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Judges 11
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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.



Judges 11 (cont.)
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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.”
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When Jephthah arrived at his home in
Mizpah, there was his daughter coming
out to meet him, with timbrel and
dance! She was an only child; he had no
other son or daughter.

On seeing her, he rent his clothes and
said, “Alas, daughter! You have brought
me low; you have become my troubler!
For | have uttered a vow to the LORD,
and | cannot retract.”

“Father,” she said, “you have uttered a
vow to the LORD; do to me as you have
vowed, seeing that the LORD has
vindicated you against your enemies,
the Ammonites.
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She further said to her father, “Let this be
done for me: let me be for two months, and
| will go with my companions and lament
upon the hills and there bewail my
virginity.”

“Go,” he replied. He let her go for two
months and she and her companions went
and bewailed her virginity upon the hills.

After two months’ time, she returned to
her father, and he did to her as he had
vowed. She had never known a man. So it
became a custom in Israel

for the maidens of Israel to go every vyear,
for four days in the year, and chant dirges
for the daughter of Jephthah the Glleadlte



Bereshit Rabba
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There are four [biblical characters] who made
inappropriate requests from God: three
[nevertheless] received appropriate answers from
God, but one received an inappropriate answer.
These are they: Eliezer, Kalev, Saul and Jephthah.

Eliezer said [inappropriately], “Let the maiden to
whom | say, [‘Please, lower your jar that | may drink,
and who replies, ‘Drink, and | will also water your
camels’—Ilet her be the one whom You have decreed
for Your servant Isaac]” (Gen 24:14). Had some
servant girl come out and given him water, would he
have married her off to his master’s son?!
[Nevertheless], God ensured that he received an
appropriate response.
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Jephthah said (Jud 11:311){,
“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 consecrated
to God and | will offer it as a burnt
offering.” Even if a donkey or a dog
or a cat came out, he would have
offered it as a sacrifice?! And God
caused an inappropriate outcome
Jud 11:34): “When Jephthah arrived
at his home in Mizpah], there was
his d}gughter coming out to meet

im.
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Rabbi Yohanan and Resh Lakish
disagreed. Rabbi Yohanan said
that Jephthah owed the monetary
equivalent [as fulfillment of his
vow]; Resh Lakish said that he
owed nothing, for the Mishnah
teaches, “A person who dedicates
a non-kosher animal or an animal
with a blemish as a sacrifice has
said nothing.” . ..



Bereshit Rabba (cont.)
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Between this [haughty person]
and that [haughty person] the
young woman was lost.
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It is written (Jer 19:5), “[They have built
shrines to Baal, to put their children to the
fire as burnt offerings to Baal—] which |
never commanded, never decreed, and
which never came to My mind.”

“I never commanded” is a reference to the
son of King Mesha of Moab, as it is written
(11 Kings 3:27), “He took his first-born son,
who was to succeed him as king, and
offered him up on the wall as a burnt
offering”;

“I never decreed” is a reference to
Jephthah’s daughter;

“It never came to My mind” is a reference
to Isaac the son of Abraham.



Commentary to Judges Rabbi David Kimhi
(Radak; 1160-1235)
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“I will offer it as a burnt offering”: The
opinion of our rabbis of blessed memory on
this issue is well known.

But my master, my father, of blessed
memory, explained that the letter vav in the
word IN'M'"7vn1 signifies “or.” He explained
[that Jephthah said], “It will be consecrated
to God”: if it is not an item that may be
offered as a burnt offering; “or | will offer it
as a burnt offerin%” if it is an item that is
appropriate for a burnt offering. So one
should also understand the letter vav in the
verse (Exod 21:15) “A person who strikes his
father or his mother (Inxi) shall surely die.”

He [my father] interpreted well.
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So it seems from the verse in the
continuation that heJJephthah] did not
kill her. For she said (verse 37) “I will
bewail my virginity,” and she did not say,
“I will bewail mci/(gtruncated] life.” This
shows that he did not kill her, but she
never knew a man, as the text says
(verse 39), “She never knew a man.”

Furthermore, when the text says (verse
39), “He did to her what he had vowed,”
but does not say “He offered her as a
burnt offering,” this [also] proves that
she was secluded [as a hermit]. The
words “He did to her what he had
vowed,” mean that she was consecrated
to God.



Radak (cont.)

D'P109N 'VWO '97 NXM1 D  That is the meaning of the peshat
of the verses.

OX 79729 0IAOT 1MAA AT AS for what the rabbis said, if they

‘n7277 19V DT KD nap are passing along a binding
tradition, we must accept it.



What is peshat
and what is
midrash?




Commentary of Rabbi Levi ben Gershon
(1288-1344)
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The text tells that Jephthah made a vow to
God that if God would deliver the
Ammonites into his hand, that which comes
out of his house to greet him when he
returns safely will be consecrated to God,
and, if it is appropriate, he will offer it as a
burnt offering.

“Whatever comes out of the door of his
house” has to be a living creature. Ifitisa
human being, it will become God’s,
dedicated solely to the worship of God. . ..

That is why Jephthah tore his clothes (verse
35) when he saw his daughter coming out
to greet him, for his vow necessitated that
she would never marry a man.



Rabbi Levi ben Gershon (cont.)
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Jephthah presumably constructed for her a
house away [from where others live] where
she saw no people, not even women. She
just lived there [by herself].

But first, he waited for two months for her
to go off to the mountains with her female
friends to bewail her virginity. At the end of
this time, he closed her up in the house
[that he constructed for her].

She saw no one there, not even other
women, except for four days each year
when there was an Israelite custom that
women would go to bewail her virginity
together with Jephthah’s daughter. But she
was separated from men for all her life.



Commentary of Rabbi Don Isaac Abarbanel
(1437-1508)
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... So it seems that that is what
Jephthah did: when his daughter came
out to greet him, he did not kill her and
did not offer her as a burnt offering.
Rather he dedicated her to God, as | will
prove from the verses...

His daughter said that she would go
away and wander on the mountains.
This is because she was about to be put
into a house that she would never leave
for the rest of her life. So she asked to
be allowed to go wherever she wished
for two months to satisfy the urge for
wandering and travelling, since she
would never wander or travel after this.



Abarbanel (cont.)
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And that is what she meant when
she said, “l will bewail my virginity,”
[i.e. she would bewail the fact] that
she would never marry. [During
these two months of wandering,]
she would also choose the location
where she would live in seclusion.

| think that it is from this story that
the nation of Edom [= Christianity]
learned to make houses of seclusion
called cloisters for women who enter
there and never leave for all their
lives, and never see another man as
long as they live.



Deuteronomy 29
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Perchance there is among you some man or woman,
or some clan or tribe, whose heart is even now
turning away from the LORD our God to go and
worship the gods of those nations—perchance there
is among you a stock sprouting poison weed and
wormwood.

When such a one hears the words of these sanctions,
he may fancy himself immune, thinking, “I shall be
safe, though | follow my own willful heart”—to the
utter ruin of moist and dry alike.

The LORD will never forgive him; rather will the
LORD’s anger and passion rage against that man, till
every sanction recorded in this book comes down
upon him, and the LORD blots out his name from
under heaven.

The LORD will single them out from all the tribes of
Israel for misfortune, in accordance with all the
sanctions of the covenant recorded in this book of
Teaching.



lbn Ezra Deuteronomy 29
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If the sinner is an individual, he will die
immediately;

if a family, every sanction recorded in
this book will come down on it,
meaning, the sanctions will come down
on them until their name is erased;

If a tribe, The LORD will single them out
from all the tribes of Israel for
misfortune

Like this verse: “it shall be for the LORD,
or | will offer it as a sacrifice,” as |
interpreted [presumably in his lost
Judges commentary]



Ramban Commentary (Lev 27:29)
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And this was the mistake that
Jephthah made with his daughter.
For he thought that just as a cherem
["doomed" object] of the chief of
Israel is valid and takes effect to put
[certain] people to death, and [also]
anyone who transgresses it is liable
to the death-penalty, so [Jephthah
thought] that if he uttered a vow at a
time of war, to make an offering of a
certain person or persons, the vow is
valid; but he did not know . . .



Ramban (cont.)
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Now do not let yourself be misled by ibn Ezra’s
foolish words, when he says that the meaning of
the expression and | will offer it up for a burnt-

0 ferinﬁ 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 God, 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 God; but if it be something fit for an offering,
| will make it a burnt-offering." Accordingly [lbn
Ezra's interpretation continues], he [Jephthah],
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].



Ramban (cont.)
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These are empty words. For if he vowed that [some
person] shall be the LORD’s, this does not mean to be
celibate, but instead to be like Samuel, of whom his
mother said, and | shall give him unto the LORD, and
he was a servant in the House of God, but was not
celibate. According to the laws of the Torah, no man
can utter a vow which would bind persons who come
out of the door of his house to live in celibacy, just as
he cannot bring them as an offering. And if the
matter be so [as |bn Ezra put it] then Jephthah's
daughter who bewailed her virginity together with
her companions, was 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, but
worshipped God in purity! Rather, this subject is to be
understood in its peshat: [Jephthah sacrificed her],
and his mistake was as | explained.



