Variations on a Theme:

Judges 10-12 and Jephthah’s Tragedy
Rachel Sharansky Danziger * June 8™ 2021 * Storytelling and the rise of Kings lesson #2

1: The importance of being repetitive
David M. Gunn and Donna Nolan Fewell, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible, 148:

If meaning, as many say, essentially depends on difference, then sorting out similarity
and difference is a central operation of close reading. Repetition creates rich
possibilities of variation, and variation creates new meaning. Repetition can first lull the
reader into false expectations and then, through sudden variance, can introduce an
element of startling surprise. Repetition and variation can equate and contrast events or
characters or even whole other texts through association, inviting the reader to consider
the significance of similarities and dissimilarities.

2: Making a point
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3. A subtle trend

Judges 3:14-17

(14) The Israelites were subject to King
Eglon of Moab for eighteen years. (15)
Then the Israelites cried out to the LORD,
and the LORD raised up a champion for
them: the Benjaminite Ehud son of Gera, a
left-handed man. It happened that the
Israelites sent tribute to King Eglon of
Moab through him. (16) So Ehud made for
himself a two-edged dagger, a gomed in
length, which he girded on his right side
under his cloak. (17) He presented the
tribute to King Eglon of Moab. Now Eglon
was a very stout man.

Judges 4:4-7
(4) Deborah, wife of Lappidoth, was a

prophetess; she led Israel at that time. (5) She
used to sit under the Palm of Deborah,
between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country
of Ephraim, and the Israelites would come to
her for decisions. (6) She summoned Barak
son of Abinoam, of Kedesh in Naphtali, and
said to him, “The LORD, the God of Israel,
has commanded: Go, march up to Mount
Tabor, and take with you ten thousand men of
Naphtali and Zebulun. (7) And I will draw
Sisera, Jabin’s army commander, with his
chariots and his troops, toward you up to the
Wadi Kishon; and | will deliver him into your
hands.”

Judges 4:14

(14) Then Deborah said to Barak, “Up! This is the
day on which the LORD will deliver Sisera into
your hands: the LORD is marching before you.”
Barak charged down Mount Tabor, followed by

the ten thousand men,
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4: Third time the charm

Judges 6:11-15

(11) An angel of the LORD came and sat under the
terebinth at Ophrah, which belonged to Joash the
Abiezrite. His son Gideon was then beating out wheat
inside a winepress in order to keep it safe from the
Midianites. (12) The angel of the LORD appeared to
him and said to him, “The LORD is with you, valiant
warrior!” (13) Gideon said to him, “Please, my lord, if
the LORD is with us, why has all this befallen us?
Where are all His wondrous deeds about which our
fathers told us, saying, ‘Truly the LORD brought us up
from Egypt’? Now the LORD has abandoned us and
delivered us into the hands of Midian!” (14) The
LORD turned to him and said, “Go in this strength of
yours and deliver Israel from the Midianites. | herewith
make you My messenger.” (15) He said to Him,
“Please, my lord, how can I deliver Isracl? Why, my
clan is the humblest in Manasseh, and | am the
youngest in my father’s household.”

Judges 7:1-7

(1) Early next day, Jerubbaal—that is, Gideon—and all
the troops with him encamped above En-harod, while
the camp of Midian was in the plain to the north of
him, at Gibeath-moreh. (2) The LORD said to Gideon,
“You have too many troops with you for Me to deliver
Midian into their hands; Israel might claim for
themselves the glory due to Me, thinking, ‘Our own
hand has brought us victory.’...(4) “There are still too
many troops,” the LORD said to Gideon. “Take them
down to the water and I will sift them for you there.
Anyone of whom I tell you, ‘This one is to go with
you,’ that one shall go with you; and anyone of whom I
tell you, “This one is not to go with you,’ that one shall
not go.” (5) So he took the troops down to the water...
(6) Now those who “lapped” the water into their
mouths by hand numbered three hundred,; all the rest of
the troops got down on their knees to drink. (7) Then
the LORD said to Gideon, “I will deliver you and I will
put Midian into your hands through the three hundred
‘lappers’; let the rest of the troops go home.”
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5: Of geography and leadership

Yael Ziegler, Ruth — from Alienation to Monarchy, 37:

...as the book progresses, each leader is gradually less powerful than his or her
predecessor; the scope of the leader’s hegemony narrows alongside the
leader’s ability to unify the people and guide them toward religious integrity.
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6. A tale of two abandonments
Judqes 10:10-16 1-29:09 MINDIY

(10) Then the Israelites cried out to the LORD, 1 . . ) f o s
“We stand guilty before You, for we have forsaken -117 URDT -LDN]? LI bN ’7N'1W’ 327031 C)

our God and served the Baalim.” (11) But the (D) :0°%y20°NN T2YN ﬂJ’:El"??_S'mf’u;iW A
LORD said to the Israelites, “[I have rescued you] vagmg N’pn ’7N'1W’ ) 93-’7}5 M N7 (X?)
from the_ Egyptians, from the_Amorltes, from the YRI5, DONWYD T 1Y >335 AR
Ammonites, and from the Philistines... also e s ’,7

oppressed you; and when you cried out to Me, | () 0730 DN NYPIR] 72K PYEM] DINK
saved you from them. (13) Yet you have forsaken 197 020X 0°72X 172¥/1 *NiIN 0A21Y OnN
Me and have served other gods. No, | will not -77N‘~||7y1~| q’:‘? (%) 020N ya}mn‘p "]’LDW'N'?

deliver you again. (14) Go cry to the gods you have s i
chosen; let them deliver you in your time of ny3 D\;)’? WRY 1Ryl B3 DN 1w O 'j%-{-'j

distress!” (15) But the Israelites implored the m'_‘"l?N ijW"’D TIIR™ (V) 02N
LORD: “We stand guilty. Do to us as You see fit; N 727y 3159{["7;):3 ) J“? piaheival JN’QU

gods from among them and served the LORD; and o T ¢ T !
He could not bear the miseries of Israel. WA ERM AT IR AT 02710 123

(D) 287 Ppya

‘(]llj)d\]es aihlf? the Gileadit bl I h o= fLR DO
epntna € Glleadlte was an able warrior, wno —yq : sy . ' :
was the son of a prostitute. Jephthah’s father was 13 KT gL A3 ’73,7]?33 nen (X)

Gilead; (2) but Gilead also had sons by his wife, and 720 (2) NRNDTNN Y2 T2 Ml N
when the wife’s sons grew up, they drove Jephthah WM n’qjxg-v;; 977 0°)32 1\’7 -[}77’_7.;_(- nwx
out. They said to him, “You shall have no share in 29 1AN"N°22 SHIN-RD 1Y 1K RN
our father’s property, for you are the son of an ’ T B ' Foo T
outsider.” (3) So Jephthah fled from his brothers and 23BN INDY AN () DK NANR AWK
settled in the Tob country. Men of low character TIRND 7R 1R 207 i PIND AW 1NN
gathered about Jephthah and went out raiding with “WND a'}-m () ,Ugy INX™) D’:i?’j. Dv}g‘;g

him... (5) And when the Ammonites attacked Israel, ; YR R
the elders of Gilead went to bring Jephthah back _ 973 ’gm' 1271 bfmw? DY TRy™12 173
from the Tob country. (6) They said to Jephthah, MR9°? 110R% (1) i YIND TRDNX DR
“Come be our chief, so that we can fight the (1) «7iny °1232 '_L@U’?.ﬂ '(’Agg‘? u\‘;p nn»m nj‘p
Ammonites.” (7) Jephthah replied to the elders of DRI ORK X9 Ty 1019 A’ 9nK)
Gilead, “You are the very people who rejected me ’,7 R e s T a1y S
and drove me out of my father’s house. How can you 7N ONINI YT °IN 1721 WA 1IN
come to me now when you are in trouble?”” (8) The Y23 731 1K™ (1) 022 % WNRD 1Ay
Elders of Gileaddsgid l‘zo Jephthah, “Honestly, v;f]e 119y M5 T79K 1328 ARY 199 MO

ave now turned back to you. If you come with us A A
and fight the Ammonites, you shall be our AV 1231?‘ wURT71I7 U’er”: T12¥ 2123 nnmed)
commander over all the inhabitants of Gilead.” (9) "OR T3 23R12K MDY IR™ (V) 1973
Jephthah said to the elders of Gilead, “if you bring 1N 1Ry °122°00%0% " NIN ORX 072N
me back to fight the Ammonites and the LORD RID 095 57X $9IX 2195 OniN T
delivers them to me, | am to be your commander.” VW T o T mmE R



https://www.sefaria.org/Judges.10.10-16
https://www.sefaria.org/Judges.10.10-16
https://www.sefaria.org/Judges.11.1-11

7. Two broken homes

Judages 11:34-40

(34) 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. (35) 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
I cannot retract.” (36) “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... (40) for
the maidens of Israel to go every year, for four days
in the year, and chant dirges for the daughter of
Jephthah the Gileadite.

Judges 12:1-6
(1) The men of Ephraim mustered and crossed [the

Jordan] to Zaphon. They said to Jephthah, “Why did
you march to fight the Ammonites without calling us to
go with you? We’ll burn your house down over you!”
(2) Jephthah answered them, “I and my people were in
a bitter conflict with the Ammonites; and | summoned
you, but you did not save me from them. (3) When |
saw that you were no saviors, I risked my life and
advanced against the Ammonites; and the LORD
delivered them into my hands. Why have you come
here now to fight against me?” (4) And Jephthah
gathered all the men of Gilead and fought the
Ephraimites. The men of Gilead defeated the
Ephraimites; for they had said, “You Gileadites are
nothing but fugitives from Ephraim—~being in
Manasseh is like being in Ephraim.” (5) The Gileadites
held the fords of the Jordan against the Ephraimites.
And when any fugitive from Ephraim said, “Let me
cross,” the men of Gilead would ask him, “Are you an
Ephraimite?”; if he said “No,” (6) they would say to
him, “Then say shibboleth”; but he would say
“sibboleth,” not being able to pronounce it correctly.
Thereupon they would seize him and slay him by the
fords of the Jordan. Forty-two thousand Ephraimites
fell at that time.
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