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WHAT WAS JEPHTHAH’S VOW? 
 

In Judges 11:29-40 we have the famous incident of the rash vow of Jephthah in respect 
to his daughter. A question continually asked is: Did Jephthah l i t eral ly  sacr i f i c e  his  
daughter  as a burnt o f f er ing?   
 

VOW ITSELF 
 
The vow itself must be analysed carefully, “And Jephthah vowed a vow unto the LORD, and 
said, If thou shalt without fail deliver the children of Ammon into mine hands, Then it shall be, that 
whatsoever cometh forth of the doors of my house to meet me, when I return in peace from the children of 
Ammon, shall surely be the LORD’s, and I will offer it up for a burnt offering.” (Judges 11:30-31).  

Many commentators, such as the Hebrew Scholar EW Bullinger of the 
Trinitarian Bible Society, point out that the Hebrew word waw that is normally translated 
as a conjunctive by “and” (as it is here in v31) can also be translated as a disjunctive as 
“or” and also “nor” (as it is rendered by the KJV in Exodus 21:16; cf. Gen. 41:44; Exod. 
20:4; Lev. 6:3; 2 Sam. 2:19). So, it is legitimate to translate the vow in a twofold way as 
saying, “shall surely be the LORD’s, or I will offer it up as a burnt offering.” (Interestingly, the 
KJV translators recognised this and placed this alternative rendering of the disjunctive 
“or” in the margin of their translation). That would also fit the teaching of Leviticus 27:1-
13 in respect of the distinction in the dedication of humans (v1-8) and animals (v9-13).  

Jephthah would surely have been aware that there was a real possibility that it 
could have been a human being and not an animal that would meet him when he 
returned to his home. Joel Beeke also points out that even if we accept that the KJV 
translation here of the conjunctive waw could only be “and” meaning that Jepthah did 
actually offer his daughter as a burnt offering this is sometimes used in a figurative sense 
in the Bible. 

So the vow itself does not force us to accept the interpretation that Jephthah 
sacrificed his daughter as a human sacrifice in v39 when it says he, “did with her according to 
his vow which he had vowed.” It could be that he dedicated her to “be the LORD’s” in a 
perpetual celibate state of service. That would certainly explain why she requested to, 
“bewail my virginity” (v37) and the text states that after he, “did with her according to his vow 
which he had vowed” that “and she knew no man.” Interestingly, it does not say that she 
subsequently  “died’ after he fulfilled his vow but that merely that she “knew no man.”  

It would also seem strange that if she was about to be sacrificed on an altar that 
she did not mourn her imminent horrific and premature death but just the fact that she 
would not be able to marry and bear children. The closing verses emphasise twice in a 
row that she mourned her perpetual virginity but no mention of her death. It is also 
strange that if these were the last 2 months of her life that she did not spent them with 
her family but in the mountains. Her actions here would have been appropriate if she 
was to be dedicated as a lifelong celibate servant of Jehovah.  
 

OTHER REASONS 
 
I believe that he did not sacrifice her because of the following additional reasons: 
 
(1) Nowhere does it explicitly say that he killed his daughter. 
(2) No father under the Mosaic law had the legal right to simply put a child to death let 
alone an innocent one (cf. Deut. 21:18-21). Jephthah clearly knew the Scriptures (Judges 
11:15-27) and must have known that unauthorized human sacrifices were unknown and 
forbidden in Israel. He would also have known that to kill his daughter because of a 
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foolish vow would be to multiply the sin of his rash vow. His daughter was clearly a 
godly young woman and it would seem strange that she would encourage him to execute 
an unscriptural vow and believe that it pleased the Lord (Judges 11:36).  
(3) It is odd that no subsequent passage makes any comment of reprimand on this 
unprecedented and abhorrent act of an unauthorized human sacrifice by an Israelite. 
Indeed, the Bible honours him in 1 Samuel 12:11 and holds Jephthah’s faith up as an 
example to be emulated in Hebrews 11. Why would Samuel who stated, “to obey is better 
than to sacrifice” to king Saul then honour Jepthah for his unworthy sacrifice? Certainly, 
the sins of other judges like Gideon and Samson are condemned.  
(4) It seems improbable that a God-fearing (Judges 11:11; 35) and a Spirit-filled man 
(Judges 11:29) who knew the Scriptures (Judges 11:15-27) with a godly home (Judges 
11:36) and whose faith placed him in the heroes of the faith in Hebrews 11 would vow to 
murder an innocent person thinking that would be pleasing to God? Furthermore, it is 
even more improbable to believe that he was convinced that unless he carried out the act 
of killing her the Lord would be displeased (Judges 11:35). On what grounds would this 
godly man have reasoned that this would bring God’s approval for his campaign against 
the Amorites (who themselves were condemned for human sacrifices)? Would Israel 
have followed Jephthah as a leader into war when the vow for God’s blessing on which 
the campaign was based so contradicted the very Word of God? Charles Simeon points 
out in regard to the commendation of Jephthah in Hebrew 11, “Would this act have 
been so commended, if it had been ushered in with such an impious vow, and been 
followed by such a deliberate murder?” 
(5) Where would Jephthah carry out this vow? If at Shiloh, he would have to get a Levite 
to kill the girl on an altar. We would expect a priest of the Lord to know to refuse such 
an unprecedented request. Certainly, in Saul’s day the people knew enough to prevent 
him fulfilling a foolish vow he made that would have resulted in the death of Jonathan 
(cf. 1 Sam. 14:45).  
(6) There was a provision in the Levitical law for repenting from the sin of unscriptural 
vows (cf. Lev. 5:1-13). Even if Jepthah did not know of this, it seems unlikely that during 
the two months when all Israel knew of his vow during his daughter’s mourning that no 
one around him would not have brought this to his attention. It is even more improbable 
that once this man would have learned of this that he would not then have grasped the 
opportunity to utilise this provision.  

 
CONCLUSION 

 
Jepthah rashly uttered a vow. The consequences were not trivial. It cost him the hope of 
grandchildren and descendants. In that time it was a sign of disfavour to have your 
family line cut off in Israel. This would have been a great grief to him. However, the 
weight of biblical evidence strongly leads us to the conclusion that he did not kill his 
daughter but set her apart as a perpetual celibate servant of the Lord as per Numbers 6:8. 
Likely, this was a similar arrangement to Samuel as a dedicated assistant to the tabernacle 
work (1 Sam. 1:11; cf. Exod. 38:8; Luke 2:36-37). As such she could not marry, as she 
would then be under the headship of her husband. To dogmatically conclude that this 
godly man killed her is to be as rash with the biblical evidence as he was with his initial 
vow.  


