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David Murray was very excited about this story of Samson.  I’m not quite sure what that says about 
David Murray, but we’re going to find out. 
 
We are dealing with, in the story of Samson, an ancient story.  Our Bibles are filled with ancient 
stories.  These are stories that probably, at certain moments, sort of prick us a little bit because, as 
you will see (and hopefully as you picked up as we heard some of the “snip its” from the Samson 
story), they are filled with all sorts of seemly behavior.  They are in the Bible for particular 
reasons.  I’m going to try to address some of these in my sermon.  I want to put some context as to 
how we might think about this.   
 
First, we begin with some political memories.  I want to start with my own political memory as a nine 
year old.  This is my first memory of politics in our culture.  The date was August 9, 1974.  I was nine 
years old.  It was the day after Richard Nixon had resigned from office.  What I remember about that 
day was, I had basically no idea of what was going on, but I remember, like most of you, that iconic 
photo of  Richard Nixon like this (signaling the “peace sign” with his hand) getting on the presidential 
helicopter and saying goodbye.  It was, as I came to learn, sort of the end of a very rocky road for 
him.  We all know that phrase “I am not a crook”, but the image of that for me was of a crook, and I 
remember that very well.   
 
A second, slightly more recent, political memory goes back to January 26, 1988.  This memory is of a 
press conference when President Clinton was denying that he had had an affair with Monica 
Lewinsky.  Perhaps you remember this image, too, when he said with a wagging finger “I did not 
have sexual relations with that woman”.  We know that was, of course, false.   
 
I looked up these two stories, first to remind us that unethical and downright slimy behavior is a 
bipartisan opportunity.  Our parties and our split in our country is sort of that democrat/republican 
split, but as people of faith, we need to remember that all of our politicians are quite capable of 
scandal.   
 
A second reason to lift up these stories is to remind us that, regardless of the human tendency for 
less than honorable behavior, what the Bible reminds us in story after story is that God works through 
the human agent regardless of how frail, fragile and pathetic that agent might be.   
 
As David has already alluded to, there is no Biblical story that is better to look at in regards to this 
reality than the story of Samson.  I want to just walk through this story of Samson to center people, 
people who perhaps have not heard the story in a long time or who don’t know it very well.  The story 
of Samson is found in Chapters 13 through 16 of the Book of Judges in the Old Testament.  The 
Book of Judges tells the story of Israel’s life prior to the Monarchy.  This is the story of Israel prior to 
the time that they actually had kings.  They are, at this time, a tribal confederacy.  They are only 
organized in tribes.  The Book of Judges is really focused on the years 1200 to 1000 B.C., an 
approximately 200 year window, and the stories about the time when the Israelites just recently 
settled into the Promised Land.  They were out of bondage in Egypt.  They had been promised this 
new land. They had arrived to this new land, and what they find is that there are people already 
there.  These other people who were already there are not at all convinced about the Hebrews’ rights 
to this land.  The Israelites, as they would become known, arrived with a dictate from God that this 
was going to be their new Promised Land and they arrived ready to take over, yet there were all kinds 
of other people already there.  Those other people were Mennonites, Malachites, and Canaanites 



and newly-emerging states like Ohab and Omab and then there were the recently arrived 
Philistines.  This story of Samson is about the problem with the Philistines. 
 
Leadership in the tribal confederacy (the “Twelve Tribes of Yahweh”, as they were called) before 
kings was organized by what the Bible calls “Judges”.  Samson was a judge.  Judges, the name of 
the Book that we are reading from, in ancient Israel were not just judicial judges in the way we think 
of court judges in our time.  They did some of that.  They did some of the judging and the making of 
decisions about struggles in their particular tribes, and they certainly had struggles.  Mostly, they 
were NOT that kind of judges.  Most of the judges in ancient Israel were military leaders, kind of like 
military chiefs.  Many of them were charismatic leaders.  They just sort of took the leadership 
because they were filled with wisdom and charisma, and the tribe said “You will be our judge”, and 
these were tribe leaders who were thought to have the spirit of the Lord upon them.  People saw 
them in the tribe and said “This guy has God’s spirit upon him.  Let’s let him lead us”.   
 
What is strange about the Samson narrative is that, although he is claimed and well known as a 
judge in the tribal confederacy, he is neither a military chief, nor is Samson particularly 
charismatic.  He is, in fact, sort of like Nixon, Clinton and many other politicians.  He is a 
little…slimy.  He is not always doing the right thing.   
 
Let’s take a closer look.  His story begins in Chapter 13.  That Chapter 13, which David read, begins 
with context.  It says in Verse 1:  “The Israelites again did what was evil in the sight of the Lord and 
the Lord gave them into the hand of the Philistines for 40 years”.  The subtext, actually the important 
context, of the Samson story is that the Israelites have entered into their new land and they are 
already turning their backs on God.  They come through all this liberation.  They come through the 
river. They came through freedom.  They were freed from Egypt.  They get to the Promised Land, 
and it isn’t long before they are turning their backs on God.  It is in this situation that the Biblical 
writers want us to know that Samson is born into this situation.  Samson is consecrated by God to go 
into this new situation of idolatry and turning their backs on God, and Samson is going to straighten it 
out, supposedly.   
 
As I mentioned, this is divinely ordained birth.  Samson is a Nazarite.  He is sort of a purist.  The 
Nazarites were sort of into purity.  They didn’t drink. They never cut their hair.  They didn’t eat the 
junk foods of the foreign lands that they lived in.  They were also strong, conservative proponents of 
their early Israelite lifestyle.  These were the ones who wanted to “get back to Mayberry”.  They 
wanted it the way it used to be, and they were kept separate from all the temptations of the world, so 
these Nazarites were interesting folks.   
 
So, when you think of Samson as a Nazarite, there is a bit of irony to this because…let’s look at 
Samson’s life.  He is not a military leader.  He is not particularly charismatic, but he is a man of great 
strength and violence.  Samson “kicks butt” with whatever happens to be lying around.  If you notice, 
in that reading he picks up the jawbone of a donkey, of an old ass that has probably been 
slaughtered and is just laying there, and…WHACK!  He whacks 1,000 people dead with just that 
jawbone of a donkey.  He’s a “go it alone” kind of guy.  He’s not particularly a team player.  He lashes 
out as is needed in his point of view, so he’s a problem.  He’s strong, he’s violent, he lashes out at 
the Philistines as needed, but he’s not really much of a team player.    
 
Samson is also like many leaders…a man of great lust!  He goes down to the village of Timnah, 
where he falls for a Philistine woman.  The Scripture says “Get her for me because she pleases 
me”.  Of course, the message here is that you are not supposed to be fooling around with the 
enemy.  You’re not supposed to be sleeping around with Philistine women, or marrying them, or 
doing anything with them.  Samson goes right down there to Timnah, and he picks out a Philistine 
woman, so he’s a problem.   
 



Then, after that story about the woman in Timnah, it goes into another story.  Samson goes from the 
Philistine woman in Timnah, and he immediately heads down to a Philistine city called Gaza, where 
he spends the night with a Philistine hooker.  It is the story of Samson with a prostitute.  Samson, like 
so many leaders, can’t get enough of this behavior.   This is the guy that God sent?  He sent 
Samson, and Samson is fooling around with prostitutes.  He is a drunkard, you will find out.  He 
keeps going down to the valley of the vineyards.  He was just not like God said he was going to be, 
yet this is our man.   
 
After the prostitute, he goes down to the Valley of Sorek.  In Hebrew, the “Valley of Sorek” means 
“vineyard valley”.  This is like sending Samson to Lynchburg, Virginia and telling him not to get into 
the whiskey over there.  He’s going where it is happening.  This is like sending the Mormons out to 
Las Vegas or something.  There’s a lot to do out there that is not so holy.  It’s in this valley, this 
vineyard valley, where he falls for Delilah.  The Scripture doesn’t tell us that Delilah is a Philistine, but 
it is very much into that, that she is probably a Philistine.  Delilah works him over because she wants 
to know how Samson got so strong because she has seen him in action, and she has seen evidence 
of his violent outbursts, and she wants to know “Samson, how are you so strong?”   
 
Listen to this beautiful piece of Scripture.  She’s been on Samson trying to find out the truth about his 
strength, and the Scripture there says this:  “Finally, after she had nagged him with her words day 
after day and pestered him, he was tired to death”.  Samson has been getting it from Delilah, and he 
tells her “It’s my hair.  It’s my hair.  If my hair gets cut off, I will lose my strength”.  Of course, his hair 
is cut off.  He is in prison.  He experiences torture, and he is blinded in the end.  So, Samson ends up 
without his hair, in jail, tortured and blind.  He can’t do a thing!   
 
So, strangely enough, Samson is anything but a model of leadership and faithfulness within the 
Israelite community, but in the end, with his strength gone, his head shaved and his eyes gouged out, 
God grant’s Samson his strength one more time for a final act of revenge.  What Samson does is he 
destroys the Philistine house of worship.  There are 3,000 members of the Philistine community 
gathered in this house of worship.  They gather there to worship their god, Dagon, and he brings 
down that house.  They are all dead.  He’s dead.  Revenge has been carried out, and the story winds 
up there.  The Philistine gods are no match for Yahweh.   
 
In seminary, they would tell us, no matter what you preach, you’ve always got to end with the good 
news.  So, what is the good news of the Samson story?  I encourage all of you to spend a little while 
reading those four Chapters in Judges.  It is an amazing story, but it does have some good 
news.  Samson, and the story about Samson, affirms that God is willing to enter into the sinfulness 
and the rebellion of humanity in order to make God’s agenda come through.  God’s will is put 
through.  His will is made true through the brokenness of humanity.  That is to say for us that God 
uses us just the way we are with all of our imperfections.  If God can use Samson, God can use 
us.  God is using us.  We are broken people.  We are not perfect.  We have struggles.  We do bad 
things, and God is going to use us just the way we are because if God can use Samson, God can 
use us—not just for little hugs in the community, which are important, but God will use us to do great 
things, and we need to have that expectation that God is going to pick us to do great things because 
if God can pick Samson, God can pick us.  So, that is the good news from Samson.   
 
Secondly, in this story of Samson, is that Samson represents a prideful and arrogant Israel who goes 
it alone.   Indeed, the whole story of Israel in the Old Testament is about, most of the time, their 
unfaithfulness.  They are backsliders.  They are rubbernecked people.  Again and again, God is 
liberating them, and God is coming back to them, to them out and to forgive them, and they keep 
backsliding.  Samson was a bully.  He didn’t need anyone’s help, and he had an eye for women; yet, 
in the end, when Samson reaches the end of his rope, he really bumps up against this reality that his 
life is completely dependent on God.  He can do nothing without God’s restoration of his strength.  It 
is the same with us.  In the end, when Samson’s hair is gone and his strength is gone, and he’s in a 



jam, he has to turn back to God and say “God, I need your help to get me through this situation.  I 
don’t have the strength that I once had that you gave to me and that I squandered.  I need your help 
again”.  It is a wonderful story about the fact that our lives are completely dependent on God, whether 
we acknowledge that or not and that, at some point in our lives, we are going to have to turn back to 
God and say “God, you have got to lift me up again.  I am sorry for how I have slipped through your 
way, but God, you have got to be there for me”, and God is there.  Who among us cannot admit to 
the fact that we screw our lives up?  We make errors day after day after day, and we have to keep 
coming back to that well of God’s grace, mercy and love, and that well is always full.  We find a way 
of knowing that it is the grace of God that doesn’t fail us.  It did not fail Samson either.   
 
Last, but not least, when Samson’s hair had been shaved and his strength had left him, when he had 
been manipulated by Delilah, Verse 22 of Chapter 16 says this:  “But the hair of his head began to 
grow again after it had been shaved”.  Samson’s shaved head was not only the end of his strength.  It 
was a moment of despair.  It was a moment of ridicule and embarrassment.  It was a sign that 
Samson was done, Samson was defrocked, but the growing of that hair again is the way that the 
biblical writers communicate to us that there is still hope—the point being that, even in our worst 
signs of tragedy and personal struggles, God is working in gentle, hidden and subtle ways, like the 
growing of our hair, to renew us, to get us back, to heal us, to redeem us, to save our lives in ways 
that we may not even be fully aware of.   
 
When I think about my life, I can say without a doubt, as I look back, now I can see how God was 
working.  Now I can see how God has saved me time and time and time again from my own terrible 
decisions and behaviors.  I couldn’t see it then, and I cannot sometimes see it now, but I can look 
back and say “You know what? In my worst moments, the hair was still growing.  God was still gently 
working in my life.”  As a story from Israel about Samson’s hair continuing to grow, it is the affirmation 
that God is still working in our lives, so Samson’s story is filled with human sinfulness, waywardness, 
bad decisions, arrogance, violence—all of that which is the human condition—but in the end it is an 
affirmation that God still works through us God is saving us, redeeming us as people and as 
individuals, and we give thanks to God for that reality and for the story of Samson.  Thanks be to God 
that God is with us.  Amen. 
 


