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From Gideon to Abimelech

Previous talks have commented upon Israel’s cyclical history during the period of the Judges, that
of: apostasy by forsaking the LorD and worshipping other gods; followed by oppression from
surrounding nations; then repentance from Israel with their crying out to God for help; who raised
up a deliverer to free them and to give them peace; which lasts for a number of years until they
forget the LORD again and lapse into idolatry.

Gideon had brought them peace for forty years, during which he led them into idolatry with his
golden ephod. After his death, his son Abimelech forcefully and selfishly established himself as
Israel’s ‘king’ for three years (see Judges 9:6, 16 & 22). But God soon brought this ‘kingship’ to an
end at the tower of Thebez as retribution for the all evil that Abimelech had done to his father's
offspring (v. 56).

Tola
Judges ch. 10 opens:

After Abimelech there arose to save Israel Tola the son of Puah, son of
Dodo, a man of Issachar, and he lived at Shamir in the hill country of
Ephraim. And he judged Israel twenty-three years. Then he died and
was buried at Shamir (vv. 1-2, ESV).

This is the only information recorded about Tola other than he “saved” Israel. From the context of
Judges, that probably means he provided a period of peaceful administration in Israel after
Abimelech’s disastrous rule.

Jair
Vv. 3-5 record a little more information about the next judge:

After [Tola] arose Jair the Gileadite, who judged Israel twenty-two
years. And he had thirty sons who rode on thirty donkeys, and they had
thirty cities, called Havvoth-jair to this day, which are in the land of
Gilead. And Jair died and was buried in Kamon.

The question arises: why do the records of Tola and Jair have so little detail about their lives? If
you recall talk T1466 on ‘Gideon’s preparation’, you'll remember that Jonathan Hughes introduced
it by stating that Gideon was an ordinary person who was quietly living his life without there being
anything remarkable to say about him. Well, | get the impression that this is also true of these two
judges! But unlike Gideon, they didn’t live up to their calling and perhaps Jair was only interested
in the status of his family? The facts that his thirty sons rode on thirty donkeys and had thirty cities
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suggests some official position within Gilead, which he regarded as more important than being a
judge of Israel. Certainly the men of Gilead were left unprepared for the inevitable next Ammonite
invasion!

Further Disobedience and Oppression

These bare facts about Tola and Jair only show that during their time there was peace with the
surrounding nations for some forty-five years. But ch. 10 then reveals Israel’s spiritual state
spiralling downward and their further drift into another apostasy:

The people of Israel again did what was evil in the sight of the Lorbp and
served the Baals and the Ashtaroth, the gods of Syria, the gods of
Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods of the Ammonites, and the gods of
the Philistines. And they forsook the LorD and did not serve him. So the
anger of the LorD was kindled against Israel, and he sold them into the
hand of the Philistines and into the hand of the Ammonites, and they
crushed and oppressed the people of Israel that year. For eighteen
years they oppressed all the people of Israel who were beyond the
Jordan in the land of the Amorites, which is in Gilead. And the
Ammonites crossed the Jordan to fight also against Judah and against
Benjamin and against the house of Ephraim, so that Israel was severely
distressed. And the people of Israel cried out to the LorD, saying, “We
have sinned against you, because we have forsaken our God and have
served the Baals.” And the LorD said to the people of Israel, “Did | not
save you from the Egyptians and from the Amorites, from the
Ammonites and from the Philistines? The Sidonians also, and the
Amalekites and the Maonites oppressed you, and you cried out to me,
and | saved you out of their hand. Yet you have forsaken me and
served other gods; therefore | will save you no more. Go and cry out to
the gods whom you have chosen; let them save you in the time of your
distress.” And the people of Israel said to the Lorbp, “We have sinned;
do to us whatever seems good to you. Only please deliver us this day.”
So they put away the foreign gods from among them and served the
Lorb, and he became impatient over the misery of Israel. Then the
Ammonites were called to arms, and they encamped in Gilead. And the
people of Israel came together, and they encamped at Mizpah. And the
people, the leaders of Gilead, said one to another, “Who is the man
who will begin to fight against the Ammonites? He shall be head over all
the inhabitants of Gilead” (vv. 6-18).

The difference with this apostasy was that the Lord recounted to Israel their previous behaviours
and effectively said that He would no longer help them. They should seek help from the other gods
they were worshipping. That produced a somewhat more genuine repentance from Israel and a
national spiritual revival in which they “put away the foreign gods from among them and served the
LorD” (v. 16). The LorD always yearned for Israel in a way similar to Hosea 11:7-8: 8&9

My people are bent on turning away from me, and though they call out
to the Most High, he shall not raise them up at all. How can | give you
up, O Ephraim? How can | hand you over, O Israel? ...My heart recoils
within me; my compassion grows warm and tender.

Judges 10:16 records:

And [the LorD’s] soul was grieved for the misery of Israel (Darby).
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Jephthah Delivers Israel from the Ammonites

Ch.11 opens with God raising up the next judge, Jephthah, whose story | will consider under eight
main points. However, Jephthah's confrontation with the men of Ephraim is in ch. 12:1-4, and will
be discussed in the next series on Judges, God willing.

1 Jephthah’s family history, 11:1-4

Now Jephthah the Gileadite was a mighty warrior, but he was the son of
a prostitute. Gilead was [his father]. And Gilead's wife also bore him
sons. And when his wife's sons grew up, they drove Jephthah out and
said to him, “You shall not have an inheritance in our father's house, for
you are the son of another woman.” Then Jephthah fled from his
brothers and lived in the land of Tob, and worthless fellows collected
around [him] and went out with him.

2 Ammon’s renewed oppression, v. 4

10:7-9 state that the Ammonites were used by God to bring Israel back to repentance. Having
occupied Gilead for some 18 years, they'd set their sights on all Israelite territory west of the river
Jordan. Ammon’s renewed oppression is stated in 11:4:

After a time the Ammonites made war against Israel.

This renewed aggression left the region of Gilead exposed again because their eastern border
was with the Ammonites. I've already indicated that Jair's neglect of duty left the Israelites totally
unprepared for war. The outcome of Gilead’s hastily convened elders’ war-counsel was to enlist
the help of their relative Jephthah, whom they’d formerly forced into exile in Tob in the land of
Syria.

3 Jephthah’s recruitment by the elders of Gilead, vv. 5-11

And when the Ammonites made war against Israel, the elders of Gilead
went to bring Jephthah from the land of Tob. And they said to Jephthah,
“Come and be our leader, that we may fight against the Ammonites.”
But Jephthah said to the elders of Gilead, “Did you not hate me and
drive me out of my father's house? Why have you come to me now
when you are in distress?” And the elders of Gilead said to Jephthah,
“That is why we have turned to you now, that you may go with us and
fight against the Ammonites and be our head over all the inhabitants of
Gilead.” Jephthah said to the elders of Gilead, “If you bring me home
again to fight against the Ammonites, and the LorD gives them over to
me, | will be your head.” And the elders of Gilead said to Jephthah,
“The Lorb will be witness between us, if we do not do as you say.” So
Jephthah went with the elders of Gilead, and the people made him
head and leader over them. And Jephthah spoke all his words before
the LorD at Mizpah.

Unsurprisingly, Jephthah was wary of the elders’ request and agreed to return only on the
condition of him being recognised as their tribal leader as well as Israel’s military leader. V. 11
states that Jephthah struck this bargain with them in the presence of the LorD at Mizpah so that
they understood what they were committing themselves to, and that it was an oath before the
Lorbp. Mizpah was the place where Israel had assembled their fighting force for war against the
Ammonite invaders (see 10:17). Although Jephthah seems to be motivated by self-interest and
personal ambition, the Lord had brought about the situation because of His steadfast love and pity
for Israel (10:16).
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4 Jephthah’s dialogue with the Ammonite king, vv. 12-28

Then Jephthah sent messengers to the king of the Ammonites and
said, “What do you have against me, that you have come...to fight
against my land?” And the king of the Ammonites answered the
messengers of Jephthah, “Because Israel on coming up from Egypt
took away my land, from the Arnon to the Jabbok and to the Jordan;
now therefore restore it peaceably.” Jephthah again sent messengers
to the king of the Ammonites and said to him, “Thus says Jephthah:
Israel did not take away the land of Moab or the land of the Ammonites,
but when they came up from Egypt, Israel went through the wilderness
to the Red Sea and came to Kadesh. Israel then sent messengers to
the king of Edom, saying, ‘Please let us pass through your land,” but the
king of Edom would not listen. And they sent also to the king of Moab,
but he would not consent. So Israel remained at Kadesh. Then they
journeyed through the wilderness and went around the land of Edom
and the land of Moab and arrived on the east side of the land of Moab
and camped on the other side of the Arnon. But they did not enter the
territory of Moab, for the Arnon was the boundary of Moab. Israel then
sent messengers to Sihon king of the Amorites, king of Heshbon, and
Israel said to him, ‘Please let us pass through your land to our country,’
but Sihon did not trust Israel to pass through his territory, so Sihon
gathered all his people together and encamped at Jahaz and fought
with Israel. And the LorbD, the God of Israel, gave Sihon and all his
people into the hand of Israel, and they defeated them. So Israel took
possession of all the land of the Amorites, who inhabited that country.
And they took possession of all the territory of the Amorites from the
Arnon to the Jabbok and from the wilderness to the Jordan. So then the
LorD, the God of Israel, dispossessed the Amorites from before his
people Israel; and are you to take possession of them? Will you not
possess what Chemosh your god gives you to possess? And all that
the LorD our God has dispossessed before us, we will possess. Now
are you any better than Balak the son of Zippor, king of Moab? Did he
ever contend against Israel, or did he ever go to war with them? While
Israel lived in Heshbon and its villages, and in Aroer and its villages,
and in all the cities that are on the banks of the Arnon, 300 years, why
did you not deliver them within that time? | therefore have not sinned
against you, and you do me wrong by making war on me. The LoRbD, the
Judge, decide this day between the people of Israel and the people of
Ammon.” But the king of the Ammonites did not listen to the words of
Jephthah that he sent to him.

Nowadays, we’re all too familiar with diplomacy between nations. And the sad fact that it often
fails, when an aggressive power is intent on bullying and/or war to achieve its objectives. This was
the case when Jephthah confronted the king of Ammon with the truth of their respective histories,
that Israel hadn’t dispossessed them of any of their land. You can read about what Israel actually
did when they travelled on the east side of Jordan before crossing to the Promised Land in
Numbers ch. 21 vv. 21-31 to verify the truthfulness of Jephthah’s version of events. But the
overriding issue is that God Himself had allocated the nations their lands and boundaries: “When
the most High divided to the nations their inheritance, when he separated the sons of Adam, he
set the bounds of the people according to the number of the children of Israel” (Deut. 32:8). That's
why God sometimes calls the land of Israel “my land” whenever Israel’s surrounding nations either
invade or war against it (Isa 14:25; Eze 36:5, 38:16; Joel 1:6, 3:2). But Jephthah took a step too
far when he accused the king of the Ammonites of coming “to fight against my land” (11:12). It
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wasn’t Jephthah'’s, it was, and still is, God’s. He only allowed Israel to possess it as long as they
remained faithful to Him and were thankful for it. Whenever they turned from serving Him, as was
repeatedly the case in the Judges, He reclaimed His sovereign rights over it. For example in
Jeremiah 16:18:

| will doubly repay their iniquity and their sin, because they have
polluted my land with the carcasses of their detestable idols, and have
filled my inheritance with their abominations.

5 The Spirit of God comes upon Jephthah, v. 29

I'll leave it to you to decide whether or not Jephthah could have achieved a peaceful agreement
with the king of the Ammonites. Like many episodes in Scripture, there’s the overriding will of God
to consider, for when the king wouldn't listen to Jephthah, immediately Judges 11:29 states:

Then the Spirit of the LorD [came] upon Jephthah, and he passed
through Gilead and Manasseh and passed on to Mizpah of Gilead, and
from Mizpah of Gilead he passed on to the Ammonites.

But Jephthah continued to be headstrong, and although endued with the Spirit of God, he didn’t
exhibit any self-control, which is the last fruit of the Spirit mentioned in Galatians 5:23.

6 His rash vow, vv. 30-31

Rather than appreciating that the Spirit had come upon him to give him victory in battle, Jephthah
remained too self-confident. He thought that his skill at negotiating was such that he could also
strike a deal with God:

[He] made a vow to the LorD and said, “If you will give the Ammonites
into my hand, then whatever comes out from the doors of my house to
meet me when | return in peace from the Ammonites shall be the
LorD's, and | will offer it up for a burnt offering.”

This was no ordinary vow and Jephthah gave no real thought to its potential consequences. But it
dominates the rest of the account to such an extent that the victory over the Ammonites becomes
of secondary importance! A burnt offering sounds very pious until it's defined as “whatever comes
out...of my house” - that violates the stipulations of the Law in Lev. ch. 1. Ecclesiastes 5:2
advises:

Be not rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be hasty to utter a word
before God.

7 Jephthah's victory over the Ammonites. vv. 32-33
Vv. 32-33 detail the total success of Jephthah'’s military campaign.

So Jephthah crossed over to the Ammonites to fight against them, and
the LORD gave them into his hand. And he struck them from Aroer to
the neighbourhood of Minnith, twenty cities, and as far as Abel-
keramim, with a great blow. So the Ammonites were subdued before
the people of Israel.

8 The tragic consequences of Jephthah's vow, vv. 34-40
The final part of Judges 11 tells of the devastating results of Jephthah's hasty vow.

Then Jephthah came to his home at Mizpah. And behold, his daughter
came out to meet him with tambourines and with dances. She was his
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only child; besides her he had neither son nor daughter. And as soon
as he saw her, he tore his clothes and said, “Alas, my daughter! You
have brought me very low, and you have become the cause of great
trouble to me. For | have opened my mouth to the LorD, and | cannot
take back my vow.” And she said to him, “My father, you have opened
your mouth to the LorD; do to me according to what has gone out of
your mouth, now that the LorD has avenged you on your enemies, on
the Ammonites.” So she said to her father, “Let this thing be done for
me: leave me alone two months, that | may go up and down on the
mountains and weep for my virginity, | and my companions.” So he
said, “Go.” Then he sent her away for two months, and she departed,
she and her companions, and wept for her virginity on the mountains.
And at the end of two months, she returned to her father, who did with
her according to his vow that he had made. She had never known a
man, and it became a custom in Israel.

I’'m utterly appalled every time | read this story. Israel’s triumph under Jephthah's military
leadership turned immediately sour when he arrived home to celebrate it by dedicating to the LorRD
as a burnt offering whatever first met him out of his house. It was his only child who came out to
meet him! Tragedy struck him and the Lord humbled this man, who full of his own importance,
claimed that the victory was entirely from his own capabilities! But he’d made a vow to the Lord
and he was obliged to honour it. He couldn’t retract it, not even for his only daughter. His victory
parade turned into a two-months-grieving-for-her-virginity-parade with her friends throughout the
countryside. Upon returning, her father fulfilled his vow to the Lord. And this is what Israel
remembered each year about Jephthah's victory over the Ammonites, for the Scripture states “and
it became a custom in Israel.”

Lessons for us from the accounts of Tola, Jair and Jephthah
| started by pointing out that Judges 10 gives clear indications of Israel’s spiritual state spiralling
downward and their further drift into another apostasy. A repeated phrase in the book of Judges is,

In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right
in his own eyes (see 17:6 & 21:25).

Although God raised them up, all three of these Judges answered their calling in their own way
rather than being led only by God’s Spirit and relying upon Him. This is particularly highlighted in
the case of Jephthah, who became Israel’s leader by his own means. Present day Christendom is
very much like the times of the Judges. Rather than being guided by God’s word, much is
everyone doing what they think is right in his/her own eyes! | wonder, how much of my Christian
life is based upon Scripture? or am | simply doing what | think is right for twenty first century
culture?

But | finish on a positive note. In times of spiritual declension God takes up and uses people with
many shortcomings in their lives, of dubious character, and of doubtful faith, to accomplish His
own purposes for His own glory. | say this because Jephthah is included in those heroes of faith
listed in Hebrews 11!

Thank you for listening to this Truth for Today talk on “Tola, Jair, and Jephthah, talk No. T1469 in
the series ‘Studies in the book of Judges’.

Please Note:

We encourage you to use this transcript for your personal or group Bible studies. This material
should not, however, be used in any publications without the express permission from Truth for
Today, whose contact details can be found on page 1.

Page 6



