
Judges 12:1-15 – Leadership-Dealing With Internal Troubles 
TSK, Poole, HebrewLexicon, Geneva, Trapp, Clarke, Handfuls, Barnes, JFB, Henry, Gill, Delitzsch, Expositor? 

Brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ: One of the greatest frustrations of any husband, elder, 

or political leader is having to endure internal fights.  Internal fights hurt him, his family, 

church, and the kingdom of Jesus Christ.  Today you will learn to deal with internal fights. 

 

Our headings are: 

Ephraim’s Rancour (冤仇，积怨) 

Jephthah’s Response 

Israel’s Rest 

 

Our goals are:  That you will learn to avoid internal squabbles（争执） knowing that 

they hinder the kingdom’s growth,  and that you will learn to focus on warring with 

the enemy of God with the Gospel（福音） of Jesus Christ. 

Ephraim’s Rancour  

1 Then the men of Ephraim gathered together, crossed over toward Zaphon, and 
said to Jephthah, "Why did you cross over to fight against the people of Ammon, 
and did not call us to go with you? We will burn your house down on you with fire!" 

1.  Jephthah successfully defended Israel against the attacks by Ammon. It was a struggle, but he 

used both diplomatic efforts and military action. He properly gave credit of Israel’s deliverance to 

Yahweh（耶和华）, Israel’s covenant （圣约）God.  He showed that he was truly a man of faith 

when he promised an offering to God for his victory. It was not a well thought-out oath, but his 

heart was set on the glory of God and the good of God’s people. He settled to rule Israel. But quiet 

didn’t last long. 

 

2. The men of Ephraim became so angry with Jephthah that they came to burn his house down and 

to kill him in it.  They wanted capital punishment（死刑） for him for his crime.   

 

3. What was Jephthah crime, according to the Ephraimites?  They said that Jephthah did not call them 

to fight Ammon.  The Ephraimites had earlier quarrelled with Gideon, falsely accusing him of 

keeping them out from battle against Midian, while at the same time, refusing to give God thanks 

for his victory over Midian. (Judges 8) Gideon graciously worked to make peace with them.  But 

the internal trouble makers complained again, now against Jephthah.  Any reasonable person 

would look at this and think that, even if this charge were true, it was a ridiculous reason to 

execute（处决） someone, especially his deliverer（拯救者）.   

 

4. So what were the real reasons Ephraim wanted to kill Jephthah.  

 a. Pride. Ephraim were overcome by pride.    

Proverbs 16:18  Pride goes before destruction, And a haughty spirit before a fall. 
Henry: “Some men think that all honor is lost that does not go to them.”   

 

b. Envy. When Ephraim saw their pride attacked, they responded with envy. 

Proverbs 27:4  Wrath is cruel and anger a torrent, But who is able to stand before 
jealousy? 



 Jephthah was from Gilead, Manasseh.  Ephraim and Manasseh Joseph’s sons and there was 

always sibling rivalry（对抗）. Eastern rivalry did not die easily either.  You might remember 

when Jacob was blessing Joseph’s sons, he crossed his hand to avoid giving the greater blessing to 

Manasseh, the older son, and instead put his right hand on Ephraim’s head to give him the greater 

blessing. It seems that Ephraim still wanted to be greater. They assumed that blessings continued 

to flow by virtue of birth, rather than by their faithfulness（忠诚）to the Lord. 

 

 Also, Ephraim was one of Israel’s primary tribe.  God sometimes used Ephraim as 

representative for all Israel. So their pride was high. So their pride was hurt because of their 

apparent slighting by Jephthah.  Ephraim should have been happy because Israel had freedom but 

they robbed themselves of the joy that should have been theirs. And what a lack of consideration 

for the rest of Israel who finally had some freedom after 18 years of paying tribute（上供） to 

a foreign king!   

 

5. So after the fight with Ammon and the fight in his heart regarding his rash vow, Jephthah had to 

fight his own countrymen.同胞  

 

6. Lessons: 

 a. Emotions must not control your response to leaders.  This is true for children, who might not 

understand what their parents do and be tempted to overreact. But this is true for grown-ups as 

well.  People have left churches because someone they wanted for elders wasn’t chosen. Others 

have run off （突然离开）ministers because they prefer the Old King James Bible. One family 

left because we wouldn’t change the worship time to accommodate the nap time of their grown 

child. And these emotional（感情用事的） rebels then often ended up going to other churches 

with bigger problems or errors.  There are good reasons for leaving a church, but emotional 

responses are never helpful to the person or the kingdom.  These responses can kill families and 

friendships. 

 

 b. Constant complaining robs you of other joys you could have! When a child constantly 

complains that he doesn’t have all the gadgets （小玩意）of his friends, will be able to enjoy 

having parents, food, clothing, shelter, and friends?  And won’t this complaining against leaders 

ultimately damage Christ’s kingdom – causing it to struggle to grow?  Don’t take that on your 

conscience（良知）.  Don’t rebel. 

 

 c. The covenant has two sides: promise and obedience. For God to bless you, you must remain 

faithful to him. 

 

Jephthah’s Response 

2  And Jephthah said to them, "My people and I were in a great struggle with the 
people of Ammon; and when I called you, you did not deliver me out of their 
hands. 3  "So when I saw that you would not deliver me, I took my life in my 
hands and crossed over against the people of Ammon; and the LORD delivered 
them into my hand. Why then have you come up to me this day to fight against 
me?" 

1. With a threat from his own people that could destabilize the whole nation, Jephthah showed 

himself to be a man of faith.  His faith caused him not to fear the internal enemy but to have a 



level head（冷静的头脑）.  He did not react emotionally as Ephraim. He did not threaten back 

in return, 1Peter 2.  How did Jephthah respond? 

 

2. Jephthah explained the facts to the hot-headed （急躁的，鲁莽的）Ephraimites. He explained 

that he was in a struggle with Ammon, a deathly struggle, and when he called Ephraimites for help 

they did not come. He was more direct than Gideon was in correcting Ephraim. How shameless 

the Ephraimites were! They were guilty of wrongs but accused Jephthah of wrongdoing. 

They were ones who didn’t come.  War can’t wait.   This was projection of wrongs. 

 

3. Then Jephthah pointed out that God delivered Ammon to him.  Why did he say this? 

 

 a. He desired to put Ephraim in their place – telling them that God did not need them for 

victory. 

 

b. He assuaged 平静，平息 their concerns; he wasn’t going to take credit for what God did, 

as Ephraim wanted.  

 

4  Now Jephthah gathered together all the men of Gilead and fought against 
Ephraim. And the men of Gilead defeated Ephraim, because they said, "You 
Gileadites are fugitives of Ephraim among the Ephraimites and among the 

Manassites." 5  The Gileadites seized the fords of the Jordan before the 
Ephraimites arrived. And when any Ephraimite who escaped said, "Let me cross 
over," the men of Gilead would say to him, "Are you an Ephraimite?" If he said, 
"No," 6  then they would say to him, "Then say, ‘Shibboleth’!" And he would say, 
"Sibboleth," for he could not pronounce it right. Then they would take him and kill 
him at the fords of the Jordan. There fell at that time forty-two thousand 
Ephraimites. 

4. Ultimately, Jephthah’s attempts to keep the internal peace were not enough and he had to fight 

Ephraim.  He and Gilead roundly defeated Ephraim. (And to add more justification for the fight, 

the writer explained that Ephraim got personal and insulted the Gileadites.  They called them 

“fugitives,” “refugees,” or “mongrels 杂种.”)  And what bloodshed there was – 42,000 Jews were 

killed by their fellow Jews.  There is a Latin phrase that is translated: “When there is no hope of 

curing, men must fall to cutting.”   

 

5. The Gileadites seized the fords and started to look for soldiers of Ephraim to kill them. The 

sorted them out by their pronunciation. They asked all men who were crossing the Jordan to 

say “Shibboleth.”  If they couldn’t say “shibboleth” but said “Sibboleth,”  the Gileadites would 

know that they were from Ephraim, for the men of Ephraim could pronounce the “sh” sound.  

(There are 3 “s” sounds in Hebrew.) Often the location of the person determined how they spoke.  

In a way, their own mouth condemned.  Maybe this was overkill, though. 

 

6. Lessons:   

 a. Many people are comfortable with the 80-20 rule: Eighty percent of the people in the church 

do 20% of the work and 20 % do 80% of the work. Christ’s kingdom will not be built properly 

like this.  It may be that Ephraim delayed helping Jephthah because they assumed the 2 ½ tribes 

east of the Jordan would take care of Ammon, and isn’t that what we do as well? We think 

someone else might speak to the visitor or give him a piece of cake! 

 



 b. Watch out for the majority.  Ephraim was wrong.  So if everyone likes a certain “kind” of 

worship…or  a certain “kind” of song, don’t fall for that. Learn what is right.  The same thing is 

true in the family.  A child may say: “All my friends do it.” But warn him that for God’s kingdom 

to expand, he has to follow God’s lead. 

 

 c. Be ready to help when others in the church family needs help, not when it is convenient to 

you.   

 

 d. Leaders have to be ready to strongly discipline（纪律管理）, even excommunicate（革除

教藉，逐出教会） from the church and the home! 

 

 e. The lack of help coming to Jephthah was symbolic of the Messiah. He had to face the cross 

alone for you! 

 

Isaiah 63:5  I looked, but there was no one to help, And I wondered That there was 
no one to uphold; Therefore My own arm brought salvation for Me; And My own 
fury, it sustained Me. 
 

 d. While Jephthah brought peace to Israel from his wars, Jesus, your true leader, perfectly 

faced off against the Devil, destroying him, and set you free for eternity. 

 

1 Peter 2:23  who, when He was reviled, did not revile in return; when He suffered, 
He did not threaten, but committed Himself to Him who judges righteously; 24  
who Himself bore our sins in His own body on the tree, that we, having died to 
sins, might live for righteousness—by whose stripes you were healed.  
 

Israel’s Rest 

7  And Jephthah judged Israel six years. Then Jephthah the Gileadite died and 

was buried in among the cities of Gilead. 
1. Jephthah then continued to judge for 6 years, securing peace and prosperity in Israel, then he 

was taken to heaven.  There is no way Israel would have gotten consequent rest without Jephthah 

quelling （压制）his natural tendency to defend his own name but rather, fighting for Israel, even 

against internal enemies.    

 

8  After him, Ibzan of Bethlehem judged Israel. 9  He had thirty sons. And he gave 
away thirty daughters in marriage, and brought in thirty daughters from elsewhere 
for his sons. He judged Israel seven years. 10  Then Ibzan died and was buried 

at Bethlehem. 
2. Ibzan then judged for 7 years and then he died.  You would notice that none of these men was 

perfect.  Ibzan, for instance, surely had many wives. But these men kept the peace in Israel 

because they were relatively good.   

 

11  After him, Elon the Zebulunite judged Israel. He judged Israel ten years. 12  

And Elon the Zebulunite died and was buried at Aijalon in the country of Zebulun. 
3. Then Elon from Zebulun judged for 10 years.  Judges were chosen from many different tribes. 

Zebulun had shown its bravery, patriotism（爱国主义） during Barak’s time.  Then he died. 

 



13  After him, Abdon the son of Hillel the Pirathonite judged Israel. 14  He had 
forty sons and thirty grandsons, who rode on seventy young donkeys. He judged 
Israel eight years. 15  Then Abdon the son of Hillel the Pirathonite died and was 
buried in Pirathon in the land of Ephraim, in the mountains of the Amalekites. 

4. Abdon judged after Elon for 8 years then he died.  It is interesting that he was from Ephraim, so 

there was redemption for the tribe. He also had multiple wives.  With the help of his sons and 

grandsons he was able to properly judge Israel.  But during his life things started to fall apart. The 

Philistines started to raid Israel. 

 

Conclusion: 

Israel endured a great difficulty when Ephraim, one of it is own, declared war on the 

leader.  Instead of overreacting, Jephthah, the wise judge, tried to pacify them.  When he 

could not, in order to prevent chaos in Israel, he fought them, defeated them, and secured 

peace. This continued for 3 more judges. 

 

Brothers and Sisters in Jesus Christ:  The church can sometimes be its worst enemy.  In 

congregations there can be divisions and rancour. Some can turn against the elder and sow 

discord（不和）.  This is true in the home also, where children and one parent can gang 

up（结伙） against the other parent. These things can cause serious divisions.  The wise 

leader knows that the goal of life is not to become preoccupied with personal insults but to 

bring the world under the dominion of Jesus Christ. He knows that divisions （分歧）
detract from that drive.   

 

So what makes a leader effective? His heart has been changed by the Lord. He lives 

for the Savior. He then imitates what he has learned from the Good Shepherd who 

gave his life for the sake of the lost sheep.  He knows that Jesus might break the leg of a 

straying sheep (discipline) so he learns to stay home. He knows that Jesus binds up the 

wounds of the one who is hurt.  These are the kinds of leaders to whom you must 

willingly submit and support and for whom you must regularly pray! 

 

Finally, Christians are perfect, but we are forgiven and we have a firm hope of heaven. If 

you are not a Christian, like Ammon, you will die in your sins （罪）and spend eternity

（永恒） in hell（地狱）, that is, unless you surrender to（降伏于）  the one who 

brings ultimate rest for his children through his death on the cross – the Lord Jesus Christ. 


