Lesson 68 worksheet - Israel: Jephthah
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Fill in the blanks as we study the lesson.

1. In the book of Judges, we see a clear picture of human nature. God brought Israel out of Egypt and brought them in to their Promised Land. He gave them great victory over their enemies, and they lived peacefully in the land. God promised to let them enjoy peace and prosperity as long as they would follow the instructions of His law. Less than 50 years after they were settled comfortably in the lands, they had already turned away from God to the worship of idols. The human heart is sinful, and it naturally turns away from God.
2. Whenever Israel turned to false gods, the Lord punished them. He sent enemy nations to invade and oppress them. God did not act in angry rage of revenge just to cause them pain. Like a good father, His punishment was intended to bring them away from the harmful way of sin, and back to Himself. Parents may seem harsh when they spank their children to teach them to stay away from busy streets, or electric wires, or drugs and alcohol, but they are showing true love. God loved Israel, but he hated the sin that would destroy them. 

3. Oppression, sooner or later, always caused Israel to turn back to God and to cry out to Him for help. God responded by raising up a capable leader to judge them and lead them to victory over their enemies. The people would follow God for a while, and live in peace. We learned about five judges who delivered Israel from bondage: Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, Deborah, and Gideon. After each of these deliverances, Israel returned to the worship of God, but each time, it seems that they were further away from him than they had been before. More and more, Israel became a lawless place. By the end of the book of Judges, it was said that “every man did that which was right in his own eyes.” In the previous lesson, we looked at the awful crime of Gideon’s son Abimelech, who killed 68 of his brothers so he could become a king. His sin led to his death.
4. After Abimelech died, Israel lived peacefully for many years. During this time of peace, God gave them a judge named Tola. He did not have to drive out enemy invasions, but he led the people for 23 years. After him was another peacetime judge, named Jair, who judged Israel for 22 years. The peaceful time that began with the victory of Gideon lasted more than 100 years, disturbed only by the uprising of Abimelech.
5. In Judges chapter 10, Israel turned away from God again. This time, their idol worship was extreme. They “served Baalim, and Ashtaroth, and the gods of Syria, and the gods of Zidon, and the gods of Moab, and the gods of the children of Ammon, and the gods of the Philistines, and forsook the LORD”. This time, God raised up the Philistines to oppress them from the west, and the Ammonites to oppress them in the east. Remember that two and a half tribes settled on the east side of the Jordan River: Reuben, Gad, and half the tribe of Manasseh. They settled there in the land they conquered from the kings Sihon and Og. This eastern region was known as Gilead.

6. The Ammonites invaded Gilead and oppressed the Israelites who lived there. Then they crossed the Jordan River, and invaded the central tribal areas of Judah, Benjamin, and Ephraim. The oppression was very severe, and the Israelites began to ask God for help. God answered them. He reminded them of the many times He had delivered them in the past. He said that He did not want to deliver them any more. He said, “Go and cry unto the gods which ye have chosen; let them deliver you in the time of your tribulation.” The people knew that their false gods could not help them. They confessed their sins to God. They put away all their idols and began to serve the Lord. God’s heart was touched, and He decided to deliver His people.

7. The Ammonite army gathered in Gilead to attack Israel again. The Israelites gathered an army to fight them, but they did not have a capable leader. The elders of Gilead knew that they needed to find Jephthah, the only man who was qualified to lead the army. (Jud. 11) Jephthah had a difficult relationship with the men of Gilead, because Jephthah’s mother and father were not married. Jephthah was the child of an adulterous relationship. When Jephthah grew up, the legitimate sons of his father’s lawful wife hated him. They forced him to leave the home. Jephthah gathered a group of fighting men around himself, and became famous for his military skill. He probably led his men in raids against the Ammonites.
8. The elders of Gilead found Jephthah and begged him to lead their army. At first, Jephthah said, “You hated me and cast me out of my father’s house. Why do you want me to help you now?” The elders said that he could rule over them if he would deliver them from the enemy. Jephthah took command of the army. First, he sent ambassadors to the Ammonites with a message: “Why have you come to fight in my land?” The Ammonites said that they wanted to reclaim the land that Israel had taken away from them. Jephthah answered, “That was 300 years ago! We did not take your land. We asked to pass through peacefully, but you attacked us. God gave us victory, and God gave us your land. You have not taken back the land in 300 years, and you will not take it back now.”

9. The Ammonites and the Israelites prepared for battle. Jephthah decided to seek God’s favor by making a vow of sacrifice. He promised God, that if he came home in victory, he would offer whatever first came out of his house, as a burnt offering. Jephthah led the army into battle, and God gave them a spectacular victory. Jephthah went home, but he was shocked when he saw his daughter come out of the house to greet him. According to his vow, he needed to offer her as a human sacrifice.

10. Jephthah was very foolish to make such a vow. The Bible teaches that it is better not to vow, than to make a vow and not keep it. (Ecc. 5:5) God did not want Jephthah to kill his daughter. Amazingly, the daughter encouraged her father to keep his vow! She asked for two months to mourn with her friends, and then she returned to be sacrificed. This story simply illustrates that Israel had fallen to a sad condition of spiritual confusion.

11. After Jephthah defeated the Ammonites, the proud tribe of Ephraim came to protest that they had not been called to lead the battle. (Jud. 12) Angry words were exchanged that led to a small civil war between Ephraim and Gilead. Jephthah’s army caught the men of Ephraim at the crossing of the Jordan. The Ephraimites tried to blend in with the Gileadites, but Jephthah detected them by the way they pronounced the word “shibboleth”. He killed 42,000 of them. Jephthah judged Israel for six years.
Fill in the blanks and correct any mistakes. Keep this lesson for future reference. Come back for lesson No. 69 - “Samson”.
