Hukkat: Jephthah the Gileadite

Judges 11:1-33

Jephthah the Gileadite was an able warrior, who was
the son of a prostitute. Jephthah’s father was Gilead;
but Gilead also had sons by his wife, and when the
wife’s sons grew up, they drove Jephthah out. They
said to him, “You shall have no share in our father’s
property, for you are the son of an outsider.” So
Jephthah fled from his brothers and settled in the Tob
country. Men of low character gathered about
Jephthah and went out raiding with him.
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Some time later, the Ammonites went to war against
Israel. And when the Ammonites attacked Israel, the
elders of Gilead went to bring Jephthah back from the
Tob country. They said to Jephthah, “Come be our
chief, so that we can fight the Ammonites.”

Jephthah replied to the elders of Gilead, “You are the
very people who rejected me and drove me out of my
father’s house. How can you come to me now when
you are in trouble?” The elders of Gilead said to
Jephthah, “Honestly, we have now turned back to you.
If you come with us and fight the Ammonites, you
shall be our commander over all the inhabitants of
Gilead.” Jephthah said to the elders of Gilead, “[Very
well,] if you bring me back to fight the Ammonites and
the LORD delivers them to me, | am to be your
commander.” And the elders of Gilead answered
Jepthah, “The LORD Himself shall be witness between
us: we will do just as you have said.”

Jephthah went with the elders of Gilead, and the
people made him their commander and chief. And
Jephthah repeated all these terms before the LORD at
Mizpah.
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Jephthah then sent messengers to the king of the
Ammonites, saying, “What have you against me that
you have come to make war on my country?”
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The king of the Ammonites replied to Jephthah’s
messengers, “When Israel came from Egypt, they
seized the land which is mine, from the Arnon to the
Jabbok as far as the Jordan. Now, then, restore it
peaceably.” Jephthah again sent messengers to the
king of the Ammonites. He said to him, “Thus said
Jephthah: Israel did not seize the land of Moab or the
land of the Ammonites. When they left Egypt, Israel
traveled through the wilderness to the Sea of Reeds
and went on to Kadesh. Israel then sent messengers to
the king of Edom, saying, ‘Allow us to cross your
country.” But the king of Edom would not consent.
They also sent a mission to the king of Moab, and he
refused. So Israel, after staying at Kadesh, traveled on
through the wilderness, skirting the land of Edom and
the land of Moab. They kept to the east of the land of
Moab until they encamped on the other side of the
Arnon; and, since Moab ends at the Arnon, they never
entered Moabite territory. “Then Israel sent
messengers to Sihon king of the Amorites, the king of
Heshbon. Israel said to him, ‘Allow us to cross through

your country to our homeland.’
. Sihon

mustered all his troops, and they encamped at Jahaz;
he engaged Israel in battle. But the LORD, the God of
Israel, delivered Sihon and all his troops into Israel’s
hands, and they defeated them; and Israel took
possession of all the land of the Amorites, the
inhabitants of that land. Thus they possessed all the
territory of the Amorites from the Arnon to the Jabbok
and from the wilderness to the Jordan. “Now, then,
the LORD, the God of Israel, dispossessed the
Amorites before His people Israel; and should you
possess their land? Do you not hold what Chemosh
your god gives you to possess? So we will hold on to
everything that the LORD our God has given us to
possess. “Besides, are you any better than Balak son of
Zippor, king of Moab? Did he start a quarrel with Israel
or go to war with them? “While Israel has been
inhabiting Heshbon and its dependencies, and Aroer
and its dependencies, and all the towns along the
Arnon for three hundred years, why have you not tried
to recover them all this time?
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| have done you no wrong; yet you are doing me harm
and making war on me. May the LORD, who judges,
decide today between the Israelites and the
Ammonites!” But the king of the Ammonites paid no

heed to the message that Jephthah sent him.

NNRY 72 NROYN KD IR (1I)
VAY? 1] nn‘:ﬁb Y7 nR Ny
HRIW? %2 P2 DD VAV P

720 YNY N'71 (n2) :1inY N2 pn
n%Y YR NRY? 77T YR 1Y 13
8 199N

Then the spirit of the LORD came upon Jephthah. He
marched through Gilead and Manasseh, passing
Mizpeh of Gilead; and from Mizpeh of Gilead he
crossed over [to] the Ammonites. And Jephthah made
the following vow to the LORD: “If you deliver the
Ammonites into my hands, then whatever comes out
of the door of my house to meet me on my safe return
from the Ammonites shall be the LORD’s and shall be
offered by me as a burnt offering.”

Jephthah crossed over to the Ammonites and attacked
them, and the LORD delivered them into his hands. He
utterly routed them—from Aroer as far as Minnith,
twenty towns—all the way to Abel-cheramim. So the
Ammonites submitted to the Israelites.

P12 ™1 NRY? Yy nm (V)
72PN NYIN NRY TY730 DR 12PN
92Y TYYI NANNNI TYII NAYN NX
P72 971 NNYY 9T (9):19NY N3

x'mv ’J:l mz nn ]'mJ R -nmz-h
RY? TYR R¥PD 00 (RY) o2
m‘;v: 2792 ’nmvb mra m‘p-m
mn":vm 7177'9 M iRy Man

9 :nYIY

191y 712 SR N9 12y (2Y)
(%) 3122 p1p? DN D2 ONYNY
2N RI2 TYY IWIIYN DN

NN DRI YAR TYY VY DIDY
usn PRy N3 1PN TR NYITH
9 ‘78‘11?.’ N3

IWIDTNR 772 /N IR NRNYAYRYN YRIVINIR VAY 'NTDIY 1YY SIM (ORNINY) ) DVAY
~nmvm [§AP] '?y 11’ wm DR '['773 DNYVI

The spirit of the LORD descended upon him and he became Israel’s chieftain. He went out to

war, and the LORD delivered King Cushan-rishathaim of Aram into his hands. He prevailed over

Cushan-rishathaim.
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The spirit of the LORD enveloped Gideon; he sounded the horn, and the Abiezrites rallied

behind him.
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The spirit of the LORD first moved him in the encampment of Dan, between Zorah and Eshtaol.
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Jephthah’s Daughter
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OJPS: then it shall be, that whatsoever cometh forth of the doors of my house to meet me,

when | return in peace from the children of Ammon, it shall be the Lord's, and | will offer it up

for a burnt-offering.'

NJPS: then whatever comes out of the door of my house to meet me on my safe return from

the Ammonites shall be the LORD’s and shall be offered by me as a burnt offering.”

Alter: It shall be that whatever comes out of the door of my house to meet me when | return

safe and sound from the Ammonites shall be the Lord’s, and | shall offer it up as a burnt

offering.

The Hebrew is ambiguous: it could mean whatever or whoever. Some scholars have

argued for the latter because “to meet” (likra’t) seems to imply a person, but the

Hebrew, which is in fact a preposition and not a verb, has the sense of toward, and it

seems unlikely that Jephthah would have deliberately envisaged human sacrifice from

the start... The vow focuses on the act of return to the house, but the killing of

Jephthah’s only child will mean the destruction of his house in the extended sense of

the term.



The Talmud and early Midrash described Jephthah’s vow as “inappropriate” (shelo ke-hogen)
and maintained that he received his comeuppance with the appearance of his daughter whom

he was obliged to sacrifice (bTaan4a; also cf. BerR 60.3).

Ta anit 4a

R. Samuel b. Nahmani said in the name of R. Jonathan: Three [men] made haphazard
requests, two of them were fortunate in the reply they received and one was not. Namely:
Eliezer, the servant of Abraham; Saul, the son of Kish; and Jephthah the Gileadite. Eliezer,
the servant of Abraham, as it is written, So let it come to pass, that the damsel to whom |
shall say, ‘Let down thy pitcher etc.” She might have been lame or blind, but he was
fortunate in the answer given to him in that Rebecca chanced to meet him. Saul, the son of
Kish, as it is written, And it shall be, that the man who killeth him, the king will enrich him
with great riches, and will give him his daughter. [He] might have been a slave or a bastard.

He too was fortunate in that it chanced to be David.

Jephthah, the Gileadite, as it is written, “Then it shall be, that whatsoever cometh forth out
of the doors of my house etc.” It might have been an unclean thing. He, however, was
fortunate in that it so happened that his own daughter came to meet him. This is what the
prophet had in mind when he said to Israel, “Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no
physician there?”” And it is further written, “Which | commanded not, nor spoke it, neither
came it to my mind.” ‘Which | commanded not’: This refers to the sacrifice of the son of
Mesha, the king of Moab, as it is said, “Then he took his eldest son that should have reigned
in his stead and offered him for a burnt-offering.” ‘Nor spoke it’; This refers to the daughter
of Jephthah. ‘Neither came it to my mind’: This refers to the sacrifice of Isaac, the son of

Abraham.

This view held sway until the 12th century, when an alternative interpretation was advanced.
Abraham lbn Ezra (1089-1164) was cited (by Nahmanides) to the effect that Jephthah’s vow
was to be parsed as follows: “Whatsoever emerges from my doorway ... will be dedicated to
God OR offered as a sacrifice” (Judges 11:31). Rather than sacrifice his daughter, Jephthah had
her secluded and she remained a virgin her entire life (11:39). David Qimhi offered the identical
parsing in the name of his father Joseph (1105-1170) and it was adopted by Gersonides and

Abrabanel, while Nahmanides (Leviticus 27:29) rejected it out of hand.
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The Sages’ opinion of this is well-known. My father interpreted it as “OR | shall offer it as a
burnt offering, explaining that “it will belong to the Lord,” i..e., sanctified, if it is unfitting for
a sacrifice, or “offered as a burnt offering” if it is suitable. The same goes for the
conjunction of “One who strikes his father OR his mother.” This is a fine interpretation, and
is supported by the text that indicates that he did not kill her.
Nahmanides (Lev. 27:29)
Now do not let yourself be misled by Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra's empty words, when he says that
the meaning of the expression and | will offer it up for a burnt-offering is "or | will offer it up,"
as if to say: "if that which comes forth of the doors of my house be a man or woman, that
person shall be holy to G-d, inasmuch as he will abstain from the ways of the world, to stand to
minister in the Name of the Eternal in prayer and thanksgiving to G-d; but if it be something fit
for an offering, | will make it a burnt-offering." Accordingly [Ibn Ezra's interpretation continues,
since Jephthah's daughter was the first to come out to meet her father], he built her a house
outside the city where she resided in seclusion, and he provided her with sustenance all her
days, and no man knew her, so that his daughter remained shut away [from the world all her
life].
All this are words of emptiness. For if he vowed that [whatsoever comes forth of the door of his
house] shall be the Eternal's, this does not mean that he should be a recluse [from the world],
but instead he is to be like Samuel, of whom his mother said, and | shall give him unto the
Eternal, and he was a servant in the House of G-d, not a recluse. And according to the
ordinances of the Torah, no man can utter a vow which will bind the persons who come out of
the door of his house to live thereafter in seclusion, just as he cannot bring them as an offering.
And if the matter be so [as Ibn Ezra put it] then Jephthah's daughter would be bewailing her
virginity with her companions with her, like harlots enhancing their hire! Heaven forbid that this
be a custom in Israel, to lament the daughter of Jephthah the Gileadite four days in a year
because she did not marry and she worshipped G-d in purity! Rather, this whole subject is to be
understood in its plain meaning [that Jephthah actually brought her as an offering], and his

mistake was as | have explained.



(EXTRA)

Some recent scholarship (Simon, Marcus) posited that this approach was influenced by a
familiarity with Latin monasticism. Moshe Zucker, however, observed that the “non-sacrificial”
approach had already been taken by the Karaites as illustrated by the early 10th-century author
Ya‘qub al-Qirgisant in his Kitab al-anwar (Book of Luminaries), apropos of the laws of
consecration, implying that the subject had already become part of the ongoing
Karaite/Rabbanite controversy. Indeed, later in the 10th century, the premier Karaite exegete
Yefet ben Eli proposed the same interpretation as Qirgisani, while the Rabbanite Judah Ibn
Bal‘am (1000-1070) defended the Talmudic-Midrashic position, calling any alternative
“unthinkable.” In the 13th century, the Karaite exegete Aaron ben Joseph (1260-1320)

reiterated the Karaite position (Mivhar yesharim [Choice of the Upright] Judges, ad loc).
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