HE CAME UNTO HIS OWN AND HIS OWN RECEIVED HIM NOT
Judges 15   John 11:38-53

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, it is a pretty abject picture this chapter presents to us. Actually, both chapters, Judges 15 and John chapter 11. But we’ll stick with Judges 15 today. 

There is a time, people of God, when the only way up is down. In the late part of the first millennium, England was ravished by many Viking invasions. One in particular, around 870 under the Danes, was very devastating. It was eighty years again before the Anglo-Saxons gained the supremacy and, as you saw last night if you watched that programme on the history of England, then only for a little while. But a great figure in winning back Anglo-Saxon supremacy was Alfred the Great. 

One of the commentators I have been reading on Judges drew my attention to a poem G.K. Chesterton wrote about that and I have been reading that recently. 	And again I freely acknowledge my indebtedness to Michael Wilcox' commentary on Judges in The Bible Speaks Today series. There is one line; "I bring you naught for your comfort" that some of you will be familiar with. It was used as the title of a famous or, depending on your politics, infamous book on South Africa. But forget that this morning. The stanza reads, 
I bring you naught for your comfort, naught for your desire,
save that the sky grows darker yet and the sea rises higher.

In other words, things will get worse, Alfred, before you have what you desire - freedom from your enemies, so steel yourself for a hard grind. When we first looked at the story of Samson, we noted that it was a very dark time for Israel. But there was a flicker of light in that darkness when Samson was born, for he would begin to deliver his people. But it must get darker yet. 

No one stoops so low as this deliverer. And yet it is true, Samson is a deliverer, a saviour of Israel and in all his antics and completely undisciplined immorality and buffoonery, he is only a picture of the nation as a whole.

I want us to look at Samson this morning in three ways. Let’s try and sum it up like this. 
Cheated of wife and hated of foe, 
  rejected by kinsman and nowhere to go, 
  his fire exhausted, God’s Spirit exhorted. 

First of all - Samson the man – he does – exhort God’s Spirit. 
Samson is born a Nazarite, dedicated from birth to serve God. A consecrated man. There is a song from the seventies I cannot get out of my mind as I read the story of Samson, by Paul Simon. It's called Love Me Like a Rock. It's got a line in it in which he sings about being a consecrated boy and then there is another line which also will not go out of my mind which goes, Who do you think you’re fooling? Yes, Samson, who do you think you’re fooling? Samson wasn’t fooling anybody. He was a man especially consecrated to God and he couldn’t care less. It is hard to believe Samson ever thought about it. 

Well, let's pick up our story. He pays his groomsmen their new outfit each, at the expense of thirty Philistines. He ignores his wife in his rage. He doesn’t even bother to spend his wedding night with her, or the night after he paid his groomsmen which was probably two nights later. He just storms off back home. So, we read at the end of the previous chapter, Samson’s wife was given to his companion who had been his friend. 
Samson knows nothing about it. But after a while he cools down and he decided to visit her and he takes a kid (a baby goat) with him. That may have just been a peace offering to make up for his rage over her betrayal. Or it may have been that she was only ever to be a sort of concubine wife and that every time that he visited her, he would take her a present. 

At any rate Samson trots up to the door with his bunch of daffodils, as it were, and his sorry note, only to find out that in the meantime, however, her father had given her to his best man. Well, as they say, it all hits the fan. You lousy Philistines, you tricked my riddle out of my wife by threatening to fire her house with her in it. Well here’s some fire for you guys. 

And he sets about to capture three hundred foxes. He ties them together by the tail with a torch between each pair. He lights the torches and he lets them go into the standing harvest. Actually, it sounds as if some of it was already ricked. But the whole year’s harvest goes up in smoke – wheat, grapes, olives, the lot. 

Jesus said that even the pagans loved their own. But that goes only so far. They return the fire and the very thing Samson’s wife sought to escape by wheedling the riddle out of him at the wedding feast, comes upon her anyway. She and her father are burned with fire. 

I think we need to cast our eye back to the story of Abimelech for a minute. With Abimelech, truth and integrity went out the window and the upshot was that young Jotham’s prophecy that Abimelech and Shechem would consume each other with fire came true. The fire isn’t out yet. Because there’s no truth and integrity in Samson, let alone the Philistines. Nor therefore are there in their dealings with one another. Samson thinks he will put a stop to the whole business with one more slaughter. After this righteous revenge, he says, I will quit. So he struck them with a great slaughter, we read. Then he cleared out for a cave in the Judean desert. 

Well, he might think he might quit, but they don’t. And the two haven’t stopped yet, not even today in 2001. The Philistines send an army down to Judah and the men of Judah hand Samson over. The Philistines leap forward to grasp their captured and bound foe but the Spirit of the Lord comes upon him and he snaps the bonds. He snatches up the jawbone of an ass’s carcass. It's fresh and therefore unclean. So what. That never worried Samson before and it doesn’t worry him now. He sets to and in the end he can sing, as one translator has done it so nicely, 
With the jawbone of an ass, I have piled them in a mass. 
With the jawbone of an ass, I have killed a thousand men.

But he was done. He was exhausted and it was the Judean desert and he feared he would die. There is nothing like looking eternity in the face to set time in perspective and his life flooded before his eyes and he realised at last, that the conquests he had had over his enemies were only because the Spirit of the Lord had come upon him mightily. So 
Cheated of wife and hated of foe, 
  rejected by kinsman and nowhere to go, 
  his fire exhausted, God’s Spirit exhorted. 

Finally, he cries to the Lord. Thou has given this great deliverance by the hand of thy servant and now shall I die of thirst and fall into the hands of the uncircumcised? 
Congregation, the biggest ass in this story is Samson himself, prodigal son par excellence. Maybe some of us are equally as big asses? Striving and struggling with life to get what we want, to get what looks good to us. Remember, She looks good to me, he said, Philistine though she was. We forget all the time that we have been consecrated to the Lord, to be separate from the world, dedicated to his service. And life keeps butting us in the face and we get angry and bitter and we lash out and everyone else in the world is wrong. But it is not life butting us in the face. It is God. 

We don’t realise it even as Samson’s parents didn’t realise it, but it is of the Lord, seeking an occasion to provoke the enmity between us and the world again that we might see something that we should see. For this God tells us plainly. The world’s trough dries up, as the world’s deserts dry up, as our own strength dries up. Whereas, In my father’s house, said the prodigal son when he finally came to the end of himself, is bread enough and to spare, even for the servants. So in my Father’s house, said Jesus, are many mansions, and I go to prepare a place for you. If it were not so, I would have told you. 

Ever thought about that? What else would you expect from the creator of heaven and earth? who created you? Do you think that he made you for this misery and this twistedness? So the Psalmist says, At God’s right hand are pleasures forever more. And the banquet table is spread, says Jesus, and the Saviour invites you to enter into the joy of your Lord. But if God has set his mark on you and you do not want to hear, he will drive you till he exhausts you, that you may then exhort him. Oh Lord, should I die of thirst and fall into the hands of the great uncircumciser? 

But this is not just a personal business congregation, for Samson is also, as a few writers have said, a cameo, a portrait in miniature of Israel as a whole.

So secondly, Samson as the nation. If only she would exhort God’s Spirit. 
This chapter gives us an abject picture, not only of Samson, but of Israel. All that Samson is, Israel is too. We see this in the part Judah plays in this story. 

You will remember that Judah is the tribe that was almost completely obedient in chapter one. They destroyed nearly all the Canaanites in their tribal area, including the Philistines. We read in chapter one, And Judah took Gaza with its territory, Ashkelon with its territory and Ekron with its territory, all Philistine cities. But in chapter 14 we read Now at that time the Philistines were ruling over Israel. And the worst thing about it was that Judah was willing to recognise it and accept it. 

After Samson’s great slaughter in verse eight in response to their burning his wife, the Philistines send an army up to Judah. The men of Judah go out and ask them their business and they tell them they have come for Samson. We don’t read that they asked the men of Judah to get Samson for them. But whether they did ask or not, three thousand men of Judah go down to Etam to get Samson. Three thousand men! They were not going to Etam to apprehend a pick-pocket, not with three thousand men. Not when the Philistines send an army - spread out in the valley, they were, we read. 

Does that remind you of the Midianites in the story of Gideon? – spread out in the valley? – same phrase. They know they’re onto something big here. By now Samson has a lion with his bare hands, thirty Philistines in Ashkelon, the whole Timnah harvest, and then the great slaughter of verse eight to his credit. And Judah knew all about it. Why didn’t they get behind him like the men of Ephraim got behind Ehud, or again the men of Ephraim got behind Gideon, or the Mannasehites got behind Jephthah?! If Samson could do all this on his own and the Philistines are so afraid of him they sent an army to capture one man, what could he do with three thousand descendants of Othniel behind him, blocking off the right and left flank, cutting off the escape routes, cutting off the escapees? But no, Samson, do you not know that the Philistines are rulers over us? What then is this that you have done to us? they said. And he said to them, As they did to me, I have done to them. And they said, Well, we’ve come down to bind you so that we may give you into the hands of the Philistines, etc. They had come to betray their saviour! And they ought to have been able to see that he was their saviour by now. 

But why did they ask the Philistines, Why have you come up against us? By the time it took to mobilize an army and get there, the news would have got that distance. Maybe it was just a polite way to open the conversation. But when you put it together with what they say to Samson and what they do to Samson, it sounds very much as though it was intended to mean that they were distancing themselves from Samson. So while the Philistines had a beef with Samson, Oh there’s no need to come up against us sirs. You’ve no need to have a beef with us. We don’t with you. Samson did that. Well my lords, this is terrible. We do not approve of this sort of thing. He’s a loose cannon, that boy. Always been a problem but he’s gone too far this time, I’m afraid. Listen, just to show you that we are serious about maintaining the good relations that exist between you and us, let us go and capture Samson and deliver him to you.

And it never stops, congregation. The prophets are always killed in Jerusalem. There were the Jews in Jesus' day. They saw him burst the bonds of death that bound Lazarus and yet they snitched on him. And the Sanhedrin recognised that he was performing many signs. They acknowledged that. Miracles, signs that pointed to the fact that he was from God. If we let him go on like this, all men will believe in Him and the Romans will come away and take away both our place and our nation. 

But what were they? They were a subject people already. But they had a few privileges, and they wanted to hang onto them. But those few privileges weren't won by the Sadducee party that controlled the priesthood and the Sanhedrin at the time. Nor by that particular group of Pharisees who were present. Those privileges were won by the intransigence and the blood of those stroppy, fundamentalistic Bible bashers, the old Pharisees and the Maccabee brothers of a hundred and seventy years ago. Yes, loose cannons among them, for sure. 

And there are liberal churchmen of our own day, the Geerings and the Spongs of this world, hypocrites. They don’t believe what the Church has always believed the Bible teaches and so often they’re at the forefront of all the new legislation and they will go along with all the worldly and unbelieving ideas and try to make out that that is what the Bible really means for us today; so they don’t lose their privileged positions and so that the church may still be recognised by the world. Didn’t Jesus tell us it wouldn’t be! 

And they scorn Christians who believe the Bible still means what it says. Christians like, for example, the Creation Science Foundation. Now sure, some of those are sometimes loose cannons and not always careful about how they speak and maybe they claim a little more than they ought to sometimes, so I am told by knowledgeable sympathisers. But unbelieving evolutionists and psychiatrists and sociologist and penologists can hardly claim righteousness on that score. 

Brothers and sisters, James tells us that the Scriptures are a mirror and we are supposed to look into that mirror and see what kind of people we are and not be fools who turn straight around and forget what we see. We will see ourselves in the Scriptures. And if we see ourselves in this story, then we should take the lesson that God intended Israel to take, at least when the story was written if not when it was happening. If Judah had looked to the Lord, God would have helped her as he helped Samson. 

Now people of God, like Amos, I’m neither a prophet nor the son of a prophet, but if I read things rightly, the day of testing is coming for the Church in New Zealand. Will we have the mettle to stand for the Lord and defy the world? Or will we cave in like Judah and the Sadducees and even some of the Pharisees and liberals of the church today? Pray God, we will be the genuine article. 

It may be that there will be naught for your comfort and naught for your desire, save that the sky grows darker yet and sea rises higher. Let us steel ourselves, for it may be a hard grind ahead. Let us realise that our strength and our salvation will not be in our maneuvering and in our accommodation and our obtaining temporary privileges from the uncircumcised. Our strength will be in realising that all of that is only exhaustion and we are only ever strong as we rest and stand on the Word and in the Spirit of the Lord and faithful obedience to His covenant.

Thirdly then, Samson as the saviour – and Christ does – exhort God’s Spirit. Perhaps you think seeing Samson as a type of Christ doesn’t really fit. And it doesn’t really. He is an awful, a very mixed type for sure, but he is. 

He is a terrible type but remember, truth and integrity have gone now. So things don’t hang together as they should. Israelite society is disintegrating, so even the types of Christ are obscure. But only now, when Samson finally recognises that he is dependent upon God and he cries out to God. Only now, at this point does the writer record that, He judged Israel twenty years in the days of the Philistines. 

In fact, that is the theme of the Samson story. God is working to save his people through this man and not a soul in the story seems to know about it. Almost everybody doesn't know something that they need to know. So the whole plot gets tangled up into all sorts of knots. Life can get very complicated when we depart from the Lord and only the Lord can unravel it. 
Cheated of wife and hated of foe, 
  rejected by kinsmen and nowhere to go.

Well that’s the Lord, isn't it? Israel was God’s wife and should have been the Son’s bride, but, He came unto His own and His own received Him not, John chapter one. And neither had he anywhere to go. The foxes have holes, the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head. And Samson was rejected by the leaders of Judah for exactly the same reasons that Jesus was rejected by the leaders and the builders of Israel, according to Psalm 118, because he threatened their cosy compromise with the world. 

He is so obviously acting as their saviour but they reject him, they hand him over to their masters. And that was Jesus' experience. Even though He too was obviously acting as their saviour. So, for example, he raised Lazarus from the dead, which miracle along with others they didn’t even try to deny by now. Christ too was rejected by kinsmen and hated by foe. There were gathered together in this city both Jews and Gentiles to crucify the Lord of Glory. 

It is true also, that his fire exhausted, God’s Spirit is exhorted. Only when Samson came to the end of himself did he acknowledge that his strength was God’s strength and that his enemies were the Lord’s enemies and that he was God’s servant. Only then did he cry out to the Lord. And God is so gracious, he heard him. 

Our Saviour knew from the beginning of His ministry, at His baptism when the Holy Spirit came upon him, that he relied upon the Spirit of the Lord for His work. So when temptation came straight after, he resorted to the Word of God to win out in those temptations. How often do we read of Him communing with His Father? Even in the passage we read, in John chapter 11, he raised Lazarus because the Father heard his prayer.


CONCLUSION
Congregation, when we give up on ourselves, when we acknowledge that we are weak and that we are consecrated to the service of the Lord, when we cry out to Him, then the Lord comes to us. He will strengthen us. That is the lesson of Samson. 

Yes, he is a type of Christ for he judged Israel for twenty years, but he was a messy, disintegrated type of Christ because he was disobedient to his calling. Samson’s power as a Nazarite was enormous. He could have wrought a complete deliverance, but he only began to deliver Israel because, Although, 
Through the barren darkness the Lord brought a child, 
  of godly parents, (sadly) he was dissolute and wild. 

Nevertheless, the Lord used that very dissoluteness and sin to work in a strange, mysterious way, to restore the enmity between his people and the world. And finally, 
Cheated of wife and hated of foe, 
  rejected by kinsmen and nowhere to go (because of his sin),
  his fire exhausted, he then calls upon the Lord. 

It may well be that God has called us to live in a day of small things and that it is not his will to use his Church mightily at the present time. On the other hand, he may use us in a scrappy Samson-like, almost dishonourable way, despite our disobedience. But it will not be a blessed experience for us. Even though we should praise the Lord that he doesn’t stop working. He still and always saves whether we know it or not. 

Yet, people of God, God has promised that He will tread satan under our feet shortly. All the power that Samson embodied is there available to the Church to overcome God’s and our enemies. And even if we would separate ourselves from the world and live in true consecration, in obedience to God’s Word, that may be a difficult experience for us, even as it was for the Lord Jesus Christ. Yet nothing could be more blessed, could it? For it would be true of us as it was of Jesus, He shall see the travail of His soul and be satisfied for the good pleasure of the Lord will prosper in His hand. 

Would it not be the greatest pleasure and joy and privilege to see the good pleasure of the Lord, the growth of His Kingdom, the hallowing of His name, the blossoming of the Church, prospering in our hands? Well it may be ours, people of God, if it is His will at this present time, if we would live in truth and integrity and humble faith and stubborn obedience. May the Lord so enable us.							Amen
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