LIGHT FLICKERING IN THE DARKNESS
Judges 13:1 -14:4   Romans 5:18-21

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, I don’t know if you have ever seen this little book written about thirty years ago called God is GOD, 	God is GOD, by John Hercus written by a Sydney doctor on the stories in the book of Judges. As a doctor for a number of years, he has developed quite an insight into human nature and he has a fairly good insight also into Scripture and what God is doing there. But I can begin this sermon no better than how he began his chapter on Samson – if you don’t mind.

Manoah’s wife came dashing home absolutely bursting with excitement and good news. You could hear her high-pitched calling way down the street even before she was in sight, "Manoah, Manoah, Manoooah! Where is that man?!" Manoah was there at the gate as she ran up, too breathless to do more than gasp, but not too breathless to blurt it all out. "Oh Manoah, Manoah listen, I can’t believe it. He must be a man from God. Manoah, you should have seen him. He certainly had a look on his face like a messenger from God. Oh, it was terrific. I was so upset I didn't ‘t even ask where he came from. I didn’t even ask his name." Manoah waited patiently. Manoah was that sort of husband. He was the waiting patiently type. His wife was getting her breath back now and she could go on again. "Manoah, you’re going to have a baby, a boy. Manoah, just think, we will have a son of our own. I’m so excited. Then he said, 'You’re to take no strong drink and you must keep to the strict diet of your religion; that is very important. And the boy must be brought up as a Nazarite to God right from his birth.' And then he said to me, as serious and solemn as anything I’ve ever heard in all my life – he said, 'He will strike the first blow to deliver Israel from the power of the Philistines.' Those are his exact words Manoah. Just fancy, our son will be chosen to begin our deliverance from the hated Philistines. Manoah, isn’t it wonderful? What shall we call him?" 

It sure was wonderful, in all sorts of ways. After David had been reflecting on the fact that God was always present, he always knew all his affairs, in every way, in Psalm 139, David said, Such knowledge is too wonderful for me. It is too high, I cannot attain to it. And that is exactly how I think most of us feel about the story of Samson. I mean, we can all see that Samson is a very bad example that we should not follow. But that’s not going to get us very far because, for example, about no other judge is it so often said that the Spirit of the Lord came upon him as is said of this Samson. Four times. 	13:25; 14:6, 19; 15:14 

It becomes more difficult when you realize that immediately after the Spirit of the Lord came upon him the first time, he hikes off down to Timnah where he flips head-over-heels over a little Philistine cutie. And that is made worse still when we read that It was of the Lord. One almost begins to wonder if God is setting a very good example. And this is far from the only difficulty in this story. 
So what on earth are we going to do with it? Well, think about something else. Twice we are told that Samson judged Israel for twenty years and at the very end of the story we read that he gets a proper dignified burial in his father’s tomb. And then, blow-me-down, if we don’t get to Hebrews chapter 11 and see that he is held up as a hero of faith! You read his life story and you are more inclined to think that he fits more appropriately in the Hero Parade held every year in Ponsonby! 	An Auckland event celebrating our 'diverse sexuality.'  

At the very least, we have to say, since God is so obviously working in this story, that Where sin abounds, grace abounds even more. 

This is a very dark day for Israel. In fact we have come full circle. Samson is the last judge in the book, the twelfth judge. We began in Judah and we worked our way up country and have more or less come back down to Dan. Dan’s territory was right next to Judah's. Othniel of Judah, the first judge, was everything a judge should be. Samson of Dan is almost everything a judge should not be. 
You remember Judah, don’t you? Back in chapter one and chapter two, Judah was almost completely obedient and almost completely drove the Canaanites from its territory. And in the midst of that obedience we read of that delightful romance of Othniel, winning his equally ideal bride by gallantry and great acts of war; and she twisting her dad’s arm to cough up a few fresh water springs for a wedding present. 

But then we went on to look at the other tribes. For example, first up, Ephraim and Zebulun. No so obedient, allowing the Canaanites to live among them. A little further we come to Asher and Naphthali. They don’t allow the Canaanites to live among them; the Canaanites allow them to live among the Canaanites in territory that ought to belong to Asher and Naphthali! But now we get to Dan and Dan isn’t even allowed that. The Amorites had forced them up into the hill country and now in chapter 13 they are living in Mahaneh-dan. It means the Camp of Dan. If you like, it is the first refugee camp in Palestine! Is Israel today getting its come-uppance? you might want to ask. Perhaps we’ll leave that question. But now Dan’s disobedience comes to full flower. So when God raises up a judge from Dan, instead of destroying Philistines to win a bride (like Othniel), Samson takes a Philistine for a bride and sits down to feast and party with the rest of them as all jolly good fellows. This is a very dark day for Israel. 

Think about something else - God sold Israel into the hands of the Philistines down here in the south-west about the same time he sold Israel into the hands of the Ammonites in the east. Jephthah dealt with the Ammonites. It is now Samson’s calling to deal with the Philistines. But you read the story and you’ve got to ask, "What exactly did Samson do?" It is hard to put the total number of enemies that Samson killed above ten, perhaps at the most, fifteen thousand men and women. He was really not much more than serious nuisance value. 
Why four chapters on this character who achieved so little and who in his person was almost everything a judge was not to be? Doesn’t make sense, does it? Well I told you it was wonderful. "Beyond understanding," the NIV has translated it, quite helpfully. 

God had brought great deliverances for Israel under Barak and Gideon and so forth, but still, as we read in the first verse, as we expected to read in the first verse, they turn away from Him. 

In Gideon’s day, they began to play with the God of the Covenant as if he were a pagan god, on tap through that ephod. Ah get the ephod boys, and let’s download the gen on this situation. Next they go the whole hog and take a pagan god and call that pagan god Baal of the covenant, lord of the covenant. Out of their treachery with God, they very soon deal treacherously with each other and so they get their own king, Abimelech, and the whole show begins to fall apart. It begins to disintegrate and life gets more complicated therefore. It doesn’t work according to the rules anymore. Indeed, it is wonderful, beyond understanding. 
So Jephthah, from a completely dysfunctional family, terribly mistreated, ends up the only one who still loves truth and integrity and keeps his word. And he, barely able by his own background and situation in life to provide a proper home, has a beautiful young daughter who loves truth as much as he and is prepared to die for it. But what do we see here in Samson’s family? Almost the opposite at every point. 

You can hardly deal with the story of Samson without dealing with it in couplets, little two-lined poems. Samson was good at them. So the theme of my sermon this morning is this congregation, 
Out the barren darkness, the Lord brings a child, 
  of godly parents, dissolute and wild.

Three points. First of all - in the darkest hour, our heart may still be bright.
When the Lord sold Israel into the hands of Moab and the Canaanites in the north under Jaban and Sisera, and the Midianites and the sons of Ammon, it was all very up front, on the table, in your face kind of oppression. Very obvious, ruthless, cruel invasion, rape and pillage type of thing. So God raised up Ehud, and Deborah and Barak, and Gideon, and Jephthah to overthrow them by military means, albeit unusual at times. 

But when we read that the Lord gave Israel into the hands of the Philistines, we read of no such thing. There is no talk here of people being afraid to travel on the country roads as we read of in Barak’s day. There is no skulking in caves and ravines secretly threshing corn for fear, as Gideon did. There is not even, apparently, burdensome taxes that began the story of Ehud. 

I guess, at least, the Philistines must have required some sort of tribute. But as you read this story, a lot of it seems pretty much business as usual. Why, even after Samson has burned down the Philistines' corn, a story we’ll come to next week or the week after, Lord willing, and then he slew some of them with a great slaughter, chapter 15, and they sent a division marching off to Judah to capture him, the men of Judah quite straightforwardly to ask to know their business please gentlemen. And the Philistines, considering the reason they have come, answer very reasonably. It's all rather civilized. 

And that’s just what is so dangerous about it. The devil as an angel of light, with whom one could come to a certain accommodation, rather than as a roaring lion whom they were forced to oppose. And it had taken in the men of Judah – we’ll see that later – who were once so obedient and so faithful. 

I guess, at the present time, it would be more like this that the church is likely to be taken captive in our country. That we will make accommodation with worldly ideas. After all, for example, they are not requiring that we accept homosexuals as ministers, just that we don’t use ‘hate speech’ against them. Many churches have got taken in on that, or even on other issues. Maybe we have too, in ways we haven’t even seen. But it is subtle. It is deceptive. It is almost gracious. Much more clever and effective. 

But people of God, we don’t have to get caught by this. We don’t have to give in to it. Manoah and his wife were apparently very simple, ordinary people. They came from the least obedient tribe in Israel, the one least blessed in the land. But Mr and Mrs Manoah’s behaviour throughout this whole chapter is just plain godly. Manoah doesn’t doubt his wife’s word for a moment. He does think the angel is only a man of God, but she only thought that too – a prophet, that is. And he does ask God to see him again. But that need not be doubt. That may just indicate that he realised something pretty big is going on here and we had better know as much about it as we can. They are a sincere couple who ask so that they may believe and obey.

Congregation, these are the people God uses all the time. Think about Mary and Joseph. Think about Elizabeth and Zachariah. People who, despite harsh oppression or the subtle dangerous seduction of the world around them, quietly hang on firmly to the faith. Mr and Mrs Manoah are given to us as examples of this. It's not intellect or high social standing that is required; just straightforward constant obedience to the Word of God despite what this sinful world with all its sophisticated arguments brings up. Even in the darkest hour, our hearts may still burn brightly for the Lord.

Secondly though, in the darkest hour, our blessings may be slight. It must have been a joy, mustn’t it, for this couple to be given this son? We don’t know if they were old but they were old enough to know they were barren. But then to have added to that that this son of theirs would begin to deliver Israel from the hands of the Philistines! What parent would not be honoured – and maybe terrified – by that? So Mrs Manoah gladly shoulders the requirements of the Nazarite vow, the vow of someone set apart to serve the Lord in a special way. 
It must have been just wonderful for them. Then we read that The child grew up and the Lord blessed him. But when we look for blessings we are left somewhat wondering, aren’t we? Well, Mrs Manoah did say, It was wonderful, beyond understanding. And sometimes, especially when we live in the sort of moral situation that Israel was in at that time, life is like that. 

As we read the story, it starts off well. Immediately after we read that the Lord blessed Samson, we then read, The Spirit of the Lord began to stir him. But instead of going out and performing some great Barakian or Gideonite deliverance, he’s off down to Timnah checking out the Philistine girls. 

Well, he’s a big strapping twenty-year-old by now and the juices are moving and he hot-foots it back home and he’s through the door before he’s opened it and he towers above Manoah and he looks down and he says, Dad, I’ve seen this real knock-out girl down in Timnah. Man, you haven’t seen a woman till you’ve seen this girl, dad. I’d like you to arrange the wedding tomorrow. 

Now as we've already observed, Manoah never moved fast and he thinks carefully how to reply. But this sort of behaviour didn’t start yesterday and this is just the last straw. So while her husband is thinking, Mrs Manoah just outs with it, Samson, my only son! Samson, what’s wrong with your own people? Can’t you find a nice Israelite girl to marry? Oh Samson, why do you have to do this to us? Samson, why do you have to betray God? You’re a Nazarite, Samson. I mean, we’re all God’s people but Samson you are specially dedicated to God! And she drops down in front of the stove and bursts into tears. 

We'll look at this again next time but this is every parent’s nightmare, isn’t it? And if they’re really godly like Mr and Mrs Manoah were, the question is bigger than just their own personal agony and that’s heart-wrenching enough. And it just goes on from there. He goes from this girl to a prostitute and then from her to Delilah. The Nazarite vow means nothing to him. He eats honey out of the dead lion and gives away the secret of his strength to a crying little tart who’s already shown she’s only trying to deceive him. Excuse me. I don’t mean to demean your sex, ladies, but in this story we see woman at her subtle worst. We also see man at his most head-turned stupid. Never underestimate your powers ladies. Never underestimate your weakness, men.

Out the barren darkness the Lord brings a child, 
  of godly parents, dissolute and wild. 

From a terrible background, Jephthah has one daughter with the most beautiful faith and he loses her heroically. To this godly couple, God gave one son with this great promise and they had to live with him and his ferocious bullying and wilful self-seeking and desecration of all that he was supposed to be, only to lose him in the end in an act of suicidal vengeance. 

Not quite. He was given a decent burial in the end. But did Mr and Mrs Manoah live another twenty years to see that? And if they did, could they really have believed that it signified that God accepted Samson? We know that Scripture records that he was one of Israel’s judges and we know that Hebrews tells us that he was a hero of faith. But could his mother and father ever have known that? 

In the dark hours, even for the godly, even for godly parents, the blessings can sometimes be slight. And if Mr and Mrs Manoah did know that in the end Samson came to faith, I’m sure they were glad there were no grandchildren. 

Young people, earlier on in chapter 1, 2 and 3, we learned that one of the lessons that Judges is teaching us is that we cannot stand in the faith of our parents. We ourselves, every one of us, must be born again. We do our own repenting. We place our own faith in God. 

Samson was circumcised as young Joel was baptised this morning. More than that of course, he was born miraculously and specially dedicated to a special service of God as a saviour in God’s Kingdom. But neither blessing means anything unless you receive it in repentance and faith. I believe, in the end, Samson did. But do you want to learn about faith the same way he did? Do you want a life like that? Do you want to send your parents to the grave in the misery they suffered?

Thirdly, in the darkest hour, the Spirit spoils for a fight. Surely you all noticed something else about this story with an angel and the promise of a baby? Doesn’t it remind you of the promise of a child to Zachariah and Elizabeth? John the Baptist, also a Nazarite from birth?

Doesn’t it remind you of Mary and Joseph? It should. It's meant to. These judges are all called saviours, Y'shua in Hebrew, Yesous in Greek, Joshua or Jesus in English. They’re all types of Christ in some way – even if Samson looks more like Antichrist. You see, people of God, when the Spirit of the Lord began to stir Samson, it wasn’t just Samson he stirred. Listen; verse 2; And there was a certain man of Zorah of the family of the Danites whose name was Manoah and whose wife was barren and had born no children. 
#	The book of Ruth begins the same way; Now it came to pass in the days when the judges ruled, that a certain man of Bethlehem whose name was Elimelech… and so on. And he ended up with a widowed daughter-in-law who was also childless. 
#	The Book of Samuel begins the same way. Now there was a certain man from Ramathaim-zophim, from the hill country of Ephraim, whose name was Elkanah and he had two wives but Hannah had no children. And you will remember also that Hannah sang that song of praise to God after God gave her Samuel. Which of course Mary picked up and also sang when God gave her Jesus. 

You see, in this, one of Israel’s darkest hours, the Spirit of the Lord is beginning to move in a very big way. All these people lived around the same time – Manoah, Elimelech, Elkanah. And in the midst of this darkness and this subtle apostasy the Lord is preserving these godly people. But because they live in a time of gross unfaithfulness, when Israel herself is playing with paganism, they also suffer for the sins of their people. But the Spirit is moving. 

I couldn’t help but think of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe again. All through the forests of Narnia the spring began to arise out of the death of winter, and the birds began to sing, and the buds begin break into leaf and to flower, and the snow begins to melt and the people begin to rejoice. But it meant something else too, didn’t it? The white witch knew her end was near so she summoned her forces to battle. 

In Israel in Jesus’ day under the dark night of Roman oppression, God’s Spirit preserved Zachariah and Elizabeth, Joseph and Mary, and His Spirit conceived in Mary the great Joshua. But the devil knew it was his end, so he attacked Jesus both subtly by temptation, and head-on. He mustered his forces to oppose Jesus so that a plague of demon possession broke out in Galilee and Judea such as had never before been seen in the world. 

So too, all across Israel, God’s Spirit began to move and preserved godly people to produce Samuel, the last and greatest judge, who really turned the people's hearts back to the Lord; to produce Boaz, the kinsman-redeemer who rescued Ruth who produced Obed, the father of Jesse, the father of David, and then through several generations, David became the father of Jesus Christ. 

But the oppressor at this time, the Philistines, as an angel of light had even seduced Judah, rather than oppressed. In chapter 15 we read that Judah did not want to aggravate the Philistines. So God’s Spirit, through Manoah, produced Samson and stirred him up to provoke the Philistines! For the Lord was seeking an occasion against them, we read, to make Israel see that the Philistines were Philistines! The devil is the devil! The world is the world! And the Christian must not love it. So in this darkest hour, the Spirit is spoiling for a fight.

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, where there is sin and unfaithfulness there must be darkness. But, 
Out the barren darkness, the Lord brings a child; 
  of godly parents… - there can still be brightness.
  …of godly parents, dissolute and wild 
- although the blessings may be slight. 

But where the Lord is still present and produces godliness and brings a child, the symbol of hope for the future par excellence, be sure that he is also spoiling for a fight with your enemy. And therefore we ought to look for a Samuel or a Jesus to bring revival and salvation. 

So, yes, even in the midst of our material ease, life can be difficult, it can be complicated, it can be disappointing and its real blessing, spiritual blessing, sometimes can be slight. But that does not mean that the Lord is not working. So Keep on, lift up your heads, for your salvation is nearer now than when you first believed. 										Amen. 
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