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So I have to laugh a little bit today. We are continuing our series of messages titled 
“What’s in a Name?” in which we are exploring the lives and stories of a few of the 
many people in scripture who have amazing, powerful, fascinating stories, but for one 
reason or another these people don’t have a name. Whether it is because of their 
position in society – their gender, their age, their race, their religion – people who were 
seen as “less-important,” or because of something that they had done wrong, in the 
case of a criminal who has had their identity stripped away in the form of a punishment 
– every one of these nameless people shows us something powerful about the God who 
knows our name, even when it seems like nobody else does. 
 
Two weeks ago we started this series by looking at God as the God who wished to 
remain nameless. Who, when asked his name, declined to comment, and instead said “I 
Am Who I Am.” “To try to name me, to understand me, is to put me in a box and limit 
what I can do. It is enough for you to simply know that I Am.” 
  
Last week my husband David kicked off our stories of human beings with no name, as he 
shared a story that I had never heard before – the story of the Medium at Endor. 
Basically, an Ancient Near Eastern Ghost Hunter. Somebody who made a living by 
talking to the dead. A practice that was frowned upon then, as it sometimes is now – a 
practice that had actually been made illegal in Israel, until King Saul one day decided 
that he wanted to have a chat with the deceased prophet Samuel and so he disguises 
himself and goes to visit this now underground ghost hunter and he purchases her 
services on the black market. 
 
Sometimes the Bible is really fun. 
 
Today we are looking at another weird Old Testament story, this one from the book of 
Judges. And I have to laugh, because when I planned this series, I wasn’t even looking at 
what day Father’s Day fell on. But as we will see, on this Father’s Day weekend we get to 
read the story of what is probably the #1 worst Dad in the history of humankind. So 
Dads out there, if you take nothing else away from this story today, remember this: 
Don’t be like Jephthah. 
 
Jephthah’s story is so well-written, and it is so maddening. Downright infuriating. 
Jephthah was one of the Judges of ancient Israel. Basically, one of the leaders, the 
military warriors, who pre-dated the kings. 
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And throughout the book of Judges, we see this cycle repeating itself, over and over and 
over again. The people of Israel pretty much forget about God. They go about their 
sinful lives, doing whatever they want and making a royal mess of things. God gets mad, 
and sends a foreign army to oppress Israel and make life really hard for them. The 
people are miserable, and they call out to God for help and deliverance (sometimes they 
would take this opportunity to repent, but not always), and then God would appoint a 
Judge – or a warrior – to lead Israel into battle, where Israel would win, every single 
time without fail. Because God heard the cries of his people. And then, after their 
victory, Israel would live in peace and prosperity for a season, until they would again 
forget about God and would spiral downhill again, and then the cycle would repeat 
itself. Over and over and over again. 
 
That’s basically the book of Judges. 
 
So, Jephthah was a judge who God appointed to deliver Israel when the Ammonites had 
risen up against them. Why God picked Jephthah, though, of all people, I have no 
earthly idea. He was definitely not what we might think of as a faithful “man of God.” He 
was somewhat well-respected among his people – he was a statesman and a diplomat; 
a military commander – but he only made his way into these positions after his first 
career as a leader of a rogue band of bandits. He was like a mob boss who had secured a 
seat in the United Nations. Making us wonder why. But sometimes, God chooses the 
most unlikely people to do the strangest things. 
 
So, Jephthah doesn’t really have much to say to or about God in this story. We really 
don’t get the sense that he fully understands exactly how God works, or even what God 
has done for the Israelite people throughout history. He is pretty clueless. A good 
military leader, perhaps, but definitely not somebody you would turn to for spiritual 
advice. 
 
In the first verse of today’s reading, we are told that “the spirit of the Lord came upon 
Jephthah,” which is basically Old Testament code for “God has chosen Jephthah to 
deliver God’s people, and there is now no way that Jephthah can lose.” God has pretty 
much guaranteed Jephthah a victory. 
 
But somehow, it doesn’t seem like Jephthah got this memo. Because in the very next 
breath, Jephthah tries to strike a deal with God. “God, if you will give me this victory, 
when I go home I will sacrifice to you the first person or thing that comes out of my 
house to greet me.” 
 
That was COMPLETELY unnecessary, because God has ALREADY promised him victory. 
Why is he trying to bargain with God, now? Does he not believe God? Does he not trust 
that God will do what God has said God will do? Why does it seem like he is trying to 
manipulate God into doing what God has already promised? 



What’s in a Name?  Jephthah’s Daughter 3 

It could be lack of trust, or maybe, Jephthah he has started to become a little bit too 
much like the Ammonites who he is getting ready to fight against. It would have been 
very common for an Ammonite warrior to promise a sacrifice to their god Milcom, or 
Molech, in return for a victory. Maybe Jephthah is confused about who this God is 
whose spirit has come upon him, and who it is that the Israelites worship. 
 
Whatever his motivations, though, Jephthah and the Israelite armies are victorious (of 
course); they win their battle against the Ammonites, and Jephthah returns home. 
 
And lo and behold, who or what should come out of his house to greet him, but his 
daughter. His only daughter. His only child, period. 
 
Did he not know that this would be a distinct possibility, when he made his idiotic vow 
to God? 
 
But then, as if it couldn’t get any worse, it gets worse. “Alas, my daughter! You have 
brought me very low; you have become the cause of great trouble to me!” 
 
What?! No, Jephthah, your daughter did nothing to you. You did this. All on your own. 
You didn’t trust that God would do what he said he would, and so you used the religious 
tactics of your enemies to try to manipulate God into giving you a victory, without 
considering the potential cost. This was you. You can’t blame your daughter for simply 
being excited to see you, and you can’t blame God, who kept his promise. You are the 
only one responsible for what is now going down. 
 
So it’s interesting, the turn that the story takes here. Because now, it is no longer about 
Jephthah. It’s about his daughter. And where Jephthah was a man who was willing to 
claw his way into victory, no matter what it cost him or anybody else, his daughter is 
basically the opposite.  

• Whereas Jephthah could not receive what was presented to him – even if what 
was presented was good news (a massive victory for his troops) without 
questioning it, his daughter took what she was presented with – which 
happened to be not just bad news, but fatal news – without even blinking.  

• The big, strong military commander with everything – including the Spirit of God 
– on his side, throws it all in the toilet. And then, has the gall to blame his 
daughter. While his daughter, who has nothing – we never even know her name 
– is the real hero of the story. Because she alone is the one who rolls with life’s 
punches. She steps forward with courage and grace, and willingly presents 
herself as the sacrifice that she never deserved to be. 

 
Kinda sounds a little bit like somebody else we know, doesn’t it? 
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Another only child – this one, the only Son of God, who took every accusation and every 
curse leveled against him, who willingly endured that which he did not deserve, even to 
the point of death. 
 
In the end, we don’t know exactly what happened to Jephthah’s daughter. Actually, I 
think I’m going to stop calling her that. Because she deserves her own identity. She 
deserves her own name – because she is the only faithful one in this story. If anybody 
should be forgotten in this story, it is her pitiful excuse for a father. 
 
In Hebrew, the word “faith,” or “faithfulness” is emun, and the feminine form of this 
word is Emuna. And Emuna is actually a relatively common Hebrew girl’s name. So, 
because we don’t know her name, and because I have no desire whatsoever to identify 
her based solely on her father’s name, I am going to call her Emuna – because Emuna – 
faithfulness – is what she modeled, even when she had every reason not to. 
 
So we don’t know what happened to Emuna in the end. There are two different theories 
that have gotten a lot of traction over the years. The first one is the classic 
interpretation: that Emuna and her friends went off into the mountains for two months 
to grieve together, and when she returned her father sacrificed her, just as he said he 
would. His punishment being, that in addition to losing his daughter because of his 
stupidity and faithlessness, his entire bloodline was cut off, with his only heir now being 
dead. 
 
But there is another theory that has been floating around since around the Middle Ages, 
that Emuna didn’t actually die. And before you say “of course she did,” it’s really 
interesting because in verses 37-40 – the end of this story – we see a lot of attention 
begin given to Emuna and her friends lamenting her virginity; lamenting that she would 
never have children; but never – not even once – lamenting over her life. Many scholars 
believe that Emuna lived to a ripe old age, but that instead of offering her as a burnt 
offering like the Ammonites would have, he did what the Israelites did on many 
occasions with their firstborn children, and dedicated her to a life of chastity and service 
to the Lord. So basically, she became like an Israelite nun. Jephthah’s line would still be 
cut off – he would still never have grandchildren – but his daughter would not be killed 
for his mistake. 
 
So. What in the world does this story have to do with us? 
 
How many times do we wake up, with the distinct feeling that life is just happening to 
us? Like we are stuck in the middle of somebody else’s story, with no way out? 

• Sometimes, it feels like we are at the mercy of politicians and lawmakers who 
don’t always seem to have our best interests at heart. 

• Sometimes, we watch, horrified, as natural disasters like hurricanes and 
tornadoes and wildfires and tsunamis wreak havoc on our world, and there is 
nothing we can do about it. 
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• We watch friends and close family members make decisions without consulting 
us, and sometimes these decisions have a direct impact on us. 

• A disease will plague us, taking its toll on our whole body, and in a lot of cases 
there was nothing we could have done to prevent it, and in a few cases there is 
not much we can do to stop it, even with all of modern medicine’s greatest 
advancements. 

• A friend or a co-worker is having a rotten day and lashes out, taking it out on us. 
And even though it is not personal – it is not about us – it feels personal. And it 
hurts. 

 
When these are the situations that we find ourselves in, the temptation is to start doing 
what Jephthah did – bargaining with God. Trying to find any way out of the misery and 
the pain and the fear. Clawing our way through, if necessary, and hurting other people 
along the way. The problem with this, though, is that God has already promised to be 
with us. God never promised us (and will never promise us) smooth sailing all the time; 
he never promised us a life free from bumps and bruises and hurts and pains, but God 
did promise us that through the darkness; through the fires and the floods and the 
sometimes overwhelming chaos of life, God will be with us. And God will bring beauty 
and redemption; hope and resurrection on the other side. 
 
In contrast to her father, Emuna knew that this was true. That to get to the empty tomb, 
one must first journey to the cross. So rather than bargaining with her father; rather 
than fighting and clawing her way out of this horrible situation that she could not 
control, she wept. She surrounded herself with those people who loved her the most. 
And she surrendered herself into the unknown, hoping and praying that maybe God 
would deliver her too. And in so doing, she became the true hero in Jephthah’s story – 
the hero whose life points us straight to the Son of God who journeyed through the pain 
to the cross so that we might experience the true victory that would endure forever. 


