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Background: When Joshua died, the conquest of The Promised Land was only 
partially completed. In large part, Israel had followed the instructions of YHWH 
regarding the taking of the land and the destruction of the indigenous population 
who lived there, but Israel had not followed God completely. Large sections of the 
indigenous population remained and were not under Israeli control.  
 
From the time of the occupation (around 1380 BC) until the beginning of the 
Monarchs (1050 BC) Israel was a THEOCRACY, a nation whose king was God. Israel 
was supposed to listen to and follow the word of the Lord, but as we have already 
seen, Israel was not good at following the instructions of YHWH. Her failure to do 
so left her in trouble time and again. Partial obedience to the word of the Lord is 
disobedience to the word of the Lord and always leads to disaster. “Judges 
provides many examples of the principle that OBEDIENCE TO THE LAW BRINGS 
PEACE, WHEREAS DISOBEDIENCE MEANS OPPRESSION AND DEATH” (Charles 
Ryrie).  This is the constantly repeated lesson of the Book of Judges. Judges is the 
story of the time in Israel’s early history when “Every man did what was right in 
his own eyes” (17:6 and 21:25). This always results in chaos and disaster. 
 
In the Book of Judges a recurrent theme emerges: Step one - The people are 
following the will of YHWH; Step two - The people stop obeying the word of the 
Lord; Step three - An enemy arises that oppresses the people of God; Step four - 
The people cry out to God for help; Step five - God answers Israel’s prayer by 
sending them a deliverer (a judge to lead her, a Messiah); Step six - The people 
repent and return to the Lord. Then, the process begins again. Judges simply 
repeats this pattern over and over again.  God’s people are “stiff necked and 
disobedient.” God is forever faithful. If God’s people would follow God’s word, 
they could save themselves hardship, worry, pain, etc. But they choose to do 
what seems right in their own eyes. 
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Judges12:1-7 
 
Verse 1 
The Ephraimite forces were called out, and they crossed over to Zaphon. They 
said to Jephthah, “Why did you go to fight the Ammonites without calling us to 
go with you? We’re going to burn down your house over your head.” 

• Once again, the Hebrew tribe of Ephraim was upset because they were not 
called to fight against the forces opposing Jephthah (see Judges 8:1). 

• They threatened to burn down Jephthah’s house because he had not called 
upon them to help in the battle. 

 
Verses 2-3 
2 Jephthah answered, “I and my people were engaged in a great struggle with 
the Ammonites, and although I called, you didn’t save me out of their 
hands. 3 When I saw that you wouldn’t help, I took my life in my hands and 
crossed over to fight the Ammonites, and the LORD gave me the victory over 
them. Now why have you come up today to fight me?” 

• Jephthah attempted to answer the Ephraimites softly -- to explain. He 
explained that he did call on them to help but that they did not respond to 
his call. He explained that when they did not come to help, he went on 
without them and that God blessed him with victory. This is new 
information which is not recorded in the Judges 11 account of the battle. 
He then asked for the Ephraimites to explain their aggressive action against 
him. 

 
Verses 4-7 
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. 
7 Jephthah led Israel six years. Then Jephthah the Gileadite died and was buried 
in a town in Gilead. 
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• The Ephraimites refused to accept Jephthah’s explanation. So, Jephthah 
was forced to call out the Gileadites to battle against their fellow Hebrews 
from the tribe of Ephraim. 

• The fighting was encouraged because the Ephraimites accused the 
Gileadites of being a part of the tribe of Ephraim which had abandoned 
their tribe. There was, apparently, hard feelings between Ephraim and 
Gilead which had lasted for generations. 

• Jephthah was successful in battle against Ephraim. He set up a road block at 
the place where the Ephraimites would have to cross the Jordan. When his 
forces captured someone trying to cross the river there was a password. If 
the one trying to cross said the word “shibboleth” (the Hebrew word means 
“floods”) with a strong “SH” sound at its beginning, that person was 
allowed to cross the river. If the person said the word without that strong 
“SH” sound, he was executed on the spot. Apparently, Ephraimites were 
betrayed by their accent.  

• Jephthah executed 42,000 Ephraimites. 
• Jephthah lead Israel for six years and then he died. 
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