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Samson and the problem of self-interest * Judges 13-16 

November 4 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

Out of all of the superheroes littering the landscape of pop culture these days, I think my favourite is the 

Incredible Hulk. 

 

He’s so big, he’s so strong; nobody can stop him when he gets going.  There’s something really satisfying 

about seeing the villains beating up the good guys and then Hulk shows us and says ‘Hulk Smash!’ and 

then proceeds to pound all the bad guys into the pavement.  It’s very cathartic.   

 

And Hulk’s interesting too in that he’s very much driven by his own desires.  He acts on impulse.  If he 

wants to do something, he’s going to do it.  And there ain’t nobody who’s gonna tell him what he can’t 

do.   

 

So in that sense, our man Samson today is quite like the Hulk in two ways.  First, he’s tremendously 

strong but second, he’s tremendously impulsive.  He does whatever he feels like and he’s not going to 

let anyone tell him what he can’t do.   

 

And while he is in a sense a hero, Samson is also a cautionary tale.  He shows us what a man wholly 

devoted to himself looks like.  He shows us what it looks like when people ignore God’s purposes and 

pursue their interests instead.  And he shows us that when people pursue their own interests to the 

exclusion of God’s, it all comes to a tragic end.   

 

And if you think back to the beginning of the book of Judges, it’s fascinating to see how far we’ve come.  

At the beginning of the book of Judges, the narrator sets up this cycle that we’ve been riding around the 

last few weeks – relationship – unfaithfulness – rejection and redemption.  And if you remember, the 

very first judge – Othniel - was succinct and to the point – there was really nothing to say about him - he 

did as God commanded and just like that, God redeemed His people.  But each time you go round the 

cycle you start spiraling downwards – you go from grade A judge to grade B judge to unfit for human 

consumption judge.  Gideon is the central judge in the book of Judges and he teeter totters back and 

forth between faithfulness and unfaithfulness and then here, the last of the judges, Samson has 

absolutely zero interest in God’s will and just does what he feels like.   

 

Let me show you why I say that.   

 

We’re going to cover a lot of ground again today so I’d encourage you to have your Bibles out and open 

in front of you.  And we’re going to start in chapter 13.  Chapter 13, verse 1 sounds with a very familiar 

refrain.   

 

Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD, so the LORD delivered them into the hands of the 

Philistines for forty years (Jdg 13:1 NIV). 
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Here’s the cycle - they were in relationship with God – they went after other gods and were unfaithful to 

the True God and so He rejected them.  In this case, He turned them over to the Philistines to teach 

them a lesson.   

 

Now up to this point, all of the judges were already grown adults.  They’re living their lives and then God 

empowers them to do this incredible work of redeeming His people.  

 

But with Samson, the story is quite different.  It’s as if God is starting from scratch because Samson’s 

story begins before he is born.  Look at 13 verse 2. 

 

2 A certain man of Zorah, named Manoah, from the clan of the Danites, had a wife who was sterile and 

remained childless. 

 3 The angel of the LORD appeared to her and said, "You are sterile and childless, but you are going to 

conceive and have a son. 

 

That must have been incredible news.  People in those days figured that if you didn’t have kids, God 

wasn’t blessing you and so to be sterile and childless was a great burden.  But now, miraculously, this 

barren woman was going to have a son.  That normally doesn’t happen.  Barren-and-pregnant don’t go 

together but here, miraculously, God is going to enable this woman to have a son. 

 

And her son is no average son.  In fact, before he is born, God is setting him apart for a special job in this 

world.  Look at the last part of verse 5 – this boy will be a Nazirite, set apart to God from birth, in order 

to begin the deliverance of Israel from the Philistines’ hands.  

 

 4 Now see to it that you drink no wine or other fermented drink and that you do not eat anything 

unclean, 5 because you will conceive and give birth to a son. No razor may be used on his head, because 

the boy is to be a Nazirite, set apart to God from birth, and he will begin the deliverance of Israel from 

the hands of the Philistines” (Jdg 13:2-5 NIV). 

 

Now this really is incredible news.  Not only is this barren woman going to have a child, this child is going 

to be the deliverer that God uses to rescue His people.  This child will be the judge that God raises up to 

redeem His people.   

 

And even from birth, this child is to be set apart for God.  He is going to be a Nazirite. 

 

Now the concept of a Nazirite is a little foreign to us but in short, it means taking a vow to be holy 

dedicated to the LORD for a specific period of time to accomplish whatever the LORD commands.  

Numbers 6 describes the Nazirite vow and as you can see, there are three requirements for this vow 

(which, by the way, all appear in verses 4 & 5 in Judges).   

 

First, a Nazirite must abstain from wine and other fermented drink.  No grape juice, no raisins. 

Second, a Nazirite must let his hair grow long, so no going to First Choice and getting a buzz cut. 

Third, a Nazirite must not become unclean by touching a dead body.   
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Now this is very important.  There are three things that Nazirites need to remember – no drinking, no 

shaving and no touching a dead body.  Remember those.  Ok? 

 

Now from there, mom and dad get all excited and then verse 24, the woman gave birth to a boy and 

named him Samson.  He grew and the LORD blessed him and the Spirit of the LORD began to stir in him 

in his hometown between Zorah and Eshtaol.   

 

Samon’s story is off to a pretty auspicious start, isn’t it?  He’s a miracle baby, announced by the angel of 

the LORD and set apart to do a miraculous saving work on God’s behalf for God’s people.  That’s pretty 

impressive.  I can imagine his mom and his dad telling him over and again the story of the angel 

appearing and the mission he was born to fulfill. 

 

I remember when Julie got pregnant with Ben, she showed up at the house one day with a build-a-bear 

teddy and I thought ‘why the heck did she go get a build-a-bear teddy bear?’ and then she told me we 

were going to have a baby.  Ben STILL cuddles with that thing every night.  The announcement is part of 

his life.   

 

So imagine then that it wasn’t just a build a bear but an angel that had announced it and  

the birth announcement was not just a birth announcement but an announcement that God would free 

His people through this baby.  That’s amazing.  I’m sure they told him over and again, and according to 

verse 24, the LORD blessed him and the Spirit began to stir in him.  This is going to be a glorious story 

about a man who is wholly devoted to God, isn’t it?   

 

Chapter 14, verse 1 -  

1 Samson went down to Timnah and saw there a young Philistine woman. 

 2 When he returned, he said to his father and mother, "I have seen a Philistine woman in Timnah; now 

get her for me as my wife" (Jdg 14:1-2 NIV). 

 

Record scratch stop.  A car crashing into a wall.  The miracle baby - the deliverer - is all growed up and 

the first thing he does is get the hots for a Philistine girl.  This is a total scandal.  This is Romeo and Juliet 

stuff, amped up to eleven, because not only are their people at war, his sole purpose is to get rid of HER 

people.  And now he wants to marry the enemy.   

 

His parents put up token resistance but they ultimately give in and they go down to Timnah to work out 

an arrangement between this Hebrew boy and this Philistine girl.   

 

Now on the level of human intention, this is bad news.  Samson should not be fraternizing with the 

enemy but warring against them.  The job that he was set apart from birth to do was to begin to deliver 

Israel from their hands!  But verse 4 tells us something that Samson and his parents didn’t know and 

verse 4 is the interpretive key that helps us to understand everything else.   

 

4 (His parents did not know that this was from the LORD, who was seeking an occasion to confront the 

Philistines; for at that time they were ruling over Israel.) (Jdg 14:4 NIV). 
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They were probably disappointed in their son – they’d probably raised him to be the deliverer, but here 

he is chasing a Philistine girl – but even that wasn’t happening outside of God’s providence.   

 

Remember, the Philistines are there because the people had been unfaithful to God – think back to our 

cycle – but in His great mercy, God was acting to deliver them.  And Samson’s marriage to a Philistine 

was a perfect opportunity to start that work.    

 

Now – notice - it’s not like God made Samson fall in love with that girl – God had forbidden that kind of 

marriage – but God took Samson’s freely chosen disregard for His law and harnessed it for His purposes.  

Samson couldn’t care less about God’s purposes – he only wants to find a good looking girl – and yet 

God is harnessing that to accomplish His purpose of redemption.  God is working through Samson’s self-

interest to do a greater good.   

 

And of course, Samson’s marriage is the stuff that movies are made of.  He’s on the way down to his 

girlfriend’s house and what do you know – out of the bushes comes this ferocious lion, ready to tear him 

apart - *BUT* and this is important – 6 The Spirit of the LORD came upon him in power so that he tore 

the lion apart with his bare hands as he might have torn a young goat (Jdg 14:6 NIV).  So, dead lion. 

 

Now how he did it is very important because it says something about the source of Samson’s strength.  

When he does great feats of strength, it’s always prefaced by this – the Spirit of the LORD came upon 

him in power.  God is giving him this power to pursue God’s purposes.   

 

So on the way back for the wedding, Samson passes by this lion carcass and what do you know - In it was 

a swarm of bees and some honey, 

 9 which he scooped out with his hands and ate as he went along. When he rejoined his parents, he gave 

them some, and they too ate it. But he did not tell them that he had taken the honey from the lion's 

carcass (Jdg 14:8-9 NIV). 

 

Now, let me ask you a question.  What are the three things that Nazirites are not supposed to do?  No 

wine, no shave – no dead bodies.  Samson has touched a dead body and eaten what has come out of a 

dead body.  And not only that, he’s defiled his parents by not telling them where the honey came from.  

That’s strike one against Samson’s nazirite vow and it gives you some sense of how much he cares about 

God’s interests here.   

 

And when he gets down to Timnah, the Philistines immediately give him thirty companions – some 

commentators say this is a friendly act, intended to give Samson some Philistine buddies to party with – 

but others say that these guys are bodyguards.  Just, not bodyguards to protect Samson.  They’re there 

to protect the community AGAINST Samson. 

 

So what does he do?  Samson throws a feast.  A fiesta.  A bachelor party.  But this is no ordinary party.  

This is a drinking party.  A seven day bender to drink with the boys.  “The act seems innocent enough, 

until one realizes that the word for feast, misteh, in this context refers to a seven day drinking bout at 

the home of the bride’s parents” (Block, 431).  And another Nazirite vow bites the dust.  He’s touched a 
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dead body, he’s consumed a lot of wine – now it’s only his hair to keeps him tied to YHWH’s purposes as 

a Nazirite. 

 

And while they’re drinking, they begin asking each other riddles and Samson thinks he’ll be really 

cheeky.  Here’s a riddle for you he says - 14 He replied, "Out of the eater, something to eat; out of the 

strong, something sweet." (Jdg 14:14 NIV). 

 

And the guys spend days agonizing over what the answer could be – and really, the answer is as obscure 

as it is absurd.  I mean, Samson may have well asked them ‘what’s in my pocket?’  It’s impossible to 

answer.  And so with a lot on the line – thirty fancy cloths and underwear – they threaten to kill 

Samson’s fiancée if she doesn’t get them the answer. 

 

So she does and they give Samson the answer and he flips out and says something you should never say 

about a lady – verse 18, “if you had not plowed with my heifer, you would not have solved my riddle.”  

Samson’s not exactly smooth. 

 

But look what happens in the very next verse.  19 Then the Spirit of the LORD came upon him in power. 

He went down to Ashkelon, struck down thirty of their men, stripped them of their belongings and gave 

their clothes to those who had explained the riddle. Burning with anger, he went up to his father's 

house. 

 

What’s happened here?  Samson is pursuing his own self-interest.  He’s ticked off about these guys 

cheating and answering his riddle and wants nothing more than revenge.  But God is empowering him 

with strength, so that Samson is able to begin the salvation of Israel he was born to do.  God is 

harnessing Samson’s self-interest to accomplish God’s greater purposes.   

 

But there’s a thread loose.  Verse 20 - And Samson's wife was given to the friend who had attended him 

at his wedding (Jdg 14:19-1 NIV).   

 

And, chapter 15, Samson goes down to see the girl he thinks is still his financee, and he’s got a goat 

under his arm – because, you know, flowers are SO cliché – and he knocks on the door and says ‘where’s 

my girl?’  And her dad hums and has and says ‘well, we thought you didn’t want her any more and 

married her off to a guy who stood up with you but listen – don’t get mad – why don’t you marry her 

younger sister because she’s way hotter anyways – and uh-oh – what’s he doing now?  He’s caught 

three hundred foxes, tied them tail to tail in pairs and set them loose in our fields, to burn up the 

entirety of our harvest.’ 

 

Samson has torched the Philistines food stocks for the next year. 

And so the Philistines go and torch the girl and her father.   

And so Samson viciously attacks and slaughters many of them and then goes to hide out in a cave. 

 

And then something kind of tragic happens.  Three thousand guys from Judah show up at the mouth of 

the cave and say ‘Samson, why don’t you cool it a little?  All this attacking the Philistines is just making 

trouble for us and we think it would be better if you just gave up and put up like the rest of us.’  The 
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people of Israel have given up.  They’ve given up hope in the character of God and figure it’s just better 

to be oppressed by these Philistines.  This is a picture of utter resignation.  If Samson was a better judge, 

this is the army that Samson would be leading to defeat the Philistines, but here the army is arresting 

him and handing him over to the enemy.  This is how far Israel has fallen and it’s a warning for about not 

becoming resigned ourselves to the effects of sin.   

 

So Judah turns Samson over to the Philistines and verse 14 of chapter 15, The Spirit of the LORD came 

upon him in power. The ropes on his arms became like charred flax, and the bindings dropped from his 

hands.  15 Finding a fresh jawbone of a donkey, he grabbed it and struck down a thousand men 

(Jdg 15:14-15 NIV).  There’s some word play because the words donkey and heap are the same word 

(Matthewson, 192) so Samson praises himself saying ‘with the jawbone of an ass, I’ve piled them in a 

mass’ (Moffat, in Davis, 181).   

 

But hold on Samson.  Was it just you?  What does verse 14 say?  The Spirit of the LORD came upon him 

in power.  Again, Samson wants nothing but revenge, but God empowers him and uses Samson’s own 

self-interest to accomplish the deliverance of His people.  (That’s 1000 less guys to harass the people of 

Israel).  God is working through Samson’s self-interest to deliver Israel.  “God can accomplish His plans in 

spite of opposition or vengeful and selfish behaviour” (Way, 129).   

 

Meanwhile, Samson just keeps on trucking, following his hormones wherever they lead him.  Chapter 16 

opens with him knockin’ boots with a prostitute and then verse 4 of chapter 16 – he fell in love with a 

woman in the valley of Sorek named Delilah.  Again, a Philistine woman.  Samson is in no way pursuing 

God’s will –– he’s just doing whatever he feels like. 

 

And the rulers of the Philistines realize – this might be an opportunity to take this guy down.  Clearly, his 

kryptonite is our women.  And so they pay Delilah an exorbitant amount to find out where is strength 

comes from.   

 

And so Delilah attempts to coax the secret out of Samson.  First, he tells her it’s fresh bowstrings – if 

they tie him up with bowstrings he’ll lose his power – and of course they discover that’s not it at all.  

Then it’s new ropes and that’s not it.  Then it’s this elaborate thing where she weaves his hair on a loom 

and he snaps free of that thing too.  Now notice, each time, there’s Philistine guys hiding in that room – I 

gather they don’t jump out each time she says ‘Samson, Samson, the Philistines are coming’ but man, 

Samson’s really playing fast and loose with his own safety.   

 

And then verse seventeen, we learn that his safety is not the only thing Samson’s been playing fast and 

loose with.   

 

17 So he told her everything. "No razor has ever been used on my head," he said, "because I have been a 

Nazirite set apart to God since birth.  

 

All this time, he has known the high calling that he’s been called to.  He’s been aware that God set him 

apart from before his birth for a special purpose and Samson’s been squandering it away.  He’s a 

Nazirite – but he really hasn’t been acting like one.  He hasn’t sought God’s purposes, he’s only gone 
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where his hormones have taken him and he’s already blown through two of the things that set people 

apart as Nazirites – no wine, no corpses – now he’s about to give away number three: 

 

If my head were shaved, my strength would leave me, and I would become as weak as any other man." 

 

Delilah realizes that this time he’s told the truth and she sends word to the rulers of the Philistines.  

Delilah lulled Samson to sleep in her lap.  And in comes a guy with a razor.  Strike three.  Verse 19 says – 

his strength left him. 

 

Then she called as before “Samson, the Philistines are upon you!” and he woke up, thinking, “I’ll just go 

out like before and shake myself free.”  But he did not know that the LORD had left him. 

 

There are probably no more tragic words than that in the whole of the Bible.  He did not know that the 

LORD had left him.   

 

See, the secret of Samson’s strength was not his hair – it was God’s presence and partnership in his life.  

It was God that made him strong.  When Samson revealed the importance of his hair, he broke the final 

criterion of the Nazirite vow that tied him to God, and so God left him to sleep in the bed he’d made. 

 

The Philistines seized him and gouged out his eyes and put him to work grinding grain, like a common 

slave.   

 

Again, what a far cry from the earliest of the judges – Othniel and Ehud – they embraced their God given 

role as deliverers and did what God put before them without hesitation and God gave them tremendous 

victory – easy as that.  But here God had to work through Samson’s selfishness, his disobedience, his 

self-absorbed self-interest and look how that turned out.  Blinded and imprisoned by the invaders he 

was supposed to kick out. 

 

But verse 22 gives us just a little hope – the hair on his head began to grow again.   

 

God has not left him for good.   

 

Now, verse 23 says - 23 Now the rulers of the Philistines assembled to offer a great sacrifice to Dagon 

their god and to celebrate, saying, "Our god has delivered Samson, our enemy, into our hands." 

 

And they decide that they should bring in Samson to cap off their festivities.  They bring him out of 

prison so they can laugh at him.  The picture is kind of like those old Westerns when they put some poor 

sap in the middle of the circle and everybody’s shooting their pistols at his feet saying ‘dance, dance!’  

 

But Samson’s not done.  He has an attendant prop him up between two pillars that supported the roof 

of the temple and he listens to the cries of the thousands of people around him, mocking him and 

mocking the God he had sort of served.  He hears voices from above – men and women calling out from 

the temple roof – and the loud, scornful insults of the Philistine rulers right in front of him. 
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And he hangs his head, and he prays – v. 28 -   "O Sovereign LORD, remember me. O God, please 

strengthen me just once more, and let me with one blow get revenge on the Philistines for my two eyes" 

(Jdg 16:28 NIV). 

 

Not exactly the selfless prayer of repentance that I might have liked but ok, I’ll take it.  He’s reaching out 

to God to acknowledge that He’s the one that gave him strength.  And reaching out to push the pillars 

with both hands, he said ‘Let me die with the Philistines!’ 

 

30 And he pushed with all his might and down came the temple on the rulers and all the people in it.  

Thus he killed many more when he died than while he lived. 

 

With one fell swoop, he took out the ruling elite of Philistia and the thousands of people that were there 

that day.  Samson indeed began to deliver the people of Israel from the hands of the Philistines.   

 

Now listen, what are we to make of this?  Samson is a captivating figure with a really interesting story, 

but we miss the point entirely if we focus on him.  Samson’s story is all about God working through 

Samson’s self-interest to redeem His people.  Samson is a judge in spite of himself.   

 

I mean, look at his life.  He begins with great potential – a miraculous child set apart to the Lord to do an 

incredible work of redemption.  But from there, it’s all me, me, me.  He pursues a relationship with a girl 

who will tempt him away from God.  He callously disregards his Nazirite vow by drinking and by eating 

honey from a dead body.  He lashes out with violence and vengeance and never once gives any thought 

to the high calling that God has set before him.   

 

And yet, God harnesses the freely chosen, selfishly motivated actions of Samson to ultimately 

accomplish the high purpose that he was born to do.  Dan Block writes: “[Samson] is a free spirit, a rebel 

driven by selfish interests, doing whatever he pleases without any respect for his parents and with no 

respect for the claims of God on his life, but in the process, he ends up doing the will of God” (Block, 

426-7).     

 

But, it does not turn out well for Samson.  I think that Samson pays for his sin with his life.  I do though 

think that he was redeemed in the end –the Hebrews Hall of Fame points to Samson as someone with 

faith.  I suspect that it’s referring to that moment between the pillars where he acknowledged to God – 

I’ve squandered my life and your gifts – I deserve to die with these Philistines – but if You will lend me 

your strength, You can bring some good out of this.   

 

But it didn’t have to be that way.   

 

Just imagine what Samson’s life would have been like if he had lived up to the call that was on him from 

birth.  Think of all that he did without any interest in God’s will – imagine what he would have done if he 

had been totally devoted to God! 

 

And actually, it’s not that hard to imagine.   
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Because God raised up another deliverer as a miracle baby, set apart before he was born to accomplish 

the redemptive work of God.  The angel appeared to His mother and father to say ‘He will save His 

people from the oppression of sin.’  And He grew in wisdom and in stature with God and with man.  And 

at every turn, He was obedient to God.  He took His calling seriously.  He did God’s will and He too, like 

Samson, accomplished more in His death, than in His life.  But unlike Samson, He didn’t die for His own 

sin.  He died for ours, to redeem us from the oppression of sin and to restore us to relationship with 

God.  Jesus is everything that Samson wasn’t.  Jesus is the deliverer that we need.  The deliverer that 

God raised up out of sheer grace when we were so wrapped up in sin that we didn’t even realize we 

needed Him.   

 

Have you made Him your deliverer?  Have you received the freedom that He gives? 

Don’t become resigned to a life of self-interest – follow Jesus as your leader and deliverer.   

 

And don’t squander your life playing with your God-given gifts the way that Samson did (Younger, 329).  

None of us are Nazirites, but as followers of Jesus, we have a high calling to shine like stars in the midst 

of a crooked and twisted generation… so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God 

without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe 

(Phi 2:15 NIV). 

 

Look carefully at your life to see if there are places where you are pursuing your own self-interest at the 

expense of God’s greater purposes and make a change to get your priorities right.   

 

Let me repeat that, because I think that that’s the point where Samson’s story is especially relevant to 

our culture.  Are there places in your life where you are pursing your own interests at the expense of 

God’s?  It’s ok for us to purse the things that interest us, but when they steer us away from the greater 

things that God has planned – God’s plan will still prevail, but it won’t turn out as well for us.  God can 

work through self-interest, but only God’s way leads to life.   

 

Samson shows us what a man wholly devoted to himself looks like.  Driven by his own desires, blinded 

to danger, tragic in the end. 

 

Jesus shows us what a man wholly devoted to God looks like – fixed on God, ready to do His will, 

glorified for all eternity.  When we follow Him, He supports us in this life and promises us life in the 

next.. 

 

God can work through self-interest, but only God’s way leads to life.     

 

D. L. Moody was a shoe sales man in the late 1800’s until he became an evangelist who brought the 

Good News of God’s redeeming work to thousands of people.  He was known to say – “The world has 

yet to see what God can do through a man who is wholly devoted to Him.  [He added]  By the grace of 

God, I aim to be that man.”  What about you?  Will you be wholly devoted to God?     
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BENEDICTION 

11 With this in mind, we constantly pray for you, that our God may count you worthy of his calling, and 

that by his power he may fulfill every good purpose of yours and every act prompted by your faith. 

 12 We pray this so that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him, according to 

the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 (2Th 1:11-12 NIV). 


