
Judges 14:5-20; 15:1-8 

Famous passage from Hebrews 11 begins: ‘Now faith is confidence in what we hope for 

and assurance about what we do not see. This is what the ancients were commended for.’ 

It then lists many heroes of Jewish faith, based on the Old Testament. It ends thus: ‘And 

what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson and 

Jephthah, about David and Samuel and the prophets, who through faith conquered 

kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of 

lions, quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the sword; whose 

weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and routed foreign 

armies.’ 

It’s a peculiar passage to modern ears as it lists war and warmongering under 

achievements of faith. Samson is very much among the heroes of faith but what we read 

today makes me puzzle over that choice. 

Samson is a ruthless scoundrel. He kills both people and animals, he’s got a very quick 

temper (and I thought mine was quick!), he mistreats his women. Today we met the first 

one but if you keep reading his story, you will realise that he had two more wives in his 

later life. The last wife we heard about – it’s Delilah who managed to extract the secret of 

his great strength from him and bring his downfall. 

Samson was one of the judges of Israel. He was special right from the start – his birth was 

foretold by an angel of God who came to his barren mother and told her she mustn’t drink 

alcohol or eat anything unclean as she ‘will become pregnant and have a son whose head 

is never to be touched by a razor because the boy is to be a Nazirite, dedicated to God 

from the womb. He will take the lead in delivering Israel from the hands of the 

Philistines.’ (Judges 13:5) 

Samson lived in ruthless times of lawlessness and chaos. But for his great strength, he 

was not much different from those around him. 

The whole story seems to be tit for tat, violence is met with aggression, aggression with 

violence. Philistines threaten to kill Samson’s wife and her father by burning them down 

if she doesn’t help them solve the riddle. When the answer is extracted from him, Samson 

kills thirty random men and strips them naked to give their clothing to those who solved 

his riddle. 

When he returns to the wife he abandoned after the wedding party and finds her given to 

somebody else, he burns down the Philistines’ crops using 300 foxes which get burned to 

death in the process too. In retaliation the Philistines burn down the wife and her father 

(and presumably everybody else who happened to be in the house). Samson then 

slaughters many Philistines. That’s a vicious and blood thirsty culture. 

Notice also the treatment of women in this passage – the poor wife gets threatened, given 

away to men at will and eventually killed along with her father for something her 



husband had done. She’s got no dignity or right as a human being at all, she’s simply an 

instrument in men’s ruthless world. 

On one hand I often struggle with the notion of punishing people in later life for what 

they said or did at the tender age of 15 or 16 or in a culture which allowed and condoned 

the sort of behaviour they’re being prosecuted for. At the same time there are actions 

which are always wrong, however lenient the culture of the day. I suspect indiscriminate 

killing of people and animals or physical, emotional or sexual abuse of those in your 

power is always such an action. Hence many people are now sued for what they had done 

in the past. Had Samson been alive today, we would have happily sued him for multiple 

murders in the heat of the moment.  

Samson seems not to have any sort of self-control mechanism. He gets upset and acts 

upon it. He doesn’t have any brakes at all. His great strength probably encouraged this 

too. He felt invincible. 

The beginning of chapter 14 gives us a glimpse of how stubborn and childish Samson 

was. He goes to Timna, sees a woman and returns to his parents to demand her as his 

wife. Now at the time marrying foreigners was condemned as it could have led Israelites 

to worshipping other gods. The Israelites were not supposed to marry non-Israelites to 

preserve their spiritual purity. Samson was a ruler, a judge of his people, and he should 

have obeyed the rules himself. Here we see him demanding a foreign wife as he fancied 

her. His religion certainly came second to his desires. 

I have a feeling even his parents were afraid of him as they try to dissuade him at first but 

when Samson shouts: ‘Get her for me.’, they meekly follow him to Timna. 

Samson, a leader, abused his power as many indeed have done throughout history: from 

the Roman emperor Caligula throwing people to wild animals out of boredom, through 

Russian tsars like Ivan the Terrible who abused not just people but dogs and cats too (the 

latter he threw off of the walls of the Kremlin to hear their screams) to Josef Mengele, 

experimenting on children at Auschwitz by removing parts of their bodies without 

anaesthesia and other drastic measures. Evil has always been part of human history so 

Samson’s story fits right in. 

Despite his physical strength which made him feel invincible, Samson was a weak man. 

He was self-centred and had to have his own way. He also had a soft spot for women – 

and of the wrong kind too. All of them were foreigners therefore forbidden to marry, the 

second was a prostitute, the third betrayed him many times, trying to find his weak spot. 

Despite all this treachery on her part, Samson eventually revealed to her the source of his 

strength – his long hair – which enabled her people to capture him. 

And yet somehow the Bible suggests his weakness of murderous short temper and blind 

eye for the wrong women was turned to strength. Spill the Beans suggests: ‘Lawlessness 

was the order of the day and perhaps strong leadership was necessary to attempt to get a 

grip. Maybe out of fear of Samson’s strength and power, order was made possible. 



Certainly, as we shall see, his defeat of the nation’s enemies would garner loyalty and 

respect from those who lived as subjects.’1 

Maybe the teaching of today is that God can use our weakness to build his Kingdom, 

whether we understand it or not. When we see weakness, evil and suffering around us, we 

know the only victory through all that can be brought about by God because certainly not 

through us. The story of Samson is a powerful reminder that we are always weak, 

however strong we are, however strong our faith is (Samson’s was too!), and yet it’s our 

powerful God who can bring healing, peace and love. This story is an encouragement to 

trust God alone and pray for this broken world we are very much a part of. Amen.  

 
1 Spill the Beans, issue 31, p. 98.  


