I got tell you, this is not a finger pointing moment. I look at this list and think of what I have 
sacrificed. I have sacrificed so much unnecessarily on the altar of idol worship over my 
years.  
 
So much of our idol worship is done for a cheap and quick win. But the reality is, it often 
ruins our relationships, breaks down the family structure, and misplaces our priorities into 
things that have no eternal value. Church, homegroups, family time, prayer life and bible 
reading are often the victims in our idol worship. And those are the very things we need to 
get clear vision  
 
Just as Jephthah’s idol worship ruined his family, it also has the power to ruin ours.  
Incredibly Jephthah doesn’t let his destructive streak stop with his own family.  
The Ephraimite come over in chapter 12 to join the fight, a little too late. They tell Jephthah 
that they are going to burn down his house, with him in it, because they weren’t invited.  
Jephthah is like “you were invited, but you didn’t show, so I did it without you.”  
 
Jephthah isn’t super impressed with the brashness of his fellow Israelites, so he starts a 
genocide, but he does it in the most bizarre way. Let’s read it together in verse 4 of chapter 
12 
 



4 Jephthah then called together the men of Gilead and fought against 

Ephraim. The Gileadites struck them down because the Ephraimites had said, 

“You Gileadites are renegades from Ephraim and Manasseh.” 5 The Gileadites 

captured the fords of the Jordan leading to Ephraim, and whenever a survivor of 

Ephraim said, “Let me cross over,” the men of Gilead asked him, “Are you an 

Ephraimite?” If he replied, “No,” 6 they said, “All right, say ‘Shibboleth.’ ” If he 

said, “Sibboleth,” because he could not pronounce the word correctly, they 

seized him and killed him at the fords of the Jordan. Forty-two thousand 

Ephraimites were killed at that time. 6     

 
It’s like this, some people in the room might say things a certain way depending on where 
you were raised. For example, my wife says tom-A-to, I say tom-AH-to. Here in Australia, we 
say fish and chips but, in NZ, they say it wrong. It was their screening processes for border 
control. It was how they could tell where they were from in the absence of passports.  
 
I don’t think the point is to dwell on the system but rather the outright apathy and idolatry 
that got him to the point of killing 42 thousand of his own people.  
 
Ease never really came for God’s people under Jephthah. No sooner had he delivered his 
people from those who threatened Israel did he cause destruction and chaos within Israel.  
The last thing we learn about Jephthah is that he only ruled for six years before he died. 
Look this is total speculation, but I wonder if God made sure that he only got 6 years in 
charge because His people needed a break. 
 
So that’s the story of Jephthah he was the son of a prostitute, exiled by his own family 
started a gang before he became the leader of an army and was used by God to save his 
people then he made a unnecessary and Idolatrous vow that devastated his family before 
he committed genocide on his fellow countrymen. I mean what a story right.  
 

3 Lessons to take home7 
 
As we start a slow wrap up, I want to leave you with 3 lessons to take home and consider.    
 

1)  We are far more influenced by our culture than we probably realise.  
Jephthah’s view of God was just as shaped by his culture as it was by the word of God, and it 
ended up hurting a ton of people.  
 

                                                      
6 The New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011), Jdg 12:4–6. 
7 Timothy Keller, Judges for You, God’s Word for You (Purcellville, VA: The Good Book 
Company, 2013), 120. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/niv2011?ref=BibleNIV.Jdg12.4&off=0&ctx=day+to+fight+%E2%80%A2me%3f%E2%80%9D+%0a~4%C2%A0Jephthah%E2%80%A2%E2%80%A2+then+ca
https://ref.ly/logosres/judgesforyou?ref=Bible.Jdg10.6-12.7&off=19783&ctx=+Jephthah%E2%80%99s+Tragedy%0a~Clearly%2c+this+episod


You and I make the same mistake. We need to see our idolatry clearly like the Israelites did 
in chapter 10. So how do we see clearly the ways we are we influenced by our culture? We 
need to be grounded in the word of God. See, we cannot escape things like social media, 
marketing, movies, work and people in general. We are not called to be hermits, because if 
we only came out when it was safe, we would never see the light of day.  
 
Not all of our culture is bad, but we are great at taking that which is good and turning it into 
an idol. So I want to encourage you to look at your calendar, screen time and bank account 
and do an audit. Where are your time and resources going? But don’t just look at the 
what’s, think about the whys. Why do you spend extra time at work? Why do you wake up 
and spend 45min scrolling through media? Why do you spend that amount of money on 
entertainment? The what is important, but seeing idolatry clearly is going to require a 
deeper dive into motive. We cannot escape our culture, but we don’t need to be ruled by it. 
Which leads us to our second lesson.  
 

2) Our idolatry has devastating effects on those around us.  
Often we justify our idols by thinking that its not hurting anyone. Jephthah’s story teaches 
us that is does. It often hurts those closest to us and the community around us. Your idol of 
money, power, sex, looking a certain way or having things look a certain way, comfort, 
work, acceptance don’t just affect you they, affect your family and your community. But 
even more importantly, it effects your relationship with God.  
 
Seeing your idolatry clearly means knowing that it effects the people you love. Sometime it 
will be subtle, but sometimes it will be tragic, and there will be nothing you can do about it. 
And the 3rd lesson I want draw out is that… 
 

3) Gods grace is a hard thing for us to grasp but its available to us all. 
Jephthah had God’s grace on his side. Not only was he personally delivered out of exile, God 

had given him the opportunity to be the guy to lead and win the fight against the Israelite’s 

enemies. God gave him everything, but his idolatry caused him not to see that grace clearly.  

 

And he tried to add to it by making a vow that wasn’t needed. We can do the same thing with 

Gods grace. God offers salvation as a gift to us through the blood of Christ, but we still try to 

save ourselves. Friends we need to accept God’s grace and know that Jesus is the only way of 

saving us from ourselves.  

 

Conclusion 
 
As we get deeper and deeper into Judges, I hope that its becoming clearer and clearer that 
although the judges are given to the Israelites by God as way to save them. They do a fairly 
horrible job right. I mean our judge today isn’t exactly bedtime story material.  
 
He is a fairly ordinary example of how to live isn’t he. But let’s face it, so are we. Jephthah 
fell short in many ways and His idolatry didn’t just affect him it affected those around him. 
He had an apathy towards evil and he went from being hero to villain fairly quickly. He was a 
broken individual, and he needed a saviour more than he was a savour.  
 



Friends, we need a better deliverer than what Jephthah was right. We need to stop trying to 
save ourselves from our idolatry and lean on the truth that Jesus is the better Judge, He is 
the better saviour, He and he only can deliver us from the idolatry and sin that binds and 
enslaves us.  
 
So today if you feel heavy and weighed down by your sin and your idolatry. Or perhaps you 
are feeling the weight of someone else’s sin and idolatry. Go to the cross of Christ. Jesus is a 
better deliverer than the self-help books, than the people and that you listen to online.  
 
Jesus is the better Judge. 
 
  



 

When we selfishly treat God like the gods of our, culture things go tragically wrong.

 
 

1. Which gods had the Israelites turned too this time? What are some of the gods/idols 

of our culture that pull us away from the God of the Bible? 

2. Why did God say no to Israel when they asked to be forgiven? Do you think that God 

says no to you when you ask to be forgiven? 

3. What does real repentance look like? In what ways do you participate in fake 

repentance? 

4. Who was Jephthah? Where did he come from?  

5. Why do you think he took the job of leading the army? 

6. What dose Jephthah’s vow tell us about what he believed? 

7. Who do you think he was expecting to meet him when he came home from battle? 

8. How did Jephthah’s Idolatry destroy his family and his community?  

9. How do we allow ourselves to be shaped by idolatry rather than God? 

10. What are some ways in which our idolatry affects those we love?   


