EVEN THOUGH WE ARE FAITHLESS, HE WILL REMAIN FAITHFUL
Judges 16
I suppose the strangest thing about the story of Samson is that bit at the end of chapter thirteen and at the beginning of chapter fourteen where we read, "Samson grew up and the Lord blessed him, and the Spirit of the Lord began to stir him and he went down to Timnah” and he came home and told his parents to get a daughter from an uncircumcised Philistine family for a wife. And then we read, "and it was of the Lord, for the Lord was seeking an occasion against the Philistines." But there is no doubt about it, that strangest bit is what we have to think hard about to understand the story. And it is the strangest bit that gives us hope.
 
And it is only in the light of that idea that we can understand chapter 16. For again, if the Lord is doing anything at all, he is making the wickedness and the wrath of man to praise him and serve his purposes with his people. The Lord is taking up Samson in all his faithlessness and using him to seek the climactic occasion against the Philistines. And in his faithfulness, God will deliver his people. Well let’s just work our way through the story. 

1.	LOOK MUM, NO HANDS!
Every kid does it. First of all they learn to ride their two wheeler with fear and trembling, but before you know it they’re out there on the street, not looking where they’re going and trying to catch your attention and yelling as they take their hands off the handlebars, "Look mum, I can ride no hands." 

Samson is not much more than a big kid and he’s learned to ride his bike pretty fast and pretty well. He’s killed a lion with bare hands. He’s killed thirty Ashkelonites for their Sunday best. He’s cleaned up the whole Timnah harvest, grapes, grain, olives, the lot. He killed the Philistines on another occasion with a "great slaughter" after they burned his wife in her own house. And he’s just killed another thousand at Lehi with the jawbone of an ass, in the previous story. 

Actually, quite likely that was a long time ago, probably eighteen or nineteen years ago. Because then, after he killed those at Lehi with the jawbone of an ass, it says, "So he judged Israel twenty years." And the stories of chapter 16 can’t have taken too long and they are at the end of his life. 

But what did Samson do in those 18 and 19 years between chapter 15 and chapter 16 in which he judged Israel? Well he might very well have done nothing very much at all normally associated with judging Israel. And since it says, "So, thus," with these actions, "he judged Israel 20 years," maybe all it means is that especially with the slaughter of those thousand Philistine soldiers at Lehi, he set them back on their heels and they considered it no longer wise to come on Israel too heavy while Samson was still around. So Samson judged Israel for twenty years by bringing that time of peace through those victories over the Philistines. 
Now that whole situation was set up because Samson tried to marry the daughter of an enemy of his people and that final victory over those thousand Philistine soldiers at Lehi pretty much did him in and he nearly dehydrated in the wilderness of Judea. He had to, and he did, cry out to the Lord for maybe the first time in his life and the Lord saved him. But all of that was 18 or 19 years ago and Samson seems to have forgotten it. 

So in our story today we find Samson wandering around in the Philistine city of Gaza. What on earth was Samson doing in Gaza? Well why shouldn’t Samson go to Gaza? This is part of the whole point of the story. Israel is fraternizing with its enemies. Israel has forgotten that it is to be a separated people, a people holy to its God. Even Judah didn’t want to rock the boat. Even Judah wanted to live comfortably with the Philistines. And so what was Samson doing in Gaza that day? Pretty much as he did any other day in that 18 or 19 years I suspect. And it could just as well have been Ashdod, or Ashkelon or Gath or Ekron. Samson is as familiar with one as another. 

Samson is at home with the Philistines. He is comfortable with the Philistines. He has beaten them in the past and if they’re stupid enough to raise their heads, he’ll beat them again. I don’t have to fear them. I can look after myself. Quietly forgetting of course that he had finally had to face the fact at the end of chapter 15 that it was the Lord who actually gave him strength. "Look mum, no hands, this is no worry to me, its a breeze, I do it every day." 

So, living with the world, Samson tastes a little of the world’s delights. His favourite. He spends half a night with a prostitute. But the Philistines haven’t forgotten Lehi and they think that they can trap him in Gaza and finally get him. But he just picks up the gate, door post, frames, the works. Great big heavy eight by fours strapped together by eight by fours, iron hinges, bars holding them and carts them all off, at least three quarters of an hour’s walk and dumps them on the top of a hill. Take that, you smart alec Philistines. Don’t start that game again with me. Look mum, no hands, piece of cake. I can look after myself in the world. 

And there are many Christians like that in the world today, brothers and sisters. Always have been I guess. We dilly dally with the world. We taste some of its desserts. Maybe not necessarily things strictly sinful, but the world and its pleasures nevertheless. We can handle it. We can keep it under control. I won’t go too far, I won’t get caught by the temptations to actual sin in what we are doing. Or maybe we do indulge in some of the world’s actual sins. Ah, but it's harmless stuff. Just a little bit of fun. Everybody has to have one vice. But one thing always leads to another. And so soon it is, 

2.	LOOK MUM, NO HAIR
Having reminded the Philistines that they better not mess with him, Samson continues sauntering around Philistine territory enjoying the sights and, "Oh now what's that I see out of the corner of my eye, sipping her latte under the plane trees in Remuera Road. By gum, she’s nice. And alone this morning," he notices as he works his way around the tables. "Mind if I join you?" "Sure," she says. "Oh hey, do I recognize you?" she says as she notices his muscles rippling under his shirt. 

Yep, when Samson is strong, Samson is weak, very weak – in the head particularly, just plain stupid. Well one thing leads to another you see and as we work our way through the story, we find this little beauty has him nestling his head in her lap for the fourth time. Three times already she’s called the Philistines upon him and he’s thrown them off. But this time he has actually given away his secret and he still puts his head in her lap. And so she purrs over him and runs her fingers through his hair, laying it all out on the bed ever so conveniently for that Philistine barber hiding in the next room. And she is dreaming of that eleven hundred pieces of silver from five Philistine lords. Eleven hundred each, fifty-five hundred bits of silver. And he is soon asleep in the lion’s lap. 

How can a man be such a first class twit, really? How can he be so blind, so gullible? Does he ever think? Hasn’t he been pressed by a woman before and betrayed? Eyes are wasted on a man like this. He might just as well lose them. 

Well, Samson’s seven locks are soon short back and sides and for a fourth time Delilah wakes him up with, "The Philistines are upon you Samson!" Now don’t kid me he didn’t lose forty year’s hair and not notice it as soon as he lifted his head? But he tried to bluff his way through it but his strength was gone. And what they hadn’t been able to do for twenty years, they did in twenty seconds. 

Don’t worry mum, I know what I’m doing. I know where I’m going. I know how far I can go. I know when to leave. I can look after myself. It's easy mum. I can do it without hands. Silly old mum and dad; fuddy duds. They worry too much, poor dears. And those elders. But soon it's no hair. Samson’s glory is gone. 

#	Maybe for you it will be your virginity. Because you’re smart, you’re street-wise, you can look after yourself. But to keep in with the crowd, to keep that friendship, you have to give in.
#	Or maybe it will be one of those other things the book of Proverbs warns young men about. Perhaps its drugs or maybe shop-lifting. But then your mates advance to violent robbery and you can do nothing to prevent it. Because that would mean, of course, revealing the lesser things, which are still bad enough, that you’ve been involved in. 
#	Or perhaps in business or our profession, because we like the respect of our contemporaries, we allow the name of God to be blasphemed and then we allow other things to go without protest. And soon we are so compromised, we realise we are trapped and we couldn’t protest about anything without our world tumbling down. And we can’t afford that now because we’ve got a big mortgage to finance the big lifestyle that we need to keep up with our worldly friends. Or on that score, it might even be our Christian friends. 

#	First of all, it's a quick fling with a prostitute. Then it's a full scale affair with a Philistine woman. 
#	First of all, it's telling some white lies about one's secret instead of just telling her, "Girl, that’s not your business." And then it's going on to talk about what it might actually be. 
#	First of all, it's just to say, "If you weave my hair in the loom." And then it's the whole story about his hair, the Nazarite vow, the lot. He gives away the secret of his holiness. That hair is almost a sacrament! It's a sign of his holy status, duties and privileges. And Samson betrays them. 

"Look mum, no hands." And then it's, "Look mum, no hair." No glory, no sacredness, no awe for holy things. So they hauled him off to prison and it's, 

3.	LOOK MUM, NO EYES
The Philistines gouged out his eyes, put him in fetters and in that condition he was set to grinding corn. "We’ve noticed, Samson, you rather like our women. Now do their work." 

We kid ourselves that the world likes us and respects us when we show ourselves to be reasonable as Judah did. But in the end it always kicks back. And Samson is a representative of the whole nation of Israel. 

"We sin," says James "when we are carried away by our own lusts; then when lust has conceived, it gives birth to sin and sin, when it is finished, brings forth death." 

As we live our lives, brothers and sisters, there is a lot about them that we do not know. But that doesn’t mean to say that the Lord is not working. Manoah did not know that the angel was from the Lord. And then when he did know, he did not know that Samson’s getting himself married to the Philistine beauty of Timnah was "of the Lord." Well, in the normal course of events, it is not. "Marry only in the Lord," says Paul and Moses. 

But now Samson has played with the Philistines and their women so many times and the Lord has delivered him and used him and given him victories, he presumes the Lord will still be with him. If he was ever really aware of that, apart from that one instance when he found himself exhausted after the victory over the thousand. But he is so spiritually insensitive he does not know that the Lord has now said, "Enough, Samson." The Lord had left him. 

So there is ever so strong and suave and worldly-wise and self-assured Samson, "eyeless in Gaza at the mill with slaves," as John Milton put it. And because he didn’t learn the lesson that God tried to teach him in private in the desert when he began to dehydrate in Lehi after that great victory, God has to teach him now in public humiliation after a great defeat. Lost glory, lost sight and only thus does Samson begin to see. Or at least, half see. 

A little while later, enough time for a good well organized show to be properly arranged, Samson is hauled into the Philistine temple for a bit of ribald fun as they celebrate their god’s victory over their enemy – the sort of fun that fourth-formers delight in at the expense of the class idiot or nerd or whatever. 

But laughter and jeering is hard work, so while they’re all getting their pop-corn and ice-creams at half-time, Samson asks a little boy to place him between the pillars that hold up the balcony, and from the balcony, the roof. And as he does so he prays. In prison he has learned again that his strength is from God. "Oh Lord God, please remember me and please strengthen me just this time, oh God, that I may at once be avenged of the Philistines for my two eyes." 

Hebrews eleven tells us that Samson was a man of faith and conquered a kingdom. It's hard to see, but it must be true because its there in chapter eleven of Hebrews. For it appears he only half sees, that he’s only half learned. It is to avenge me of my two eyes that he prays, not that God may be avenged upon his enemies, not that his people may be delivered. 

Even now he is not really living and dying to the Lord. Still, it is enough and God hears him and he brings the house down. Well, in the course of the first session, he brought the house down figuratively by providing laughter for the Philistines. Now, in the intermission, when nothing much is supposed to happen, he brings the house down literally. And so the Philistine celebration is turned on its head. It is Israel’s God that has given them the victory over their enemies.

That is the process of sin. That is the way sin works. That is how it ensnares us. That is what it brings us, brothers and sisters. That is what happens when we think ourselves to be strong enough in our own strength. And God will even cooperate with that sin and use that sin of ours to drive us to the end of ourselves, to break us, to make us see our poverty and our weakness without him. And so he drives us to himself and thus we see that,

4.	THOUGH WE ARE FAITHLESS, GOD REMAINS FAITHFUL
The fact is: God had ordained Samson to be a Nazarite from his birth to the day of his death; God, in Scripture, calls him a judge, a saviour of his people. And so he was. 
#	He won that victory at Lehi, the result of which was: "So Samson judged Israel twenty years in the days of the Philistines," (verse twenty of chapter fifteen). 
#	And now twenty years later, in one fell swoop, he takes out most of the Philistine top brass – politicos, religious leaders, judiciary, academics, the lot. That must have set them on the back foot for some time. And God honours the fact by bringing his family to take him back home for a decent burial. And again we read, "Thus he judged Israel twenty years" (16:21). 

But judges were types of Christ and perhaps, partly, just because Samson appears almost a type of the anti-Christ, God makes the fact that he is a type of Christ very clear in the manner of his birth. His birth was announced by an angel, remember. He was born to an old and barren couple. It's all too similar to the birth of Samuel, the last judge, the greatest judge. It's all too similar to the birth of John the Baptist and the Lord Jesus Christ to miss the point that Samson, for all his buffoonery, was a type of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

But if he was a type of Christ in his birth, was he also in his death? 
#	Well, in the process of saving his people, he gave his life. Not on anything like the moral plane and self-sacrificing motives in which the Lord Jesus did, but the fact remains. 
#	Yes, and just as Caiaphas, the high priest, said that Jesus had to go "so that the Romans would not take away both our place and our nation," but it turned out the other way round. Thirty-five years later Jerusalem is destroyed while the church of the Lord Jesus Christ continues to grow. So the Philistines, praised their god who had given their enemy, the destroyer of their country, into their hands, but it turns out the other way. Israel rejoices that the Philistine leadership is destroyed and very soon Samuel is raised up to bring reformation and revival. 

But what a life? Do we really want to live a life like this? Think about all of these things that we have seen in the life of Samson over these past four sermons and can you not see the sheer human misery Samson lived; the loneliness, the disillusionment, the frustration, the emptiness, all that pent-up passion of all sorts never really satisfied. 

And how did Samson ever glorify God? Sure, in the end, God glorified himself through Samson’s end. But no thanks to Samson, for not only could Samson not, as all of us cannot in ourselves, bring glory to God, but Samson barely seemed to have thought about it. 
#	Were the sentiments of the first commandment very often in Samson’s mind? "Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and all your mind and all your strength." He was too busy fulfilling the second commandment in a perverted way. 
#	Did the sentiments of the Lord’s prayer ever enter Samson’s mind? "Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, hallowed be thy name?" 
#	Did Samson ever have any works built upon the foundation of his faith to bring to God at the last judgment? How many talents had God given Samson and would Samson ever be able to say, "Lord, here’s another five, here’s another ten I have won for you." Samson won’t even be able to come along to the Lord and say, "Well Lord, I know you're a hard man, here's the one you gave me, the one I buried, here it is back." 
Just a terribly tragic life. Talk about saved "as by fire," "as by the skin of one's teeth." Was there a "well done, good and faithful servant" for Samson? 

Surely, people of God, we are saved by sheer grace, are we not? Samson is so completely faithless. If he thinks about his Nazarite status at all, he couldn't care less about it. Today we see he despises what we might almost call a sacrament of it, the sign of it, his hair, and yet God still uses him and God still gives him a proper burial – a significant thing in the Old Testament. And God notes that he judged Israel twenty years. And later He tells us in Hebrews that he was a man of faith. 

How good God is, is he not, people of God? How patient? How long-suffering? And isn't this just the kind of God we need? Is anything too hard for God? Is any sinner too hard for God? 

Praise the Lord. And although we aught not sin, nevertheless if we do, John tells us, and we all do, we have an advocate, Jesus Christ the Righteous. And "if we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness." And not just seven times either. Seventy times seven. Just as well. Only, why be so stupid as to wait until you are "eyeless in Gaza, at the mill with slaves" before you do confess your sin and cry to the Lord.
Amen
Rev. John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 21st October, 2002
 

