Sampson 1
Judges 13 

The Birth of Samson 

1 Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD, so the LORD delivered them into the hands of the Philistines for forty years. 

 2 A certain man of Zorah, named Manoah, from the clan of the Danites, had a wife who was sterile and remained childless. 3 The angel of the LORD appeared to her and said, "You are sterile and childless, but you are going to conceive and have a son. 4 Now see to it that you drink no wine or other fermented drink and that you do not eat anything unclean, 5 because you will conceive and give birth to a son. No razor may be used on his head, because the boy is to be a Nazirite, set apart to God from birth, and he will begin the deliverance of Israel from the hands of the Philistines." 

 6 Then the woman went to her husband and told him, "A man of God came to me. He looked like an angel of God, very awesome. I didn't ask him where he came from, and he didn't tell me his name. 7 But he said to me, 'You will conceive and give birth to a son. Now then, drink no wine or other fermented drink and do not eat anything unclean, because the boy will be a Nazirite of God from birth until the day of his death.' " 

 8 Then Manoah prayed to the LORD : "O LORD, I beg you, let the man of God you sent to us come again to teach us how to bring up the boy who is to be born." 

 9 God heard Manoah, and the angel of God came again to the woman while she was out in the field; but her husband Manoah was not with her. 10 The woman hurried to tell her husband, "He's here! The man who appeared to me the other day!" 

 11 Manoah got up and followed his wife. When he came to the man, he said, "Are you the one who talked to my wife?" 
      "I am," he said. 

 12 So Manoah asked him, "When your words are fulfilled, what is to be the rule for the boy's life and work?" 

 13 The angel of the LORD answered, "Your wife must do all that I have told her. 14 She must not eat anything that comes from the grapevine, nor drink any wine or other fermented drink nor eat anything unclean. She must do everything I have commanded her." 

 15 Manoah said to the angel of the LORD, "We would like you to stay until we prepare a young goat for you." 

 16 The angel of the LORD replied, "Even though you detain me, I will not eat any of your food. But if you prepare a burnt offering, offer it to the LORD." (Manoah did not realize that it was the angel of the LORD.) 

 17 Then Manoah inquired of the angel of the LORD, "What is your name, so that we may honor you when your word comes true?" 

 18 He replied, "Why do you ask my name? It is beyond understanding. [a] " 19 Then Manoah took a young goat, together with the grain offering, and sacrificed it on a rock to the LORD. And the LORD did an amazing thing while Manoah and his wife watched: 20 As the flame blazed up from the altar toward heaven, the angel of the LORD ascended in the flame. Seeing this, Manoah and his wife fell with their faces to the ground. 21 When the angel of the LORD did not show himself again to Manoah and his wife, Manoah realized that it was the angel of the LORD. 

 22 "We are doomed to die!" he said to his wife. "We have seen God!" 

 23 But his wife answered, "If the LORD had meant to kill us, he would not have accepted a burnt offering and grain offering from our hands, nor shown us all these things or now told us this." 

 24 The woman gave birth to a boy and named him Samson. He grew and the LORD blessed him, 25 and the Spirit of the LORD began to stir him while he was in Mahaneh Dan, between Zorah and Eshtaol.
With hindsight we'd all have done hundreds of things differently - and I suspect Samson might have too. But the reality we have to deal with is that we don't know what's coming next - however well we think we can see. The weekend is about seeing and not seeing. 

For many years now I've been wondering whatever happened to Samson. Of course, I know what happened to him in the story, but I haven't really heard any more about him since Sunday School - nothing through decades of church-going, through two years at theological college and through all the bible study groups here. Why have I been taught about Adam and Eve, Saul and David, Moses and Joshua, Gideon, Samuel, Elijah... but nothing about Samson? 

The Bible is a history book that spans thousands of years, and yet it stops from time to time to dwell in great detail at particular individuals. There's tons of national history in it, but from time to time that history skips decades, even centuries, and then suddenly slows down to reveal minute details in the lives of seemingly insignificant people. Samson didn't seem to do much for anyone but himself - and yet this section of the Book of Judges is the longest piece of narrative in the whole book. Samson is a key figure, and yet still largely unseen. 

There must be a reason why he's in the Bible in the first place... 

but also a reason why he seems to have been left buried there by the church. 

Buried there by the church because not everybody has ignored him. Apart from common folklore, there's Hollywood - and to break into Hollywood thousands of years after your death must say something. 

There's a tribute to him on the front of every tin of golden syrup. 

He might have even made his way into our everyday language with phrases like, 'He brought the house down.' 

In the collection of Sunday readings compiled by the church, different for every Sunday over a three year cycle (with potentially three services on a Sunday that's over four hundred and fifty Old Testament readings), Samson doesn't feature in any of them. 

The problem is summed up perfectly in the titles of two of the books I found - 'Samson - The Secret of Strength' and 'The Samson Syndrome - What You Can Learn From the Baddest Boy in the Bible. 

The world outside the church has no trouble in welcoming Samson because sex and violence sell well. But the church isn't quite so comfortable - we don't really know whether Samson was a good thing or a bad thing. Are we supposed to hold him up as an example to follow (surely, yes - that's why he's there) or as an example to avoid (also, surely yes - given his behaviour), does he reveal the secret of strength or is he the baddest chap in scripture? 

Samson does do great things, but he also fails spectacularly - and we need to acknowledge both rather than see just one side or distort the other in order to make the view more comfortable. Too many people try to make Samson out to be all bad or all good, but we should try to see him as we might see ourselves - as probably all good and all bad, and live with the tension and paradox that's implied by that. 

One of the best things I've heard about leadership that I've heard recently is this... 

'The first responsibility of leaders is to define reality.' (Max De Pree). 

As we look at this story, we need to pray for the insights to see reality... 

'Open our eyes, Lord. We want to see Jesus.' 

We need to learn what's real, and not be blinded by the stuff that obscures our grasp of the situation we're in and what God has done for us. 

So, the story of Samson... 

The story doesn't begin, 'Once upon a time,' but much more depressingly (and typically for the Old Testament), 'Again...' 

13:1 "Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord." 

In all the conversations I've had with folk about God's forgiveness, people are far less worried that they might have done something really bad than they are about how upset God might be that they've done certain things again and again and again. 

Some of the arguments I have with the boys and with Katharine can be such a betrayal of all that I say and believe when they are repeated time and again. In my job as your vicar, I can't tell you how many times I've resolved to do and be certain things - only to fall at the next chance I get to show that I really have changed. I sometimes think I'd rather do one huge crime and get it over with than keep on doing seemingly little things over and over. 

But the good news is that we're in good company. This story was written for me and you - for people who can be all good and all bad at the same time... and all the time. 

So back to the Israelites, who once again, did evil in the eyes of the Lord. 

In God's eyes, the people at that time were doing no good; but if you can remember from last year, when we studied Ruth, the period of the Judges was a time when, "Everyone did as they saw fit." (Judges 17:6, 21:25). 

From their own perspective, the people weren't doing anything wrong - what they saw seemed perfectly all right to them, but in the eyes of the Lord, it looked very different. 

Usually after a verse like v.1, where everyone is doing their own thing, we get what we had earlier in the Book of Judges, a bit of good news when people see the error of their ways... 

Judges 6:7 & 10:10, "The Israelites cried out to the Lord..." 

But that doesn't happen this time. 

In the past, the people eventually saw the truth, the reality, of their situation. They did what they saw fit, stumbled and fell, and then realised what had gone wrong and repented. Life was full of these ups and downs. But in Samson's day things had taken a sinister turn - and this is where the story fits in with what we see today. In Samson's day there was no recognition that any wrong had been done, the people were silent, or simply unmoved - as many are today. 

Most bad situations are redeemable when people can see them, but if you can't see what's going wrong it can only get worse, so instead of life for the Israelites being full of ups and downs, it was now only going in one direction - down and down. 

Today, there's no crying out from society because there's no recognition that anything's going wrong. Today we even admire the faults we can sometimes see in our heroes, and they sort of become endearing features, even virtues - and then we don't see them as faults any more. These folk become 'loveable rogues' rather than out and out villains. I don't want to sound too puritanical, but you can see this in the changing attitude society has shown towards drinking, promisicuity and drugs. Once condemned or cautioned against, they all have a glamorous side to them now and most chat shows guests talk about them with pride. 

There are more than 25,000 girls on Bebo, the social networking internet site, who use the word 'slut' somewhere in their username. 

How about this for a news headline... 

"The National Health Service has sparked controversy with their sex education campaign promoting an orgasm a day: an NHS leaflet is advising school pupils that they have a 'right' to an enjoyable sex life and that regular intercourse can be good for their cardiovascular health. Alongside the slogan 'an orgasm a day keeps the doctor away', it says: 'Health promotion experts advocate five portions of fruit and veg a day and thirty minutes physical activity three times a week. What about sex twice a week?' 

And what about this... 

Defaced Bible in exhibition in Glasgow recently. 

The reaction to this was really quite muted - a reflection that people have not just forgotten to turn to God, but that we're much further away than we might think. 

A few weeks ago Mary showed me a passage she'd been asked to read at a wedding she was going to... 

The reading talked all about the 'bowels of Jesus Christ' - from the king James Version. It took Mary's eye to help the couple who'd chosen the reading to see that 'compassion' might sound better than 'bowels'. 

Colossians 3:12, 

"Put on therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, bowels of mercies." KJV 

"Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion." NIV 

Most folk are convinced that they can see clearly on all issues. Most public debates these days are characterised by the instant polarities of the positions people take - there seems to be little room for uncertainty, debate, compromise, give and take, seeing the other's point of view, spending some time searching for answers and solutions. 

It's human nature to lose the plot from time to time - but it's really worrying when we can no longer see that that's what we've done and when we no longer think to cry out to the Lord. 

1 Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord, 

so the Lord delivered them into the hands of the Philistines for forty years. 
2 A certain man... 

A certain man... 

There's no crying out to God, but perhaps a hint there of, 'I know a man who can, ' a suggestion that there is someone who can do the business of making things right again, after a verse like v.1, we're expecting Arnold Schwarzenegger - but there could be some disappointed folk listening to this, because the story goes on... 

2 A certain man... of Zorah, named Manoah, from the clan of the Danites, had a wife who was sterile and remained childless. 

We were hoping for some deliverance here, so who's Manoah, and where on earth is Zorah and what use is this sterile woman who's so unimportant we never even get her name? 

It's a bit like Nathanael at the start of John's gospel (John 1:46), "Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?" 

Or... 

John 7:41, "Others asked, 'How can the Christ come from Galilee?'" 

Little Cornard, Assington, Bures? Aren't they just small villages? Robin King - who's he? What hope is there there? We need Jamie Allen or Billy Graham or some other recognised hero. Or someone from a church we've all heard about, like HTB. 

But a good reason for starting the story here, with these people, is that it sets the scene where it should be set - with God at the centre of all that happens. If it started with a grown up Samson or some other amazing hero storming onto the stage, we'd be distracted and might not notice God in it all. James Bond films start with James Bond completing a mission - so we know from the start that we're dealing with someone who wins. Instead here we have unknown people in ordinary places being used in amazing ways. How do we know that Jesus was the Son of God and filled with the Holy Spirit? Because how else could a vulnerable and weak baby, born to a woman like Mary in a town like Bethlehem, end up doing the things he did and changing the world? 

How do I know that this church can fulfil what God has called us to do? Not because we have fantastic people, but because we have people willing to submit to a fantastic God. Why are we looking at the life of Samson? Not to see how useless he was, but to see what God was able to achieve with someone so useless. 

Judges is about is showing what God can do, not what we can do - so no wonder Samson's origins are shown in all their rather inglorious frailty. 

3 The angel of the Lord appeared to her and said, "You are sterile and childless, but you are going to conceive and have a son. 

4 Now see to it that you drink no wine or other fermented drink and that you do not eat anything unclean, 
5 because you will conceive and give birth to a son. No razor may be used on his head, because the boy is to be a Nazirite, set apart to God from birth, and he will begin the deliverance of Israel from the hands of the Philistines." 

Nazarites were people who set themselves apart for special service to God - except that in Samson's case, the discipline is imposed not chosen, and was life-long. 

Another important aspect of this story is the issue of freedom and captivity - and the paradox that Samson is mostly captive when free and only really free when finally captive. That's a paradox that presents quite a challenge to a society obsessed with rights and freedom of choice. One of the ironies of today's feedom is how captive we all are. I'd guess that any alien visiting us couldn't help but notice how captive we seem to be held by image and appearances, to health, long life and death, to the office, to alcohol, drugs and sex, and to money, power and celebrity. 

But how about trying to break free from being like everyone else, how about being really different - different in a way that matters, how about being set apart? 

Samson had long hair, but... 

1 Corinthians 11:14, "Does not the very nature of things teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him." 

The long hair wasn't a fashion statement or a trendy thing to have - it made it very public that you were different, set apart. 

You may remember a few years ago we had a sort of 'village fair' in Bures - all the clubs and societies were gathered in the Village Hall to display their wares. Katharine went round on the day and put a little cross on everyone who was a member of the church - and she did it to make the church in Bures a bit more visible at that event. We can become hidden within the stage society, the horticultural society, the bowls club, the history society, the WI, and so on - not necessarily deliberately, but it happens. 

In the end, aren't we all Nazarites, aren't we all dedicated to God and set apart to do his work, to be visible, different, recognisable? And surely we have no choice in that, and it's also a lifelong commitment? 

'The Supreme Court in Spain has overturned an assault conviction handed to Henry Osagiede, a Nigerian. Osagiede, who faced ten years in prison, was picked out from an identity parade in which he was the only black man. 

'A badly assembled identity parade, with a lack of resemblance between the suspects in the parade can lead to mistaken identity and consequently an error of justice,' the Court said.' 

That last bit's quite telling... 

If you're going to find out what it's like to follow God it helps if those who do follow him at least have some things in common, some common characteristics - and don't resemble everybody else. 

I wonder if our desire to be free, to do our own thing, has prevented us from being recognised as belonging to God, as being held captive by him. 

6 Then the woman went to her husband and told him, "A man of God came to me. He looked like an angel of God, very awesome. I didn't ask him where he came from, and he didn't tell me his name. 
7 But he said to me, 'You will conceive and give birth to a son. Now then, drink no wine or other fermented drink and do not eat anything unclean, because the boy will be a Nazirite of God from birth until the day of his death.'" 
8 Then Manoah prayed to the Lord: "O Lord, I beg you, let the man of God you sent to us come again to teach us how to bring up the boy who is to be born." 

The woman came to her husband, Manoah and said, 'Guess what I saw.' 

And he says, 'I want to see too.' 

Sound familiar? 

"The other disciples told Thomas, 'We have seen the Lord!' But he said to them, 'Unless I see... I will not believe it.'" (John 20:25) 

Manoah wanted the same experience as his wife had had. 

Many Christians suffer from spiritual jealousy (I know because I suffer too), wishing we had the gifts or experiences that others have. It's a real issue because some folk rank Christians according to the frequency and intensity of these experiences - and they rank themselves in the same way. So if you can't speak in tongues, wake up every morning with some great dream to recount, float through the day with God speaking to you through everything that happens, then when the church has to set to and do what God has called us to do, delivering the nation, you stay put... because you're not good enough. 

And if it's not jealousy within a Christian fellowship, it can be between fellowships... 

I've joked about Jamie Allen, but one of the comments I've heard a few times now as I travel round the Deanery is, 'Why can't we have a vicar like Jamie at Great Cornard, one who does what he's doing?' It's effectively saying, 'We want here what they've got there,' without any reference to what God might want. Jealousy means there's not enough confidence or faith in what I or you have been given, or what this church has been called to - we want what everyone else has (or, at least, what we think they have). 

And then listen to the next verse... 

9 God heard Manoah, and the angel of God came again to the woman while she was out in the field; but her husband Manoah was not with her. 
Why is Manoah never where he should be? God answers his prayer, but he's not around to witness it. I quoted John 20:25 just now, but John 20:24 says, 

"Thomas was not with the disciples when Jesus came." Where was he? 

We want all these experiences, but how many times do we miss out on meeting with God because we're not where we ought to be? I know we can't hide from God, but there are times when we cut ourselves off from him, from fellowship with other Christians, from worshipping with others in church, from coming to Letton Hall, we're not with the disciples - and then we wonder why our pilgrimage just doesn't seem the feel the way it used to or why others seem to meet with God in ways that we don't. 

10 The woman hurried to tell her husband, "He's here! The man who appeared to me the other day!" 
11 Manoah got up and followed his wife. When he came to the man, he said, "Are you the one who talked to my wife?" "I am," he said. 
12 So Manoah asked him, "When your words are fulfilled, what is to be the rule for the boy's life and work?" 
13 The angel of the Lord answered, "Your wife must do all that I have told her. 
Manoah asks a question that he's already been given the answer to - and it's great that the angel simply says, 'Your wife's already told you, you have all you need - listen to her.' Husbands, take note. 

15 Manoah said to the angel of the Lord, "We would like you to stay until we prepare a young goat for you." 

17 Then Manoah enquired of the angel of the Lord, "What is your name, so that we may honour you when your word comes true?" 

It sounds like Manoah's trying to delay the angel's departure, delay having to go off and live the message himself - 'Stay and eat, have a meal, and, by the way, what's your name?' He's trying to prolong the experience and delay the action. And many of us have an experience of God and want it to go on and on, or to be repeated every Sunday morning in order to bring God back. We forget what the experience was for, what it was sent to lead us to do. We can talk, reflect, wait, pray, worship and discern... but not often actually get around to delivering. 

18 He replied, "Why do you ask my name? It is beyond understanding." 
19 Then Manoah took a young goat, together with the grain offering, and sacrificed it on a rock to the Lord. And the Lord did an amazing thing while Manoah and his wife watched: 
Here's the mystery and wonder. The word used in v.19 for 'amazing' is the same word that's used in v.18 to describe the angel's name - 'beyond understanding'. 

All this puts Manoah's efforts into perspective. You can't control God, you can't even know him completely - he passes all understanding. There is much that Samson's parents don't know and can't know (they can't see it all), they are limited by their human condition, even though they can still be used by God. 

Donald Rumsfeld, 

'As we know, there are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns - the ones we don't know we don't know.' 

Rumsfeld was ridiculed for that, but he was spot on. 

I mentioned earlier the theme running through Samson's life of seeing and blindness, knowing and not knowing - and here are some of the unknowns... 

13:6 I didn't ask, and he didn't tell... 

13:17 "What is your name?" 

14:4 His parents did not know... 

14:6 He told neither his father nor his mother. 

14:15 "Coax your husband into explaining..." 

14:16 "You haven't told me the answer." 

16:6 "Tell me the secret..." 

16:10 "Tell me how you can be tied." 

16:13 "Tell me how you can be tied." 

16:15 "How can you say, 'I love you,' when you won't confide in me?" 

16:20 He did not know that the Lord had left him. 

But at this point Manoah seems to recognise that it's time to stop asking questions. 

Samson's first wife and Delilah both got into trouble later when they pushed for too much information. Now, I'm very much in favour of finding answers, but there are probably times when all of us have to learn to accept without questioning. We need to accept mystery as part of our human experience, as part of our reality. We live by faith, which means living with things we cannot possibly understand - not a very 21st century way of living. 

20 As the flame blazed up from the altar towards heaven, the angel of the Lord ascended in the flame. Seeing this, Manoah and his wife fell with their faces to the ground. 
21 When the angel of the Lord did not show himself again to Manoah and his wife, Manoah realised that it was the angel of the Lord. 
22 "We are doomed to die!" he said to his wife. "We have seen God!" 
23 But his wife answered, "If the Lord had meant to kill us, he would not have accepted a burnt offering and grain offering from our hands, nor shown us all these things or now told us this." 
How many times have you heard the line from Hollywood when either the goody or the baddy says, 'If I was going to kill you, you'd already be dead.'? 

Here Samson's dad shows real spiritual insight (what a dip, it's surely one of the stupidest things anyone in the Bible has said) - but at least his mum has a grasp on the reality of the situation, she can see where things are going, even if dad can't. And it's a lovely injection of common sense practicality into a moment of high drama - bringing everything firmly back to earth. Sometimes knowing God's will is more common sense than great theology. 

24 The woman gave birth to a boy and named him Samson. He grew and the Lord blessed him, 
25 and the Spirit of the Lord began to stir him while he was in Mahaneh Dan, between Zorah and Eshtaol. 

'Stir' literally means beat or pound - a much more forceful translation, and one that might have been a better way of hinting at the violence that is about the erupt. 

The nature of this birth, the promise of the Spirit within make us want to watch this space. Up to this point in the story, Samson is expected to be the greatest of all the judges. A great deliverance will surely come - and all these hopes make his failings all the more noticeable. 

