Samson 2

Judges 14 
Samson's Marriage 

1 Samson went down to Timnah and saw there a young Philistine woman. 2 When he returned, he said to his father and mother, "I have seen a Philistine woman in Timnah; now get her for me as my wife." 

 3 His father and mother replied, "Isn't there an acceptable woman among your relatives or among all our people? Must you go to the uncircumcised Philistines to get a wife?" 
      But Samson said to his father, "Get her for me. She's the right one for me." 4 (His parents did not know that this was from the LORD, who was seeking an occasion to confront the Philistines; for at that time they were ruling over Israel.) 5 Samson went down to Timnah together with his father and mother. As they approached the vineyards of Timnah, suddenly a young lion came roaring toward him. 6 The Spirit of the LORD came upon him in power so that he tore the lion apart with his bare hands as he might have torn a young goat. But he told neither his father nor his mother what he had done. 7 Then he went down and talked with the woman, and he liked her. 

 8 Some time later, when he went back to marry her, he turned aside to look at the lion's carcass. In it was a swarm of bees and some honey, 9 which he scooped out with his hands and ate as he went along. When he rejoined his parents, he gave them some, and they too ate it. But he did not tell them that he had taken the honey from the lion's carcass. 

 10 Now his father went down to see the woman. And Samson made a feast there, as was customary for bridegrooms. 11 When he appeared, he was given thirty companions. 

 12 "Let me tell you a riddle," Samson said to them. "If you can give me the answer within the seven days of the feast, I will give you thirty linen garments and thirty sets of clothes. 13 If you can't tell me the answer, you must give me thirty linen garments and thirty sets of clothes." 
      "Tell us your riddle," they said. "Let's hear it." 

 14 He replied, 
       "Out of the eater, something to eat; 
       out of the strong, something sweet." 
      For three days they could not give the answer. 

 15 On the fourth day, they said to Samson's wife, "Coax your husband into explaining the riddle for us, or we will burn you and your father's household to death. Did you invite us here to rob us?" 

 16 Then Samson's wife threw herself on him, sobbing, "You hate me! You don't really love me. You've given my people a riddle, but you haven't told me the answer." 
      "I haven't even explained it to my father or mother," he replied, "so why should I explain it to you?" 17 She cried the whole seven days of the feast. So on the seventh day he finally told her, because she continued to press him. She in turn explained the riddle to her people. 

 18 Before sunset on the seventh day the men of the town said to him, 
       "What is sweeter than honey? 
       What is stronger than a lion?" 
      Samson said to them, 
       "If you had not plowed with my heifer, 
       you would not have solved my riddle." 

 19 Then the Spirit of the LORD came upon him in power. He went down to Ashkelon, struck down thirty of their men, stripped them of their belongings and gave their clothes to those who had explained the riddle. Burning with anger, he went up to his father's house. 20 And Samson's wife was given to the friend who had attended him at his wedding.

1 Samson went down to Timnah and saw there a young Philistine woman. 
If the key word in the last chapter was, 'again,' (the people sinning again, Manoah wanting to see the angel again), then here it's the word, 'saw.' 

When Samson saw the woman of Timnah, two worlds collided and, just as ch.13 ended with the hint of an amazing deliverance on the way, this verse flashes a warning, 'Samson saw...' 

The problem with seeing is that you can never 'unsee', you can't rewind and play through parts of your life again but this time not seeing what hasn't been helpful. That's what makes the downward spiral that Samson got into so hard to get out of. 

We sometimes say in jest, 'You don't want to know...' but there are times when we really don't - as they say on the news, 'Some viewers may find some of the images in this report disturbing.' You can't see the images first and then decide whether or not you want to look. 

A lot of the stress that veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan suffer from is related to what they have seen - and they can't get those visions out of their minds. 

King David looked out of his window one night and saw Bahsheba having a bath - and that moment of 'seeing' nearly ruined him. 

We've all heard about crimes that were copies of scenes from films and video games that people have seen again and again. The idea was planted through sight. 

When Michael came back from Malawi he said that he'd seen poverty like he'd never seen before and realised even more than ever how fortunate we are to have what we do. 

Those who didn't go still rank their relative wealth by the folk they see around them at school - and so some wealthy people actually feel quite poor. 

There was a lovely article in one of the Sunday papers a few months ago - about super-yacht envy. The chap writing the article had been a guest on a two hundred foot super-yacht as it pulled into some posh harbour somewhere in the Med - and because it was by far and away the biggest yacht around, he felt pretty smug (even though he was only a guest). 

But when he woke up the next day, there was a two hundred and ten foot yacht now anchored alongside - and he admitted a strange sense of deprivation, that his host hadn't quite made it, that they ought to rush out an get a two hundred and twenty foot boat straight away. His life hadn't actually changed, except that what he saw that morning did change things, it spoilt them for him. 

An article on diets I saw said that if you use ten inch plates instead of a twelve inch ones, you'll lose weight - simply because of how things look. 

Our eyes are so important and, by inference, our ears, minds, imaginations, hearts - every part of us needs protecting. 

2 When Samson returned, he said to his father and mother, "I have seen a Philistine woman in Timnah; now get her for me as my wife." 
'Now get her for me.' Samson just can't wait, he has no idea of the dangers he's letting himself in for - he just can't see it. If he stopped the think and wait, better things might have happened... 

The introduction to the marriage service in the Book of Common Prayer says that marriage, 

'is not by any to be enterprised, nor taken in hand, unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly, to satisfy men's carnal lusts and appetites, like brute beasts that have no understanding.' 

Now that might sound a bit harsh, but there's some truth in it, truth that Samson would have done well to heed. 

But don't forget - he lived in an atmosphere where everyone did as they saw fit, and that's catching. 

Shortly after I broke my hip there were a series of ads on the telly encouraging anyone who'd been injured in any way to get in touch and their lawyers would get you some cash. 

I'm completely against this compensation culture, but I did start thinking - and suddenly I wasn't so much against it. A few minutes of encouragement was all it took to get me thinking in a way I normally wouldn't. 

We are all much more heavily influenced by the atmosphere around us than we think - just like the air around us, we can't see it, but it does affect us. 

One of the reasons you need to go to church is because you're not as strong as you think and you need to breathe in some life-giving air - regularly. More of this later, but when someone says to you that you can be a Christian without going to church, talk to them about Samson and the atmosphere he breathed. 

3 His father and mother replied, "Isn't there an acceptable woman among your relatives or among all our people? Must you go to the uncircumcised Philistines to get a wife?" But Samson said to his father, "Get her for me. She's the right one for me." 
'She's the right one for me,' literally (and unsurprisingly) means, 'She is right in my eyes.' 

His parents ask, 'Why can't you be like everyone else?' They knew he had to be different, but not all the time. Being different from one person means being similar to another - the trick is to know who you're supposed to be different from and who you're supposed to be similar to. 

The sad part of Samson's story is that it's about someone who believed, and yet still got into such trouble living his life his own way.  Was the absence of 'church', of other believers, around him, the vital missing ingredient that allowed him to get so lost?  What if he'd lived in an atmosphere of faith instead of selfishness - perhaps his God-given strength might have been used in different ways to bring about Isarel's deliverance? 

4 (His parents did not know that this was from the Lord, who was seeking an occasion to confront the Philistines; for at that time they were ruling over Israel.) 
More unknowing, and parallels with Joseph centuries earlier... 

Genesis 45:4-5, "Joseph said to his brothers, 'Do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you.'" 

So was Samson's following God's original plan, or was God just making the most of who Samson turned out to be? What's our view of how God can/might use us in the greater plan rather than simply leaving us to live our own lives? Did Samson know that before he was even born God had taken his life and effectively 'nationalised' him? Did Samson ever know who he really was? 

5 Samson went down to Timnah together with his father and mother. As they approached the vineyards of Timnah, suddenly a young lion came roaring towards him. 
6 The Spirit of the Lord came upon him in power so that he tore the lion apart with his bare hands as he might have torn a young goat. But he told neither his father nor his mother what he had done. 
Where did the strength to fight lions come from? 

The verse doesn't say he ate spinach, it says that it was the Spirit of the Lord, and yet it's interesting that nobody has drawn a picture of a skinny Samson. 

In all the films made about Samson, he's always really well built. But if we really believed his strength came from God, why couldn't he have been puny - surely that would have made a much better story? 

Exodus 15:2, "The Lord is my strength." 

1 Timothy 1:12, "I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength." 

But even Samson forgot that it was the Spirit of the Lord and he suffered for that forgetfulness - as anyone would. 

There are a few problems that come with believing your strength to be your own doing... 

Strong people (churches, nations, communities, teams - and all of you here are strong, if not physically, then economically, socially or intellectually) can often... 

· Disregard boundaries.
Samson was sailing pretty close to the wind when he walked by the vineyard (when he was supposed to keep clear of wine) and then the fight with the lion meant he ended up touching a dead body (another breach of the Nazarite rule of life).
The Nazarite vows were meant to help him keep the bad side in check - but they didn't work because strong people can sometimes have too much confidence in their ability to sort it out if something goes wrong (me and my crutches again).
*
Cf Michael Phelps getting in with the wrong crowd after the Olympics.
Cf banking crisis and MP's.
We need to remember the joy and freedom of living within God's bounds, and even today, rebuild any fences we've trampled down.

· Ignore good advice (cf banking crisis again).
Proverbs 12:15, "The way of a fool seems right to him, but a wise man listens to advice."
Why do men never like asking for directions or like reading instruction manuals?
Why did Samson not listen to his parents?

· Overestimate their own cleverness (cf banking crisis).
'Only two things are infinite: the universe and human stupidity. And I'm not sure about the universe.' Albert Einstein.
One of the big complaints against MP's is that they just couldn't (and some still can't) see the stupidity of what some of them do and say. The Times (22-5-09), 'One of the most striking features of the claims against the cost allowance has been the unbelievable stupidity of some MPs.
Samson assumed that he could tell a riddle and nobody would be able to work it out - honestly or dishonestly.

· Have big egos - for obvious reasons (Steve Redgrave).
This is similar to the above.
A groups of Christians were asked some time ago to list what they thought to be the worst sins. Pride got no mention in anyone's top ten and yet you could argue that it's the root cause of most of what we do wrong - certainly Samson claiming that he was always in the right, that he would always be the strongest man around, and that God would always be with him, was a big mistake.
The cure - remember who you really are, and why you're here... and rejoice in your failings. 

· Use anger as a tool.
Most of Samson's actions seem to have sprung from rage rather than times of prayer.
Desmond Tutu's father, 'Don't raise your voice, improve your arguments.'
Do you ever use anger to control people, to get your way, to win the argument? Shout louder and maybe people will submit to you - that's how Samson seemed to operate most of the time.
But for anger to keep working, it has to escalate - and there's always collateral damage. And anger doesn't always fire up for the right reasons, it can't be trusted only to flare up at the right time, for the right cause, with the right people and to the right degree.
· 
Cf boys when they were little.
· 
Cf Rob Bell Nooma, 'Store' - the reason why so many people are looking for a fight these days is because they're not already in one.
Samson didn't always know what he was fighting for and why.
· Take too much for granted.
One of the hardest things I found when coaching rowing crews was getting them to beat the same boat twice. After one successful encounter it was easy to think that the next time you met the same crew success was guaranteed and to forget how hard you had to work the first time. We'll see in Ch.16 that Samson fell into this trap... V.20, "Then she called, 'Samson, the Philistines are upon you!' He awoke from his sleep and thought, 'I'll go out as before and shake myself free.'"
Samson had taken forgranted his parents, his calling, his strength, his God.
Test: how much complaining do you do and how green does the grass look elsewhere? 

· Lose sight of the big picture (cf banking crisis).
Samson was called to lead the Israelites against the Philistines - but all he really seemed to do was carry on a lifelong feud with them. He killed some, annoyed others, but he didn't really seem to knuckle down with the task of delivering Israel. His prayers made little mention of God - he just didn't seem to acknowledge what he was about, what he was there to do.
When you read this story, remember what Samson did, but also think about what he could have done if he'd kept sight of the big picture. 

7 Then he went down and talked with the woman, and he liked her. 
8 Some time later, when he went back to marry her, he turned aside to look at the lion's carcass. In it was a swarm of bees and some honey, 
9 which he scooped out with his hands and ate as he went along. When he rejoined his parents, he gave them some, and they too ate it. But he did not tell them that he had taken the honey from the lion's carcass. 
This part of the story sounds about the most innocent (Samson just collecting some honey), but here he's going the wrong way without even the encouragement of enemies or attractive women - it might look innocent but it's arguably his worst moment. You might not think that touching a dead body is such a big deal, but he didn't need to do it, this was one instance when he should have been able to walk away and do the right thing. 

For such a strong man, he's remarkably weak. 

10 Now his father went down to see the woman. And Samson made a feast there, as was customary for bridegrooms. 
11 When he appeared, he was given thirty companions. 
12 "Let me tell you a riddle," Samson said to them. "If you can give me the answer within the seven days of the feast, I will give you thirty linen garments and thirty sets of clothes. 
13 If you can't tell me the answer, you must give me thirty linen garments and thirty sets of clothes." "Tell us your riddle," they said. "Let's hear it." 
It's typical of male bravado that both parties were happy entering into commitments that it turned out neither were willing to meet. We can see from how things turned out, that Samson had no intention of buying any garments and the thirty 'best men' didn't either - and yet both promised they would, promising things without paying any attention to what it was they were saying. 

Before you open your mouth, think about what you're going to say. As Jesus said, try to let let your 'yes' mean, 'yes'. 

14 He replied, "Out of the eater, something to eat; out of the strong, something sweet." For three days they could not give the answer. 
A riddle challenges and gets people thinking, it encourages them to look a bit harder, not simply to accept first impressions. In a sense, we need to rediscover the art of telling riddles today. Rather than just shouting the gospel, we need to communicate it in a way that intrigues and challenges people - the riddle of creation and design, the riddle of love and grace, the riddle of beauty, resurrection, faith, and so on. 

And there needs to be more humility and charity in what we say because riddles aren't always easy to answer. In this particular example, the riddle could only really be understood in context. The Philistines heard the riddle in the context of a wedding feast (and, because of the nuances in the Hebrew language, probably thought it was about food, sex and vomitting - without going into the details). Samson told it in the context of his encounter with the lion - so no womder they couldn't solve it. 

If we present the riddles of the gospel in the context of believing, people who don't believe might not get it - we need to understand the context they're listening from before we know if the riddle will challenge or simply bewilder. So much of what the church says leaves the public wondering what we're on about, it just doesn't connect because they're not hearing it from our point of view - but that's our problem, not theirs, and we need to think again about what and how we speak. It doesn't have to be spoon-fed, it can be in riddles, it can have a bit of mystery thrown in - as long as it's using their language. 

15 On the fourth day, they said to Samson's wife, "Coax your husband into explaining the riddle for us, or we will burn you and your father's household to death. Did you invite us here to rob us?" 
They still had three days to go, but they gave up trying to work it out and decided to cheat instead - a lazy way to bypass understanding that, in the long run, did them no favours. 

But by their threats, these men passed their problem onto Samson's wife and it suddenly became her problem instead - and this happens all the time. Sharing problems is a good thing, but dumping them on other people is never helpful - either for you or for them. It means you avoid what God wanted you to face and it means they face what God wanted them to avoid - perhaps so that they could do something more whorthwhile. 

16 Then Samson's wife threw herself on him, sobbing, "You hate me! You don't really love me. You've given my people a riddle, but you haven't told me the answer." "I haven't even explained it to my father or mother," he replied, "so why should I explain it to you?" 
Samson is accused of being unloving as his wife now makes her problem his problem. She would have done better to make it their problem by sharing the truth with him - there was another way out besides betraying him. 

I speculated earlier about what might have happened if Samson had been surrounded by supportive, faithful, believing people, instead of the people he was. Here, Samson's wife was willing to betray him rather than side with him, and whilst it might be understandable, given the threat, we can see later that bowing to ungodly pressure rather than siding with God will lead to disaster anyway - Samson's wife is killed in the next chapter. Samson was the one man who could have saved her from those threatening her, he was stronger than them, but there wasn't the trust, love and communication that should have been there under God. Too much isolation is not good for anybody. 

17 She cried the whole seven days of the feast. So on the seventh day he finally told her, because she continued to press him. She in turn explained the riddle to her people. 
18 Before sunset on the seventh day the men of the town said to him, "What is sweeter than honey? What is stronger than a lion?" Samson said to them, "If you had not ploughed with my heifer, you would not have solved my riddle." 
Heifers were considered too young to use in ploughing - so Samson has recognised a double injustice here. He knew they had put too much pressure on an innocent person, he knew perfectly well how they got the answer - and it wasn't through understanding. But it was his fault that they'd solved the riddle - if he'd kept his mouth shut he'd have won. His feeling justified in seeking revenge is wrong from the start since it all started with his sin (foreign woman, vineyard, touching carcass, telling his wife, etc.). 

Before you blame anyone, think about your part in the crime. 

19 Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon him in power. He went down to Ashkelon, struck down thirty of their men, stripped them of their belongings and gave their clothes to those who had explained the riddle. Burning with anger, he went up to his father's house. 
20 And Samson's wife was given to the friend who had attended him at his wedding. 

Spirit of the Lord comes to help Samson in the first of his three victories over the Philistines - and yet Samson remains a tragic figure, even in his victories. 

