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Heroes and Heroines:  Samson Judges 13-16 (selected verses)  7/9/17 

 It had been a while since I read the story of Samson, and after I re-

read it this week, I was very tempted to toss it aside and look for another 

biblical hero!  Although I learned this story as a child, and loved it, in 

reading it again I realized that it should be rated PG-13 or R for both sex 

and violence!  You see, we do a pretty good job of sanitizing such Bible 

stories for our children!  Look at these two pictures that are part of today’s 

worship packet for our kids!  In this one, we find Samson and Delilah 

looking lovingly at one another.  This is the same Delilah that attempted 

four times to betray Samson to the Philistines, eventually succeeding, 

which led to his death!  And here is a wonderful picture (colored by Maddie 

Brubaker) of Samson pushing down the pillars of the pagan, Philistine 

temple- a great act of strength, which led to the death of thousands of 

unsuspecting people.  Maybe you can see why I was tempted to find 

another story for us! 

 Nevertheless, I do believe that all parts of the Bible are there for a 

reason, so I decided to go ahead with the story of Samson.  He was born 

during the period of the Judges.  After Moses brought the Hebrews to the 

edge of the promised land of Canaan, Joshua led them to victory at 

Jericho, helping them get a foothold in the land.  After this the Hebrew 

people spread throughout Canaan, but were not really secure there.  They 
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were harassed and afflicted by the Amorites, Midianites, and others.  So 

God raised up “Judges” as leaders during this time.  In addition to settling 

disputes, these men and women served as military leaders, which was a 

challenge because Israel was just a loose confederation of tribes.  They 

had no standing army, so when one tribe was attacked, these “Judges” 

would have to rally soldiers from the various tribes in response.  

Complicating matters was the ever-present tendency of the people to forget 

about the God who delivered them from Egypt, and to follow the local gods 

instead.  God would then allow them to be dominated by their enemies until 

they turned back to him.  This cycle was repeated many times.  At the time 

of Samson’s birth, the Philistines had dominion over the Israelites.  As we 

look at the story, take careful note of the kind of hero Samson turned out to 

be, and why you think his story is in our Bible. 

 Here’s what the scripture tells us about his birth. 

The Israelites again did what was evil in the sight of the LORD, and 

the LORD gave them into the hand of the Philistines forty years.2There was 

a certain man of Zorah, of the tribe of the Danites, whose name was 

Manoah. His wife was barren, having borne no children. 3And the angel of 

the LORD appeared to the woman and said to her, “Although you are 

barren, having borne no children, you shall conceive and bear a son. 4Now 

be careful not to drink wine or strong drink, or to eat anything unclean, 5for 
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you shall conceive and bear a son. No razor is to come on his head, for the 

boy shall be a nazirite to God from birth. It is he who shall begin to deliver 

Israel from the hand of the Philistines.” (Judges 13:1-5) 

 Two things of note here.  First, this child was a special one, a nazirite.  

A Nazirite was someone set aside for special service, usually just for a 

period of time, during which they refrained from alcohol, forbidden foods, 

and contact with the dead.  They also did not cut their hair during their time 

of service.  However, this child, Samson, was to be a nazirite for life, and 

he was to “begin to deliver Israel from the hand of the Philistines.”  That 

was his calling.  This was a child with great promise, not only for himself, 

but for the entire nation. 

 The first sign of trouble takes place when Samson was a young man.   

Once Samson went down to Timnah, and at Timnah he saw a Philistine 

woman. 2Then he came up, and told his father and mother, “I saw a 

Philistine woman at Timnah; now get her for me as my wife.” 3But his father 

and mother said to him, “Is there not a woman among your kin, or among 

all our people, that you must go to take a wife from the uncircumcised 

Philistines?” But Samson said to his father, “Get her for me, because she 

pleases me.” (Judges 14:1-3) 

 Nothing wrong with Samson wanting to get married, or asking his 

parents to arrange the marriage.  The problem was that he wanted a 
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Philistine woman, and the Hebrews were forbidden to intermarry with other 

nations, primarily to protect them from adopting the ways of the pagan gods 

that these other nations worshiped.  So, his parents tried to steer him 

toward a “nice Jewish girl,” but Samson would have none of it.  The 

Philistine woman “pleased” him, and that’s all that mattered.  The wedding 

was arranged and the trouble began immediately as he taunted the 

wedding guests with a riddle, betting an enormous sum (30 sets of fine 

garments) that they would not be able to answer his riddle by the end of the 

7-day wedding feast.  The guests agreed to the bet, but find they are 

unable to answer it. 

So they go the bride and play on her family and national loyalty.  

They also threaten to kill her and her family if she doesn’t cooperate and 

get them the answer to the riddle.  So, she begs Samson for the answer, 

crying and saying he must not really love her if he withholds the answer 

from her.  He finally breaks down and tells her, and she in turn tells her 

people.  When they give Samson the answer, he is enraged.  He takes 

revenge by going to a nearby town and killing 30 Philistines, takes their 

garments to pay his debt, and then returns back to his own home.  (This is 

one of the first of many outrageous acts of strength.)  Meanwhile, his 

almost-wife is married off to another man.  When Samson finds out, he 
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feels betrayed all over again and reacts by burning the fields and orchards 

of the Philistines. 

Well, the Philistines retaliate by attacking a Hebrew town.  When 

asked why, they say it is in response to what Samson did to their town.  

Here’s what happens next.  11Then three thousand men of Judah went 

down to the cleft of the rock of Etam, and they said to Samson, “Do you not 

know that the Philistines are rulers over us? What then have you done to 

us?” He replied, “As they did to me, so I have done to them.” 12They said to 

him, “We have come down to bind you, so that we may give you into the 

hands of the Philistines.” Samson answered them, “Swear to me that you 

yourselves will not attack me.” 13They said to him, “No, we will only bind 

you and give you into their hands; we will not kill you.” So they bound him 

with two new ropes, and brought him up from the rock. (Judges 15:11-13) 

A couple of observations here.  First, the Hebrews seem awfully 

complacent about Philistine rule over them!  They don’t want Samson doing 

anything to anger them and make their lives harder.  They clearly don’t 

have any hope that their oppression by the Philistines will change.  And 

they are willing to hand over one of their own in order to pacify them!  And 

they do.  But Samson has other ideas.  
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14When he came to Lehi, the Philistines came shouting to meet him; 

and the spirit of the LORD rushed on him, and the ropes that were on his 

arms became like flax that has caught fire, and his bonds melted off his 

hands.15Then he found a fresh jawbone of a donkey, reached down and 

took it, and with it he killed a thousand men. (Judges 15:14-15)   

Another feat of great strength!  Samson is certainly not a meek, mild, 

and humble sort of hero.  He’s more like Hercules or Superman, but more 

vengeful and violent.  What kind of “hero” is this? 

Let’s look at the end of the story, and then figure out what we are 

supposed to do with it!  Samson falls for another Philistine woman, the 

infamous Delilah.  The Philistines approach her and offer her a huge 

amount of silver if she can find out the secret of his strength.  Three times 

she attempts to do so, and three times Samson lies to her.  For example, 

he told her that if he were bound with fresh bowstrings, he would be unable 

to break them.  So, she ties him up with fresh bowstrings while he is 

asleep, and then yells, “The Philistines are upon you, Samson!”  He easily 

breaks free.  After three times, she pleads with him to mock her no more.  

“How can you say, ‘I love you,’ when your heart is not with me?” she cries.  

And she continued to nag and badger him for days, until (in the words of 

the scripture) “he was tired to death.”   
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Since she has already shown herself to be untrustworthy three times, 

telling her the truth makes no sense, but in matters of love, people are not 

always rational!  Just watch Judge Judy!  So, he tells her about his Nazirite 

vow and that cutting his hair would break that vow and cause him to lose 

his strength.    So, she cuts off his hair while he is asleep, and then sics the 

Philistines on him, who pay her the blood money and haul the now weak 

Samson away, gouging out his eyes for good measure.  (I told you this was 

pretty violent!)  Then they shackle him to a grain mill and force him to grind 

their grain. 

 In the final act of the story, they lead him to a huge celebration at the 

temple of their god, Dagon, where they entertain themselves by mistreating 

him.  Samson pleads for God to return his strength one last time, and God 

does so, allowing him to push down the support pillars of the temple, 

literally bringing down the house and causing thousands of Philistine 

deaths, as well as his own. 

 What are we to do with such a story?  If it were up to me, I would 

make his mother the hero of the story!  She believed and obeyed God in all 

things, and had more common sense than anyone in the saga.  (You can 

read more about her in chapter 13 for yourself!)  But the story-teller focuses 

on Samson, an oversexed buffoon, in the words of one commentator, who 
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is reckless, and frequently takes personal vengeance, even when it 

endangers his own people.   

 He utterly fails to fulfill his calling to deliver his people from their 

oppressor, the Philistines.  That work would have to be done later at great 

cost by leaders like Saul and David.  In fact, Samson’s ineffectiveness as a 

judge of Israel leads the people to demand a king, which would often prove 

disastrous for them.   

Samson’s story reminds of us two important truths.  First, God usually 

chooses to act in the world using real people.  Unfortunately, those people, 

people like us, are often deeply flawed, which can compromise God’s work.  

Think of David in the Old Testament and Peter in the New.  Second, 

Samson is an example of a person who squanders the gifts God gave him.  

There was tremendous hope when he was born.  He was to begin to 

deliver the Hebrews from the Philistines.  Blessed with extraordinary 

strength given to him by the Spirit of God, he could have inspired the 

people to hope for their freedom, and then rallied them to battle when the 

opportunity arose.  He failed to do any of those things, instead using his 

gifts for selfish purposes, consumed by his own desires. 

 God has given each you gifts and abilities, and may have a particular 

work for you to accomplish.  Sometimes we fail to use our abilities for 
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God’s purposes like improving the lives of those around us and around the 

world, taking the good news of the gospel to those who need to hear it, and 

living exemplary lives right here in Gettysburg as a witness to God’s 

presence in our lives.  I fear that when we reach the end of our lives, we 

may feel like we have squandered them on selfish or trivial pursuits rather 

than using our abilities to make a real difference in our world.  Samson’s 

story invites us to reflect on what we’re really doing with our lives.  Are we 

wasting our gifts and abilities on selfish pursuits or on projects that amount 

to nothing of lasting value?  If so, what kind of mid-course corrections could 

we make in order to fulfill our calling?  These are probing questions that 

require deep reflection on our part.  I hope you’ll take the time to answer 

them. 


