The Book of Judges

Lesson 9: Strife with Ephraim; Minor Judges -- Judges 12:1-15

You can almost hear the shouting before you read the words. The Ammonite war is barely over,
the bodies are barely cold, and here come the men of Ephraim across the Jordan, looking for a
fight. Jephthah has just led Israel through a crushing victory, a victory that nobody handed him,
a victory he wrung out of God in desperate prayer and out of a people who had once thrown
him out of the house. And the thanks he gets is a mob with torches and threats. Why didn’t you
call us? they demand. We'll burn your house down over your head. It is one of those moments
in Scripture where you want to grab someone by the collar and say, Do you hear yourselves?
The enemy is defeated, and you have come looking for a new one among your own brothers.

Notice that this is not the first time Ephraim has done exactly this. Back when Gideon won his
great victory, the men of Ephraim came complaining in just the same wounded tone, sore that
they had not been invited to the glory. Gideon soothed them with a soft answer and the storm
passed. So Ephraim is a tribe with a history, a tribe that nurses its dignity, a tribe forever asking
why nobody made a fuss over it. We all know people like this. Maybe, if we are honest, we have
been people like this, sitting in a meeting we were not invited to in our hearts, keeping score of
who got thanked and who got overlooked. Wounded pride is a quiet thing until it finds a torch.

This time there is no soft answer. Jephthah, who is no Gideon, fires back hot and hard, and the
quarrel that started as bruised feelings becomes a war between brothers. And then comes one
of the most chilling little scenes in all of Scripture. The Gileadites seize the fords of the Jordan,
the only way home, and they invent a test. Say the word Shibboleth. A fleeing Ephraimite,
exhausted, frightened, just wanting to get across the river and live, opens his mouth and the
accent gives him away. Sibboleth, he says, and the sword falls. One letter. One syllable. Forty-
two thousand men of Israel dead at a river crossing, killed not by Ammonites but by other
Israelites, over a slight that began with hurt feelings.

Then the book does something almost startling. After all that noise, it goes quiet. We get three
short notices of three judges most of us could not name on a quiz: Ibzan, Elon, Abdon. No
battles, no speeches, no scandals. Just a man with thirty sons and thirty daughters, a man who
judged for ten years, a man whose grandsons rode seventy donkeys. They led, they served, they
died, they were buried. That is nearly all we are told. And yet the Holy Spirit thought their
faithful, ordinary, unrecorded service was worth a place in the sacred record. There is a sermon
in that silence, and we are going to listen for it.

Group Discussion: When have you seen a small slight, a forgotten thank-you, an uninvited
feeling, grow into a real and lasting division between people who should have been on the same
side?



Personal Reflection: In your own family, congregation, or workplace, is there a relationship
where you are quietly keeping score of who has honored you and who has overlooked you, and
what would it cost your pride to let that score go?

Read Judges 12:1-15

Study Questions

1. InJudges 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?

2. 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?

3. 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?

4. 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?

5. 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?



6. 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?

7. 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?

8. 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?

9. 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?

10. 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?



Digging Deeper

Reflect on these passages: Judges 8:1-3, Ephraim’s earlier identical complaint to Gideon,
defused by a soft answer; Proverbs 15:1, a soft answer turns away wrath but a grievous word
stirs up anger; Ephesians 4:1-6, the call to keep the unity of the Spirit in the one body; James
3:5-10, the tongue is a small member that kindles great fires; Philippians 2:3-4, do nothing
through strife or vainglory but esteem others better than yourselves
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