
The Book of Judges, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 9: Strife with Ephraim; Minor Judges

Judges 12:1–15

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Doctrinally, Judges 12 puts on display the deadly seriousness of pride, jealousy, and division 
within the people of God. The Ammonites had been defeated; the real threat to Israel turned 
out to be Israel. The chapter teaches that wounded ego, left unjudged and unrepented, does not 
stay small. It grows from a complaint to a threat to a war to a massacre of brothers. The Old 
Testament narrative is written for our learning (Romans 15:4), and this account stands as a 
permanent warning that sin among God’s own people, especially the sins of the proud heart and 
the unbridled tongue, can do damage that no outside enemy could accomplish. We must be 
careful, too, to read the slaughter rightly: this is not a holy war commanded by God against 
pagan nations, but the bitter fruit of human pride, recorded for our sober instruction, not for 
our imitation.

The lesson also looks forward. The tragedy of brother killing brother over honor and pride cries 
out for the unity that God always intended for His people and that He has now established in 
Christ. The New Testament makes division among the saints a grave matter and commands that 
the one body be undivided, speaking the same thing, lowly in mind, esteeming others better 
than self (1 Corinthians 1:10; Ephesians 4:1–6; Philippians 2:3–4). We do not bind Old Covenant 
practice on the church, but we let the horror of Judges 12 drive us toward the humility and 
peacemaking the gospel requires.

Finally, the lesson aims squarely at the student’s own heart and habits. It is easy to read about 
Ephraim and shake our heads; it is harder to admit that the same wounded pride lives in us, 
keeping score, demanding recognition, ready with a hot answer. And the quiet minor judges 
press a second question: am I willing to serve faithfully when no one is keeping a record, when 
there will be no chapter written about my labors? The aim is that the student would leave 
humbled, watchful over the tongue, committed to peace, and content to do good in obscurity, 
being formed by Christ into a peacemaker.

Question 1

Student Question:

In Judges 12:1–3, the men of Ephraim threaten Jephthah for not summoning them to the 
Ammonite war. What does the text show us about the real motive behind their complaint, and 
how does Jephthah answer the charge?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



The chapter opens with the men of Ephraim gathering northward, crossing to Zaphon, and 
confronting Jephthah with a furious accusation: Why did you go to fight the Ammonites and not 
call us? Their threat is savage, We will burn your house upon you with fire. This is the language 
not of a wronged ally seeking justice but of a tribe whose pride has been pricked. The war is 
already won; there is no military complaint to make. What stings them is that the glory went 
elsewhere and they were not part of it.

Jephthah’s answer (12:2–3) is a defense, and on the facts it is a strong one. He says he and his 
people were in great strife with the Ammonites, that he did call and they did not deliver him, 
that he therefore put his life in his hands and went over against the enemy, and the LORD 
delivered them. The implication is plain: Where were you when it mattered? You are quick to 
claim the credit now that the danger is past. Whether Ephraim was actually summoned is left 
somewhat open, but the moral weight of the scene falls on Ephraim’s motive, which is wounded 
vanity dressed up as grievance.

It is worth seeing that the complaint is fundamentally about recognition, not righteousness. 
Ephraim does not say, You sinned, or You endangered Israel. They say, in effect, You did not 
make enough of us. That is the tell. When our quarrels are really about our honor rather than 
God’s truth, we are standing on Ephraim’s ground, and it is dangerous ground.

The narrator gives no hint that God endorsed either party. Both men, Ephraim in their pride and 
Jephthah in his hot reply, are about to lead Israel into a self-inflicted catastrophe. The text 
simply lets the tragedy unfold, trusting the reader to feel its weight.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Wounded pride and jealousy, not justice, drive Ephraim’s complaint; the war was already 
won.

 Threatening to burn a brother’s house shows how quickly bruised ego turns to violence.
 Jephthah’s defense is factually strong but the chapter does not hold up his angry escalation 

as a model.
 A complaint rooted in our honor rather than God’s truth is spiritually dangerous (contrast 

Philippians 2:3).
 Scripture records the sin without endorsing it (Romans 15:4); narrative description is not 

divine approval.

Discussion Prompts

 What is the difference between a complaint about genuine wrong and a complaint about 
wounded pride, and how can we tell which we are making?

 Why is it so tempting to dress up a bruised ego as a matter of principle?
 When we feel overlooked, what would it look like to bring that feeling to God before we 

bring it to the person?



Question 2

Student Question:

Ephraim’s quarrel is essentially, You did not make enough of us. Where do you most feel the pull 
to be noticed, thanked, or included, and how do you tend to react when you feel passed over?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Strip the swords and the tribes out of the scene and what remains is painfully familiar. Ephraim’s 
grievance is, You did not make enough of us. That same complaint hums underneath much of 
ordinary life: the coworker who got thanked when you did the work, the sibling who was praised 
while you were forgotten, the contribution at church that nobody noticed. The pull to be seen, 
included, and honored is one of the deepest and most universal cravings of the human heart.

There is nothing wrong with wanting to be valued; God made us for fellowship and honor rightly 
given is a good thing. The danger is in how we react when we feel passed over. Ephraim’s 
reaction was rage and a threat. Ours may be quieter: a cold silence, a withdrawn cooperation, a 
remembered slight nursed for years. The episode invites honest self-examination about the 
particular way each of us responds to feeling overlooked.

Jesus turned this craving on its head when He told His followers to take the lowest seat and to 
seek to serve rather than to be served (Luke 14:10–11; Mark 10:43–45). The mark of His Spirit in 
us is not that we stop wanting good things, but that we stop demanding recognition and learn to 
be content even when the credit goes elsewhere.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The desire to be noticed and valued is universal and not in itself sinful.
 The sin lies in how we react when we feel overlooked: rage, sulking, score-keeping, or 

withdrawal.
 Christ calls His people to seek the lowest place and to serve rather than to be served (Mark 

10:43–45).
 Contentment when credit goes elsewhere is a fruit of the Spirit, not a natural reflex.

Discussion Prompts

 In what specific setting do you most feel the need to be thanked or included?
 What is your characteristic reaction when you feel passed over, and what does it reveal?
 How might quietly serving without recognition this week reshape your heart?

Question 3

Student Question:



Compare Ephraim’s complaint here with their nearly identical complaint to Gideon in Judges 8:1–
3. What does this repeated pattern reveal about the tribe, and what does Gideon’s soft answer 
(8:2–3) teach us that this episode lacks?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is not the first time Ephraim has done this. In Judges 8:1–3, after Gideon’s victory over 
Midian, the men of Ephraim chided him sharply for not calling them sooner. The complaint then 
was essentially identical to the complaint now: Why did you not include us? The repetition is the 
point. Ephraim is a tribe with a chronic disposition toward wounded dignity, forever asking why 
more was not made of it.

What changed was the answer they received. Gideon gave them a soft, even flattering reply: Is 
not the gleaning of Ephraim better than the vintage of Abiezer? He magnified their part and 
shrank his own, and the text says their anger was abated. A gentle, self-effacing word drained 
the conflict of its heat. It was wise, humble, and effective.

Jephthah, by contrast, met fire with fire, and the result was war. The grim lesson is that the 
same provocation can end in peace or in slaughter depending entirely on the response. Proverbs 
15:1 states the principle exactly: a soft answer turns away wrath, but grievous words stir up 
anger. Gideon proved the first half; Jephthah, tragically, proved the second.

We should be careful not to make Jephthah a villain and Gideon a saint in a simple way; 
Jephthah was provoked and his cause was just. But the contrast still stands as instruction. When 
provoked, the godly question is not, Am I right? but, How can this be quieted?

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Ephraim’s complaint here repeats almost word for word their complaint to Gideon (Judges 
8:1–3).

 The repetition exposes a settled, chronic disposition of pride, not a one-time lapse.
 Gideon’s soft answer abated wrath; Jephthah’s hot answer ignited war (Proverbs 15:1).
 Being in the right does not relieve us of the duty to seek peace where we can.
 The same provocation can end in peace or bloodshed depending on the response chosen.

Discussion Prompts

 What made Gideon’s soft answer effective, and could you imitate it under provocation?
 Why do we so often answer a sharp word with a sharper one?
 Is there a current conflict where a humble, self-effacing word could drain the heat?

Question 4

Student Question:



Gideon turned away wrath with a gentle answer; Jephthah did not. Think of a recent conflict you 
were in. Were you a peacemaker who softened it or a combatant who hardened it, and what 
made the difference?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The contrast between Gideon and Jephthah lands directly on us, because every conflict we 
enter, we enter as either a peacemaker or a combatant. We can be the one who softens the 
edge, magnifies the other’s good, and lets our own claim shrink, or we can be the one who 
matches heat with heat and hardens the standoff into a wall. Jesus pronounced a blessing on 
the first kind: Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of God 
(Matthew 5:9).

It helps to look back honestly at a recent conflict and ask which role we played. Often we tell 
ourselves we were merely defending the truth when in fact we were defending our pride. The 
honest measure is the fruit: did the exchange leave the relationship more whole or more 
broken, more peaceful or more inflamed?

What made the difference for Gideon was humility; he was willing to look smaller so that peace 
could be larger. That willingness is not weakness. It takes far more strength to give a soft answer 
than to fire back. Christ is forming that strength in His people, and it shows up precisely in the 
moments when we are provoked and choose peace anyway.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Every conflict casts us as either peacemaker or combatant; the choice is ours.
 We often mistake defending our pride for defending the truth.
 The honest test is the fruit: was the relationship left more whole or more broken?
 Peacemaking is strength under control, not weakness (Matthew 5:9).

Discussion Prompts

 In your most recent conflict, were you a peacemaker or a combatant, honestly?
 What would it have cost your pride to give the soft answer?
 How is Christ training you to choose peace in the heated moment?

Question 5

Student Question:

At the fords of the Jordan the Gileadites use the password Shibboleth to identify and kill fleeing 
Ephraimites (12:5–6). How does this scene expose the deadly cost of division within God’s 
covenant people, and how does it differ from the holy wars God commanded against the 
nations?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



The climax is among the most chilling scenes in Scripture. Gilead seizes the fords of the Jordan, 
the only road home, and sets a verbal trap. They ask each man trying to cross to say Shibboleth. 
The Ephraimites could not frame the sound correctly; their dialect produced Sibboleth, and the 
single mispronounced consonant was a death sentence. Forty-two thousand men of Ephraim fell 
there (12:5–6).

This must be read carefully. It is not a holy war that God commanded against the pagan nations 
of Canaan. It is Israelite killing Israelite, brother killing brother, the covenant people turning their 
swords on themselves over a quarrel that began with hurt feelings. The horror of the scene lies 
exactly in that fact. The Ammonite war cost Israel far less than this war Israel waged against 
itself.

Division within the people of God is shown here to be more destructive than any external 
enemy. An outside foe can be resisted together; but when the body turns on itself, the wounds 
are self-inflicted and catastrophic. The fords of the Jordan, meant to carry brothers home, 
became a place of slaughter because pride was allowed to harden into war.

There is something terrible in the smallness of the trigger. One accent. One syllable. The 
narrator forces us to see that immense evil can grow from a tiny seed of wounded vanity when 
no one repents and no one relents.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The Shibboleth test turns a dialect difference into a death sentence; 42,000 Israelites die 
(12:6).

 This is brother killing brother, NOT a God-commanded war against the nations; it is recorded 
as tragedy, not as a pattern to imitate.

 Internal division among God’s people is shown to be more destructive than any outside 
enemy.

 An immense evil grew from a tiny seed of pride because no one would repent or relent.
 Scripture’s record of the slaughter is description, not divine endorsement (Romans 15:4).

Discussion Prompts

 Why is division inside the people of God often more destructive than attack from outside?
 How does the smallness of the trigger (one syllable) sharpen the lesson?
 Where might you need to be the first to relent before a small quarrel hardens?

Question 6

Student Question:

Forty-two thousand Israelites died at a river over one accent, one slight that escalated. Where in 
your life has a small offense been allowed to grow because no one was willing to be the first to 
lay down the quarrel?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

Forty-two thousand dead, and the chain of events began with a slight. Someone felt overlooked, 
someone answered hotly, and no one was willing to be the first to lay the quarrel down. The 
arithmetic of escalation is always like this: a small offense, left untended, gathers weight until it 
becomes something no one intended and no one can take back.

It is sobering to ask where in our own lives a small offense has been allowed to grow simply 
because pride would not let us go first. The cold relationship with a relative that started over a 
forgotten invitation. The fellowship strained over a word taken wrongly. These things grow not 
because the original wound was large but because no one would humble themselves to end it.

The gospel call is to be the one who goes first. Jesus told us that if we remember our brother has 
something against us, we are to leave the gift at the altar and go be reconciled (Matthew 5:23–
24). He does not wait to assign fault; He tells us to take the initiative toward peace. The kingdom 
of God is full of people who learned to lose an argument in order to keep a brother.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Escalation almost always traces back to someone unwilling to be the first to relent.
 Small offenses grow large not by their size but by the pride that refuses to let them go.
 Jesus commands us to take the initiative toward reconciliation (Matthew 5:23–24).
 Keeping a brother is often worth more than winning an argument.

Discussion Prompts

 Where has a small offense grown because no one would go first?
 What pride is keeping you from taking the first step toward peace?
 Whom might you need to approach this week to lay a quarrel down?

Question 7

Student Question:

The whole tragedy turns on the power of words: a boast, a threat, a single mispronounced 
password. What does Scripture elsewhere teach about the tongue’s power to wound, divide, and 
destroy, and how does Judges 12 illustrate it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The entire tragedy is carried by words. It begins with Ephraim’s boast and threat, sharpens in 
Jephthah’s retort, and ends, horribly, with a single mispronounced word at a river. Few chapters 
in Scripture so vividly display the power of the tongue to wound, divide, and destroy. The whole 
catastrophe is, in a sense, made of words.



The New Testament gathers up this theme with unforgettable force. James says the tongue is a 
little member that boasts great things, that it is a fire, a world of iniquity, that it can set on fire 
the whole course of nature, and that with the same mouth we bless God and curse men (James 
3:5–10). Out of the same fountain, he marvels, come sweet water and bitter. Judges 12 is a case 
study in the bitter water, where words kindled a fire that consumed forty-two thousand lives.

Proverbs presses the same point from the other side: a soft answer turns away wrath (15:1), 
death and life are in the power of the tongue (18:21). The lesson is not merely that words can 
hurt feelings but that words set in motion forces that swords finish. Guarding the tongue is 
therefore not a minor matter of manners; it is a matter of life and death within the body.

This drives us to the discipline of speech the Scriptures everywhere command: to be swift to 
hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath (James 1:19); to let no corrupt word proceed out of our 
mouth, but only that which builds up (Ephesians 4:29).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The whole tragedy is set in motion and carried out by words: boast, threat, retort, password.
 James 3:5–10 names the tongue a fire that kindles great destruction.
 Death and life are in the power of the tongue (Proverbs 18:21); this is not a small matter.
 Christians are called to a disciplined speech: slow to speak, building up, not tearing down 

(James 1:19; Ephesians 4:29).
 The same mouth must not both bless God and curse those made in His image (James 3:9–

10).

Discussion Prompts

 How does Judges 12 illustrate James’s warning that the tongue is a fire?
 Where have your own words recently kindled or quenched a conflict?
 What one discipline of speech would most change your relationships?

Question 8

Student Question:

Examine your own recent words. When have your words built up and healed a relationship, and 
when have they, like Ephraim’s boast and Jephthah’s retort, poured fuel on a fire that should 
have been put out?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question turns the searchlight inward, onto our own recent words. We have all done both: 
spoken the word that healed and spoken the word that wounded. The same mouth that 
comforts a grieving friend can, an hour later, cut a family member to the bone. Honest reflection 
asks us to remember specific moments of each kind and to learn from the difference.



Ephraim’s boast and Jephthah’s retort were both words that poured fuel on a fire that should 
have been put out. It is convicting to notice how often our own sharp replies are not even 
necessary; we speak them because our pride demands the last word, not because the situation 
required it. The tongue, James says, no man can tame; only the Spirit of God can bring it under 
control.

The encouraging side is real: words also build and heal. A timely apology, an undeserved 
kindness, a refusal to repeat a wounding remark, these are small acts of speech that knit 
relationships back together. As Christ forms us, He gives us increasing power not only to 
withhold the destructive word but to speak the healing one, the word fitly spoken that is like 
apples of gold in pictures of silver (Proverbs 25:11).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The same tongue both blesses and wounds; honest review reveals both in us.
 Sharp replies are often driven by pride’s demand for the last word, not by necessity.
 No one tames the tongue by willpower alone; it is the Spirit’s work in us (James 3:8).
 Healing speech, a timely apology or kindness, can knit relationships back together (Proverbs 

25:11).

Discussion Prompts

 When did your words recently heal a relationship, and when did they wound one?
 What pride lay behind the wounding words?
 What healing word could you speak this week that you have been withholding?

Question 9

Student Question:

Ephraim and Gilead were brothers in the one covenant people of God, yet pride and jealousy 
drove them to slaughter one another. Set this against God’s call to unity and humility among His 
people, fulfilled in the New Testament’s command that the one body of Christ be undivided 
(Ephesians 4:1–6; 1 Corinthians 1:10; Philippians 2:3–4). Why is division among God’s people 
such a grave sin, and what does God require of us instead?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Here is the heaviest matter of the chapter. Ephraim and Gilead were not strangers; they were 
brothers in the one covenant people of God, sharing the same God, the same law, the same 
promises. And pride and jealousy drove them to slaughter one another at a river. The deepest 
tragedy of Judges 12 is not that Israel fought an enemy but that Israel became its own enemy. 
Division among God’s people is shown here in its true, bloody colors.



Why is division among God’s people such a grave sin? Because it strikes at the very thing God is 
building. God has always intended one people, united in Him. The New Testament makes this 
explicit and binding for the church: there is one body and one Spirit, one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism, one God and Father of all (Ephesians 4:4–6). Paul pleads that there be no divisions 
among the saints, that they be perfectly joined together in the same mind (1 Corinthians 1:10). 
The sin of division is grave because it tears apart what Christ died to make one, and it does to 
the body of Christ from within what no persecutor can do from without.

What does God require instead? He requires humility, the very thing Ephraim lacked. Let 
nothing be done through strife or vainglory, Paul writes; in lowliness of mind let each esteem 
others better than themselves (Philippians 2:3–4). The root of division is pride; the root of unity 
is humility. Ephraim could not bear to be overlooked, and brothers died. The people of God are 
called to bear being overlooked, to prefer one another, to keep the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace (Ephesians 4:3). We do not bind Old Covenant practice on the church, but we let 
this horror drive us toward the unity and lowliness the gospel commands.

And this unity is not merely an ideal; it is the present reality Christ established. He prayed that 
His people might be one, even as He and the Father are one, so that the world might believe 
(John 17:21). The undivided church is part of the gospel’s witness. When we guard the peace of 
the body, we are not merely keeping the meeting pleasant; we are displaying to the world the 
oneness for which Christ prayed and died.

So the river at the fords of Jordan becomes a mirror. Every congregation, every family of faith, 
stands in danger of its own Shibboleth, its own small quarrel allowed to harden, its own pride 
that would rather wound a brother than lay down a grievance. The call of God, then and now, is 
to humble ourselves, to prefer one another, and to guard at all costs the unity He has given.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Ephraim and Gilead were brothers in the one covenant people; their war was self-
destruction, not victory.

 Division is grave because it tears apart what God is building; in the church Christ died to 
make one body (Ephesians 4:4–6).

 The New Testament binds unity on the church: no divisions, the same mind, perfectly joined 
(1 Corinthians 1:10).

 The root of division is pride; the root of unity is humility (Philippians 2:3–4).
 Christ prayed for and established His people’s oneness as a witness to the world (John 

17:21); the kingdom is His undivided body now, not a future realm.
 We do not bind Old Covenant practice on Christians, but we draw the timeless lesson 

(Romans 15:4) toward gospel unity and humility.
 The horror of brother killing brother is recorded as warning, never as a pattern to follow.

Discussion Prompts



 Why does God regard division among His people as so serious a sin?
 How does the New Testament’s call to one body deepen the warning of Judges 12?
 Where is your congregation or family most in danger of its own Shibboleth, and what would 

humility require of you?

Question 10

Student Question:

After the bloodshed come Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon, faithful judges whose service Scripture records 
almost without detail (12:8–15). Name one specific relationship or attitude in your life right now 
where Jesus is teaching you the humility, the quiet faithfulness, and the peacemaking that this 
chapter holds up against Ephraim’s pride. What is one concrete step toward it this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

After all the noise comes a striking quiet. Three judges are named, Ibzan of Bethlehem, Elon the 
Zebulonite, and Abdon the son of Hillel, and almost nothing is told of them (12:8–15). We learn 
of sons and daughters and marriages, of years judged, of donkeys ridden, of places of burial. No 
battles, no scandals, no famous speeches. They led, they served, they died, and the record 
moves on.

It would be easy to read past these verses as filler, but they carry their own quiet sermon. The 
Holy Spirit thought this faithful, ordinary, largely unrecorded service worth a place in Scripture. 
Set right after Ephraim’s loud, proud, deadly grasping for recognition, these obscure judges 
shine. They sought no glory, and Scripture remembers them anyway. The contrast is the lesson: 
the proud who demanded to be noticed brought slaughter, while the humble who served 
quietly are honored in God’s book.

This is exactly where the chapter aims at us. The question is not only whether we will avoid 
Ephraim’s pride, but whether we will embrace the minor judges’ contentment, willing to serve 
faithfully when no one is keeping a record of our labors, when there will be no chapter written 
about us. Jesus said our Father sees in secret and rewards openly (Matthew 6:4). The kingdom 
runs on the quiet faithfulness of people the world never names.

So the capstone asks the student to name a specific relationship or attitude where Christ is 
teaching humility, quiet faithfulness, and peacemaking, the very virtues Ephraim lacked and the 
minor judges embodied. Perhaps it is a strained relationship that needs the first soft word. 
Perhaps it is a service no one notices that needs to be done gladly anyway. Perhaps it is a 
grievance that needs at last to be laid down. The aim is not admiration of the passage but 
transformation by it: one concrete step this week toward becoming the kind of humble 
peacemaker God honors.

The whole chapter, then, hands us two pictures and asks which we will be. Ephraim, loud and 
proud and finally drowned at a river of its own making. Or Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon, quiet and 



faithful and quietly remembered by God. Christ is forming His people into the second kind, and 
He does it one humble, peacemaking, unrecorded choice at a time.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The minor judges’ brief, undramatic notices are recorded as honorable, faithful service 
(12:8–15).

 Their quiet humility is deliberately set against Ephraim’s loud, deadly pride.
 God honors faithful service done without recognition (Matthew 6:4); the kingdom runs on 

quiet faithfulness.
 The capstone aims at transformation, not admiration: one concrete step toward humility 

and peacemaking.
 Christ forms peacemakers one unrecorded, humble choice at a time (Matthew 5:9).

Discussion Prompts

 What does it say that Scripture honors the quiet judges right after Ephraim’s loud disaster?
 In what relationship or attitude is Christ teaching you humility and peacemaking right now?
 What is one concrete, unglamorous step toward that you can take this week?


