Samson 4

Judges 16 

Samson and Delilah 

 1 One day Samson went to Gaza, where he saw a prostitute. He went in to spend the night with her. 2 The people of Gaza were told, "Samson is here!" So they surrounded the place and lay in wait for him all night at the city gate. They made no move during the night, saying, "At dawn we'll kill him." 

 3 But Samson lay there only until the middle of the night. Then he got up and took hold of the doors of the city gate, together with the two posts, and tore them loose, bar and all. He lifted them to his shoulders and carried them to the top of the hill that faces Hebron. 

 4 Some time later, he fell in love with a woman in the Valley of Sorek whose name was Delilah. 5 The rulers of the Philistines went to her and said, "See if you can lure him into showing you the secret of his great strength and how we can overpower him so we may tie him up and subdue him. Each one of us will give you eleven hundred shekels of silver." 

 6 So Delilah said to Samson, "Tell me the secret of your great strength and how you can be tied up and subdued." 

 7 Samson answered her, "If anyone ties me with seven fresh thongs [b] that have not been dried, I'll become as weak as any other man." 

 8 Then the rulers of the Philistines brought her seven fresh thongs that had not been dried, and she tied him with them. 9 With men hidden in the room, she called to him, "Samson, the Philistines are upon you!" But he snapped the thongs as easily as a piece of string snaps when it comes close to a flame. So the secret of his strength was not discovered. 

 10 Then Delilah said to Samson, "You have made a fool of me; you lied to me. Come now, tell me how you can be tied." 

 11 He said, "If anyone ties me securely with new ropes that have never been used, I'll become as weak as any other man." 

 12 So Delilah took new ropes and tied him with them. Then, with men hidden in the room, she called to him, "Samson, the Philistines are upon you!" But he snapped the ropes off his arms as if they were threads. 

 13 Delilah then said to Samson, "Until now, you have been making a fool of me and lying to me. Tell me how you can be tied." 
      He replied, "If you weave the seven braids of my head into the fabric on the loom and tighten it with the pin, I'll become as weak as any other man." So while he was sleeping, Delilah took the seven braids of his head, wove them into the fabric 14 and [c] tightened it with the pin. 
      Again she called to him, "Samson, the Philistines are upon you!" He awoke from his sleep and pulled up the pin and the loom, with the fabric. 

 15 Then she said to him, "How can you say, 'I love you,' when you won't confide in me? This is the third time you have made a fool of me and haven't told me the secret of your great strength." 16 With such nagging she prodded him day after day until he was tired to death. 

 17 So he told her everything. "No razor has ever been used on my head," he said, "because I have been a Nazirite set apart to God since birth. If my head were shaved, my strength would leave me, and I would become as weak as any other man." 

 18 When Delilah saw that he had told her everything, she sent word to the rulers of the Philistines, "Come back once more; he has told me everything." So the rulers of the Philistines returned with the silver in their hands. 19 Having put him to sleep on her lap, she called a man to shave off the seven braids of his hair, and so began to subdue him.  And his strength left him. 

 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." But he did not know that the LORD had left him. 

 21 Then the Philistines seized him, gouged out his eyes and took him down to Gaza. Binding him with bronze shackles, they set him to grinding in the prison. 22 But the hair on his head began to grow again after it had been shaved. 

The Death of Samson 

 23 Now the rulers of the Philistines assembled to offer a great sacrifice to Dagon their god and to celebrate, saying, "Our god has delivered Samson, our enemy, into our hands." 

 24 When the people saw him, they praised their god, saying, 
       "Our god has delivered our enemy 
       into our hands, 
       the one who laid waste our land 
       and multiplied our slain." 

 25 While they were in high spirits, they shouted, "Bring out Samson to entertain us." So they called Samson out of the prison, and he performed for them. 
      When they stood him among the pillars, 26 Samson said to the servant who held his hand, "Put me where I can feel the pillars that support the temple, so that I may lean against them." 27 Now the temple was crowded with men and women; all the rulers of the Philistines were there, and on the roof were about three thousand men and women watching Samson perform. 28 Then Samson prayed to the LORD, "O Sovereign LORD, remember me. O God, please strengthen me just once more, and let me with one blow get revenge on the Philistines for my two eyes." 29 Then Samson reached toward the two central pillars on which the temple stood. Bracing himself against them, his right hand on the one and his left hand on the other, 30 Samson said, "Let me die with the Philistines!" Then he pushed with all his might, and down came the temple on the rulers and all the people in it. Thus he killed many more when he died than while he lived. 

 31 Then his brothers and his father's whole family went down to get him. They brought him back and buried him between Zorah and Eshtaol in the tomb of Manoah his father. He had led Israel twenty years.

The key words so far were, 'again,' 'saw,' and 'revenge.' And for this chapter, we could go back to, 'saw,' but I think 'blindness' would be better. 

Picture of Marilyn Munroe - optical illusion... if you look hard enough, you can see a photographer in the background. 

1 One day Samson went to Gaza, where he saw a prostitute. He went in to spend the night with her. 
Proverbs 31:30, "Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting." 

But here we go once more, Samson went and saw... 

Far too often, he seemed to be operating on a superficial level. 

Brief encounter (Godfrey Rust) 

He loved her 

in silk and see-through lace, 

he loved her 

in suspenders and black stockings, 

but most of all 

he loved her 

in inverted commas. 

We come back the question I asked earlier... Does Samson have any idea what true love is? 

What does real love look like - and would Samson recognise it if he found it? 

Prostitution was often used in the Old Testament to illustrate how God's people had gone astray and stopped worshipping him... 

Deuteronomy 31:16, "And the Lord said to Moses: 'You are going to rest with your fathers, and these people will soon prostitute themselves to the foreign gods of the land they are entering. They will forsake me.'" 

Jeremiah 2:20, "Long ago you said, 'I will not serve you!' Indeed, on every high hill and under every spreading tree you lay down as a prostitute." 

So the appearance of a prostitute in the story suggests more than just a one night stand. Things have now gone badly wrong - as if they could have got any worse. 

Once again, Samson acting from desire rather than calling. 

Proverbs 6:25-28, 

"Do not lust in your heart after her beauty or let her captivate you with her eyes, 

for the prostitute reduces you to a loaf of bread. 

Can a man walk on hot coals without his feet being scorched?" 

2 The people of Gaza were told, "Samson is here!" So they surrounded the place and lay in wait for him all night at the city gate. They made no move during the night, saying, "At dawn we'll kill him." 
3 But Samson lay there only until the middle of the night. Then he got up and took hold of the doors of the city gate, together with the two posts, and tore them loose, bar and all. He lifted them to his shoulders and carried them to the top of the hill that faces Hebron. 

Once again, Samson does things in his own way. He does have a particular style. 

Dore picture of Samson carrying the gates away - the gate hides him from the dawning light and keeps him in shadow. Samson is still living in the dark. 

I wonder how often our anger or pride or lust has kept us in a dark place when we could have been basking in the sunlight? 

And because he's in the dark, guess what happens next... 

4 Some time later, he fell in love with a woman in the Valley of Sorek whose name was Delilah. 
Here we go again... One definition of insanity is to keep doing the same thing over and over again, but expecting a different result. Can this possibly end well? There's nothing in Samson's past to give us any grounds for optimism. 

Sorek was a place known for its grapes (so a hint of danger for the Nazarite Samson) and it has a root meaning, 'to comb' (something we usually do just before having a haircut). 

So even the language hints at the danger that's already highlighted in the encounter with a prostitute. Coming to the last chapter in the Samson story, we might have hoped for a joyful and peaceful ending where love triumphs - but we're on notice to be disappointed. 

Delilah is the first woman in the story to be given a name - and it says here that he fell in love with her. How tragic that he might have found true love with someone who couldn't return it. 

5 The rulers of the Philistines went to her and said, "See if you can lure him into showing you the secret of his great strength and how we can overpower him so that we may tie him up and subdue him. Each one of us will give you eleven hundred shekels of silver." 
I suggested that a puny looking Samson might have been more of a witness to the power of God, and the fact that they couldn't work out why he was so strong might suggest that he wasn't that muscular - if he'd had a body like... instead of... they wouldn't have had to ask the question about where he got his strength from. 

Acts 4:13, "When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realised that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus." 

Acts 6:8-10, "Stephen, a man full of God's grace and power, did great wonders among the people. Opposition arose, however, from members of the Synagogue. These men began to argue with Stephen, but they could not stand up against his wisdom or the Spirit by whom he spoke." 

But it's not just God's Spirit that can be hard to stand against. In this instance, a huge load of cash also proved hard to resist. Just as lust can turn a man into a loaf, so can money become a serious distraction (cf current banking crisis). 

Three S's that are the undoing of many a church leaders - sex, silver and self. 

6 So Delilah said to Samson, "Tell me the secret of your great strength and how you can be tied up and subdued." 
7 Samson answered her, "If anyone ties me with seven fresh bowstrings that have not been dried, I'll become as weak as any other man." 
Although Samson plays pretty fast and loose with his Nazirite vows, he seems oddly reluctant to let go of the one about his hair - there's a part of him that still hangs on to his original calling. 

All the false reasons given by Samson for his strength have connotations of 'magic' (seven, new bowstring, etc.) - so he might be making a mess of things, but he is at least making sure that everyone knows that his strength is more powerful than magic. 

8 Then the rulers of the Philistines brought her seven fresh bowstrings that had not been dried, and she tied him with them. 
9 With men hidden in the room, she called to him, "Samson, the Philistines are upon you!" But he snapped the bowstrings as easily as a piece of string snaps when it comes close to a flame. So the secret of his strength was not discovered. 
How can all these men have hidden in the room? It must have been some cupboard. 

There is a comical dimension to the whole of the Samson story, from time to time being woven in with the tragic. 

10 Then Delilah said to Samson, "You have made a fool of me; you lied to me. Come now, tell me how you can be tied." 
11 He said, "If anyone ties me securely with new ropes that have never been used, I'll become as weak as any other man." 
12 So Delilah took new ropes and tied him with them. Then, with men hidden in the room, she called to him, "Samson, the Philistines are upon you!" But he snapped the ropes off his arms as if they were threads. 
13 Delilah then said to Samson, "Until now, you have been making a fool of me and lying to me. Tell me how you can be tied." He replied, "If you weave the seven braids of my head into the fabric [on the loom] and tighten it with the pin, I'll become as weak as any other man." So while he was sleeping, Delilah took the seven braids of his head, wove them into the fabric 

14 and tightened it with the pin. Again she called to him, "Samson, the Philistines are upon you!" He awoke from his sleep and pulled up the pin and the loom, with the fabric. 

15 Then she said to him, "How can you say, 'I love you,' when you won't confide in me? This is the third time you have made a fool of me and haven't told me the secret of your great strength." 
Samson playing with fire here, coming dangerously close to revealing the truth behind his strength - talking about his hair. 

On her last attempt, Delilah plays the, 'You don't love me...' card. The first two attempts relate to how others look and feel, but this last (and successful) attempt tugs at how Samson looks. Being a proud man, Samson cracks - we all have our weak spots. 

16 With such nagging she prodded him day after day until he was tired to death. 
Of course, this turns out to be more accurate than we might think - he is quite literally wearied to his eventual death. 

Again... Samson is unable to withstand the nagging - even though from past experience, he knows she only wants the information in order to betray him. 

We don't like sinning again because we all think we should learn from our past mistakes - or at least, everyone else should learn from their's, but the truth is, we can't avoid that terrible word... 'again'. 

17 So he told her everything. "No razor has ever been used on my head," he said, "because I have been a Nazirite set apart to God since birth. If my head were shaved, my strength would leave me, and I would become as weak as any other man." 
18 When Delilah saw that he had told her everything, she sent word to the rulers of the Philistines, "Come back once more; he has told me everything." So the rulers of the Philistines returned with the silver in their hands. 

Everything = 'his whole heart'. 

Samson is more preoccupied with Delilah than God (who's the one who should have had his 'whole heart'), perhaps Delilah just seems more real to him because she's there in front of him and God, whilst passionately in love with us, doesn't go for the nagging (cf 'Unrequited Love' video). 

But I wonder if it's the loss of hair that makes Samson weak or simply that it represents the complete breakdown of his Nazarite vows. 

Was it the vow or the hair - or are the two inextricably linked? 

Having drunk wine, come into contact with dead bodies, Samson has completed the breaking of his Nazirite vows by having his hair cut. He couldn't be in a worse position, he couldn't have messed up more than he now has. 

But perhaps Samson thinks that since he had kept his strength when he'd broken the other vows, it won't matter if he broke this one too. But remember, strong people often disregard boundaries. 

And we often take the same risks. 

How far can we push God before something snaps? Well, if we disregard the boundaries, then we'll keep going until something does snap. Most of us, if we're testing something to breaking point, don't stop until... it's broken - especially boys. 

19 Having put him to sleep on her lap, she called a man to shave off the seven braids of his hair, and so began to subdue him. And his strength left him. 
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." But he did not know that the Lord had left him. 

'He did not know that the balloon had burst.' 

This must be one of most tragic verses in the Bible - the Lord had left him. 

If you were a Nazirite, the shaving of your hair marked the end of the period you'd set aside for your vow. In having his hair shaved, there's a sense in which Samson's work is complete - a bit like Jesus saying on the cross, 'It is finished.' It doesn't seem like a successful completion, but it does mark the crucial moment that brings about that final victory. 

It wasn't until Samson's strength had left him that he was able to do what he was originally called to do - deliver Israel as he stood 'cross-shaped' at the moment of his death. 

But how can this victory come at the moment when God had left him? I suppose in the same way that Christ's victory came when was in the same situation - cross-shaped, all alone, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" 

21 Then the Philistines seized him, gouged out his eyes and took him down to Gaza. Binding him with bronze shackles, they set him to grinding in the prison. 
Samson, who used to do what was right in his own eyes, now has no eyes and cannot see. 

The Philistines thought that Samson's hair was the secret of his strength; they were wrong - and gouging out his eyes was also a mistake; they were the source of most of his undoing. The Philistine's moment of triumph was really the moment of their ultimate defeat. 

Psalm 33:10-11, "The Lord foils the plans of the nations; he thwarts the purposes of the peoples. But the plans of the Lord stand firm for ever, the purposes of his heart through all generations." 

22 But the hair on his head began to grow again after it had been shaved. 
This is such a fantastic verse for creating tension. With his hair growing back, what might happen? 

Since we know the real source of Samson's strength wasn't his hair (it wasn't magic), but God, this verse suggests that perhaps God hadn't abandoned him entirely. 

God had promised that Samson would be a Nazirite for life and so even if Samson had broken his side of the deal, God wasn't going to break his - he is too faithful for that. It wasn't the hair growing back that gave Samson the strength (having been cut once the vow was broken), but mentioning it raises our expectations of what might happen next. 

23 Now the rulers of the Philistines assembled to offer a great sacrifice to Dagon their god and to celebrate, saying, "Our god has delivered Samson, our enemy, into our hands." 
24 When the people saw him, they praised their god, saying, "Our god has delivered our enemy into our hands, the one who laid waste our land and multiplied our slain." 

So this is what it's all about! 

The Philistines, unknowingly, had raised the stakes - it was no longer them against Samson, or their nation against the nation of Israel, this was now Dagon v God. Now we finally zoom out to see the wider picture, now we can see (perhaps for the first time) what the issue really is. 

It's not about women bishops, it's not about the old version of the Lord's Prayer versus the new, it's not about what we think of the vicar, it's not about raising money, it's about whether Jesus is Lord or not. Dagon v God 

25 While they were in high spirits, they shouted, "Bring out Samson to entertain us." So they called Samson out of the prison, and he performed for them. When they stood him among the pillars, 
26 Samson said to the servant who held his hand, "Put me where I can feel the pillars that support the temple, so that I may lean against them." 
Interesting that excavations of Philistine temples show long hall with roof supported by two wooden pillars in the centre. 

27 Now the temple was crowded with men and women; all the rulers of the Philistines were there, and on the roof were about three thousand men and women watching Samson perform. 
28 Then Samson prayed to the Lord, "O Sovereign Lord, remember me. O God, please strengthen me just once more, and let me with one blow get revenge on the Philistines for my two eyes." 
Samson didn't pray for sight or freedom, but for strength, 'just once more.' There was no presumption of power any more - and so a slightly more humble approach. God's love is unconditional, and Samson's prayer wasn't heard because he was good, faithful, clever, heroic or righteous. It was answered becasue of who God is - he recognises the voice of those who know their own helplessness, and Samson at last acknowledged where his strength had always come from. 

The irony is that having been weakened and blinded, Samson can now see and understand properly. 

Matthew 16:25, "Whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it." 

Oliver Cromwell said to his portrait painter, 'Remark all these roughnesses, pimples, warts and everything as you see me, otherwise I will never pay a farthing for it.' He knew where his hope lay - and he wanted to remain humble enough never to forget. 

The world is constantly looking for perfect leaders and wondering why it always ends up disappointed - because the leaders who try to be perfect will always fail. 

29 Then Samson reached towards the two central pillars on which the temple stood. Bracing himself against them, his right hand on the one and his left hand on the other, 
30 Samson said, "Let me die with the Philistines!" Then he pushed with all his might, and down came the temple on the rulers and all the people in it. Thus he killed many more when he died than while he lived. 
We only get to hear two of Samson's prayers in this whole story - one is for life (15:18-19) and the other is for death. 

31 Then his brothers and his father's whole family went down to get him. They brought him back and buried him between Zorah and Eshtaol in the tomb of Manoah his father. He had led Israel for twenty years. 
Thus ended the 'beginning' of Israel's deliverence (if you remember at the start of the story, the angel said that Samson was only going to begin the delivery of the nation) - which must have left many people worried about what the rest of it was going to look like. 

Remember, we might never see the results of what God has planned here, but we are still part of the plan. 

And there is a happy ending. 

The trouble we have with the Samson story is that we keep wondering what it reveals to us about Samson - but if we were to ask what it reveals about God, we'd see some amazing things, some wonderfully good news for all the world... 

God can redeem anything... 

From the situation Samson's parents were in when the angel first visited through to him breaking every vow and being blinded and held captive. 

Everybody has a part to play in saving the world... 

Insignificant people from insignificant places are still called to do amazing things. 

God knows our human condition and frailty - and still includes us in his plans... 

God knew that Samson was hot headed and easily led astray - but still entrusted him with delivering his people. 

When God makes a plan, it works... 

Sometimes only just, but it does work. 

God strengthens and provides. 

As soon as we know that we can't do that for ourselves.         

What more could you want?
