Last week, we looked at the drama involving Abimelech and the Shechemites, where they conspired to execute the 70 sons of Gideon, and once they were out of the way, Abimelech was appointed as the king by the Shechemites.  Abimelech was a wicked leader ruling over a wicked people.  It was a marriage made in hell.  A few years later, the honeymoon is over, and they begin to have bitterness and ill will towards each other, so Abimelech slaughters the Shechemites and later Abimelech is killed by a woman who had a big crush on him – she dropped a heavy stone on his head.  Both Abimelech and the Shechemites reaped what they had sown.  It was a great family story wasn’t it?
Now in Chapter 10 of Judges, we are introduced to two judges that we are told very little about.  Tola judged Israel for 23 years, and after him, Jair judged Israel for another 22 years.  And, true to their cycle of disobedience, after Jair died, the Israelites forgot God, did what was right in their own eyes – which was evil in the eyes of God, and they served the many false idols of their neighbors.
So, God delivered His people into slavery under the hands of their enemies.  And for 18 years, the Israelites were afflicted by them, until it seemed to have finally dawned on them that their false idols weren’t coming to their rescue.  And so, they cried out to God, confessing that they had sinned and were ready to walk with Him.  Unfortunately, God was not impressed with their shallow repentance – He had seen it all before and it didn’t last.  It was all talk and no action, and so, God threatened to leave them to their idols in whom they had trusted.
Finally, the Israelites showed some genuine repentance by putting away their false idols, so God began the process of raising up another judge to deliver His people – and this brings us to Judges 11, which is another great family story.
At the beginning of this chapter, we are introduced to Jephthah who was a skilled warrior.  His father was Gilead, from Gilead, and all we know about his mother was that she was a prostitute.  His father Gilead had a number of sons from his wife and when these boys grew up, they drove Jephthah away because he was considered illegitimate.  These sons did not want Jephthah to receive an inheritance from their father.  
Jephthah wasn’t to blame for his birth.  He didn’t get to choose the circumstances of his birth – but that didn’t matter, and he was rejected and kicked to the curb by his own family.
Jephthah fled and went to the land of Tob, which is east of the Jordan River near Syria, and he gathered around him men who were likely just like him – rejects, and outcasts, and outsiders.  These guys hit the streets and they functioned like a gang.  They fought for everything just to survive and they experienced great success in their skirmishes and raids against their enemies under the leadership of Jephthah.
It was a difficult life, but unbeknownst to Jephthah, God had a plan for him.  Behind the scenes, God was developing Jephthah through the disappointments and through the hardships in life to bring him to that place where he could use him. 
There is a story told about an elementary school class that went to the studio of a famous sculptor. As the children entered they had to pass by the statue of a very ferocious and realistic lion. One of the students asked, “Hey mister, how were you able to make such a realistic looking lion?” He answered, “Son, it was easy. I took a large block of marble, and then I simply chipped away everything that didn’t look like a lion.”
Isn’t that what God does with us?  He carefully and deliberately chips away at us, removing everything that does not conform to the image of Christ.  And this brings up a good reminder for all of us not to write someone off from having a role in God’s kingdom.  We need to encourage those who may feel rejected like Jephthah not to allow their disadvantages and their disappointments in life to discourage them from serving the Lord.  Unbeknownst to them, God is always at work; He has a purpose, and He has a plan – it’s a master plan, and we can’t forget that.  
Well, God’s plan for Jephthah begins to come to light. The Ammonites are really pressing the Israelites, but the Israelites did not have anyone they could look to as a military leader; however, over the years, Jephthah had developed quite a reputation as a mighty man of valor.  So, the elders of Gilead swallowed their pride to recruit a man they had previously rejected.  They want Jephthah to be their general.
In verse 7, Jephthah responds to the elders, and what he says is similar to what God had been saying to His people.  Jephthah said, “Did you not hate me and drive me from my father’s house? So why have you come to me now when you are in trouble?”  What’s he saying to them?  You only seek me when you need something; you only call to me when you want my help.  Anybody feeling a little convicted right about now?  Ironically, their only hope comes from the one they despised and abandoned.  They cannot fight against their enemy unless they are helped by the very person whom they had rejected.  That’s the gospel right there – Jesus, the stone that the builders rejected, became the chief corner stone.
Anyway, Jephthah agrees to help, but on his terms – that being He will be more than a general, he will be their ruler if they are victorious.  
Now as we continue in Chapter 11 and see Jephthah in a surprising role.  If we expected this warrior to immediately spring into battle, we would be wrong.  Instead Jephthah acts as a diplomat.  He was the only judge who tried to use diplomacy to avert war.  He sent messengers to the Ammonite king asking the reason for the oppression.  In reply, the Ammonite king made an outrageous claim that all of the land was his, and he wanted it back.  The king claimed that the Israelites wrongfully took what was theirs.
Well Jephthah apparently knew the history of the Israelites, and he responded to the king with three main points.  First he tells the king to get his history straight.  When the Israelites were making their way to the Promised Land, they requested safe passage through the lands of the Amorites, but instead of being granted safe passage, the Amorites attacked – and the Israelites simply defended themselves.  The land in question was the spoils of war.
Secondly, Jephthah pointed out that the victory over the Amorites came about only because the Lord, the God of Israel, drove them out.  Jephthah then asked the king if he believed they should possess what their god gave them.  Of course, the king would believe this, so doesn’t it make sense that Israel would possess what the Lord gave them?
And finally, Jephthah asked, “Why did you wait so long?”  Israel had possessed the land and these towns for 300 years, so why make this claim now?
Jephthah claimed innocence, he showed great wisdom in his choice of words, but apparently the Ammonite king wasn’t about to let facts get in the way.  He disregarded all attempts at diplomacy and wanted war instead.
29 Now the Spirit of the LORD came upon Jephthah, so that he passed through Gilead and Manasseh; then he passed through Mizpah of Gilead, and from Mizpah of Gilead he went on to the sons of Ammon. 30 Jephthah made a vow to the LORD and said, “If You will indeed give the sons of Ammon into my hand, 31 then it shall be that whatever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me when I return in peace from the sons of Ammon, it shall be the LORD’S, and I will offer it up as a burnt offering.” 
So, there is going to be war with this Ammonite king, and it is at this point that the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah, energizing him for battle.  He marched his troops through the land of Gilead and Manasseh toward the Ammonite border.  But before sounding the charge to attack, Jephthah made a vow, a solemn promise to God, and he said, “If you give the Ammonites into my hands, then 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.”  
Was this vow to God necessary to ensure victory?  Absolutely not, but it was common in Israel for an individual or a group of people to make a vow, promising that if God gave deliverance in some manner, they would offer a sacrifice as an act of gratitude and worship.  So, it was not wrong for Jephthah to make a vow to God, but his choice of words were terrible.
Well, the Israelites are victorious over the Ammonites and Jephthah returns to his home as a hero to join the celebration. 
34 When Jephthah came to his house at Mizpah, behold, his daughter was coming out to meet him with tambourines and with dancing. Now she was his one and only child; besides her he had no son or daughter. 35 When he saw her, he tore his clothes and said, “Alas, my daughter! You have brought me very low, and you are among those who trouble me; for I have given my word to the LORD, and I cannot take it back.” 36 So she said to him, “My father, you have given your word to the LORD; do to me as you have said, since the LORD has avenged you of your enemies, the sons of Ammon.” 37 She said to her father, “Let this thing be done for me; let me alone two months, that I may go to the mountains and weep because of my virginity, I and my companions.” 38 Then he said, “Go.” So he sent her away for two months; and she left with her companions, and wept on the mountains because of her virginity. 39 At the end of two months she returned to her father, who did to her according to the vow which he had made; and she had no relations with a man. Thus it became a custom in Israel, 40 that the daughters of Israel went yearly to commemorate the daughter of Jephthah the Gileadite four days in the year.
Jephthah made this unnecessary vow; he bargains with God to get the victory and says, “If You give me victory over the Ammonites, whatever comes out of my front door when I return home, I'll sacrifice it to You as a burnt offering.”  And wouldn’t you know that the first thing to come from his house to meet him was his daughter – his only child.  Obviously, Jephthah did not intend for his daughter to be the offering because he tore his clothes as an expression of great distress and deep remorse.
I will tell you right off the bat that this is one of the most difficult passages in the entire Bible to deal with.  There is no question that Jephthah kept his vow, I think that is clear – even his daughter told him to keep his promise to God, but the confusion surrounds the exact nature of the vow.   
Now before we dive into this, I want to make an important point:  It is easy, as westerners from America, to rely on our own cultural filters of what is right and wrong when attempting to interpret a story in the Bible that occurred in the Middle East a long, long time ago.  We can’t let this happen.
So, here is the question.  Did Jephthah kill his daughter and sacrifice her as a burnt offering?  If you say “yes” you would be in good company with some really smart people.  If you say “no” you will also be in good company with some really smart people, because strong cases can be made for both answers.
Sometimes the simplest reading of a passage is the best reading, the most accurate reading, and in this case it would seem that Jephthah took his daughter’s life.  If you consider that Middle Eastern culture, personal honor was more important than human life.  He made a vow, now he has to keep it to save face.  And we also have to consider that Jephthah, and the Israelites for that matter, were likely still influenced by the wicked Canaanite culture where human sacrifice was accepted.
Now do I believe that Jephthah killed his daughter and sacrificed her as a burnt offering?  I don’t, and let me explain why, but first I want to say that I am not trying to explain away something because I don’t like it.  That’s where we get in trouble.
Let me start with Deut. 12:31-32, referring to the practices of Canaanite inhabitants of the Promised Land.  Moses was providing instruction to God’s people before they entered the Promised Land, and he stated, “You shall not behave thus toward the Lord your God, for every abominable act which the Lord hates they have done for their gods; for they even burn their sons and daughters in the fire to their gods.”  This action by Jephthah to kill his daughter and sacrifice her as a burnt offering would have been absolutely detestable to God. 
But some would rightly say, we should keep our vows – especially vows to God.  That is absolutely true.  Deut. 23:21-23 says, “When you make a vow to the Lord your God, you shall not delay to pay it, for it would be sin in you, and the Lord your God will surely require it of you. However, if you refrain from vowing, it would not be sin in you. You shall be careful to perform what goes out from your lips, just as you have voluntarily vowed to the Lord your God, what you have promised.”
In other words, we should be slow and careful to make vows and promises, but when they are made, we should keep them.  We should be men and women of integrity who keep our promises – but does God expect us to keep foolish ones?  “Lord, if you give me this, I promise to rob a bank.”  Would God expect me to honor that vow?  Let’s hope not.  Actually, the Bible makes provision for the removal of difficult and foolish vows.  As a matter of fact, the majority of Lev. Chapter 27 addresses that very thing.  Essentially, the removal of Jephthah’s vow would have cost him 10 shekels of silver.   Now, was Jephthah or his daughter aware of this provision to remove the vow?  Maybe not, but the only place for making sacrifices and offerings to God was the tabernacle, and surely a priest would know this and would have offered a way out.  
Now for me, here a very telling piece.  The mourning by the daughter was not due to the possibility of dying, but over never marrying and having children.  Essentially, she would be a nun, never knowing the joys of marriage and motherhood, serving at the tabernacle for the rest of her life.  For Jephthah it meant that his family line would essentially die because he had no other children or grandchildren.  He would have no legacy which would be a great tragedy for a man in those days. 
We are also told that after honoring the vow, the daughters of Israel went yearly to commemorate the daughter of Jephthah.  Why in the world would anyone commemorate a human sacrifice – something which is repulsive to God?   
And here’s my last point. Let’s look at the vow again beginning with verse 30.  “If You will indeed give the sons of Ammon into my hand, then it shall be that whatever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me when I return in peace from the sons of Ammon, it shall be the LORD’S, and I will offer it up as a burnt offering.”     
Now, look at the word “and”.  Some Hebrew scholars have said that same word for “and” may in some cases be translated as the word “or.”  If that’s the case here, then it could read, “It shall be the Lord’s, or I will offer it up as a burnt offering.”  So he could be saying, “What comes out of the door, it will be devoted to you, or it will be a burnt offering.”  

I’m not going to tell you what to believe, but I believe that Jephthah kept his vow by dedicating his daughter to God’s service.  And just to remind you, he is mentioned in Hebrews 11 as a man of faith.

I have said in the past that we are to be people of the Word, and like Jephthah, we should also be people who keep their word.  
You might ask, what promises or vows have I made to God?  Maybe you haven’t made any hasty vows like Jephthah.  Maybe you didn’t verbally promise to do anything…but when we call Him “Lord,” isn’t a vow or promise to God implied to some degree? 

By calling Him “Lord,” aren’t we promising to allow God to work in our lives to make us more like Christ?
By calling Him “Lord”, aren’t we promising to submit and surrender ourselves to His rule over our lives?
By calling Him “Lord,” aren’t we promising to obey Him and to walk in His ways?  

It’s something to think about isn’t it?
It was a busy morning, approximately 8:30 am, when an elderly gentleman, in his 80s, presented to have sutures (stitches) removed from his thumb. He stated that he was in a hurry as he had an appointment at 9:00 am.
I took his vital signs and had him take a seat, knowing that it would be over an hour before someone would be able to see him. I saw him looking at his watch, and decided that as I was not busy with another patient, I would evaluate his wound. On exam it was well healed, so I talked to one of the doctors, got the needed supplies to remove his sutures and redress his wound.
While taking care of his wound, we began to engage in conversation. I asked him if he had a doctor's appointment this morning, as he was in such a hurry. The gentleman told me no, that he needed to go to the nursing home to eat breakfast with his wife. He had promised to have breakfast with her every morning.  I then inquired as to her health. He told me that she had been there for a while and that she was a victim of Alzheimer Disease.
As we talked, and I finished dressing his wound I asked if she would be worried if he was a bit late. He replied that she no longer knew who he was, that she had not recognized him in five years. I was surprised, and asked him. "And you still go every morning, even though she doesn't know who you are?" He smiled as he patted my hand and said, "She doesn't know me, but I still know who she is."
[bookmark: _GoBack]He made a promise to his wife and he kept it, whether she remembered it or not.  We should be slow and careful to make vows and promises, but when they are made, we should keep them.
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