The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul #10

“How the Mighty Fall”
Judges 13-16
“How the mighty have fallen!”

This phrase was used three times in David’s lament over the deaths of King Saul and his son Jonathan in 2 Samuel 1:19, 25, 27. For those of us who know the story of Judges 13-16, however, this phrase may fit the rise and fall of Samson as well as anyone. The Old Testament is filled with extraordinarily graphic accounts of failed lives, perhaps none more tragic than the story of Samson.
 Few men were as mighty as Samson, and few suffered so great a fall.

Many of us learned of Samson in Sunday school. We pictured him as something like The Incredible Hulk with really long hair, smashing and bashing his way through the Philistines. If a movie producer were making a film on Samson, he would probably cast Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson for the title role.
I don’t think that was the case, though. Samson was not a physical giant; at least, there is no reason to suppose this. The Philistines could not understand his strength. If he had been like Goliath, of gigantic stature, they would easily have comprehended it, but he seems to have been a man of ordinary appearance with superhuman strength. It was not through physical muscle; it was because his frame was filled with the very strength of God.
 Leon Morris writes,

In popular treatments of Samson far too much attention has been given to the hair of the strong man and not enough to what the Bible actually says. Three times… we are reminded that it was the Spirit of the Lord who moved him and enabled him to do what he did (Jdg. 13.25; 14.6, 19, 15.14). Samson was strong, not because he had long hair, but because he was the instrument of God to effect certain purposes.

Why the long hair, then? We read in Judges 13:2-5 regarding Samson’s mother,

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. Now see to it that you drink no wine or other fermented drink and that you do not eat anything unclean, 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.”
Samson was set apart to be a Nazarite. According to the Law of God, whoever took such a vow maintained a strict adherence to three disciplines. First, he was to watch his diet very closely. He could neither drank alcoholic beverages nor eat certain foods. Second, he could never go near the dead. Whether a cadaver or carcass, he could never touch a dead animal or a dead human. Third, he was to never cut his hair. 

Since God revealed to his parents that Samson was to be a Nazarite from the womb, those three requirements applied to their son. Surely, throughout his early years, they must have drilled these disciplines into his head. The next time we read of Samson, we find him fully grown. We’re never told what happened during his childhood. But we do know that both his parents were with him through those formative years and watched with keen interest as he reached adulthood. As Samson shows up on this next scene, he may be grown physically, but he’s not emotionally or spiritually mature.

Before long, we read that Samson begins breaking the Nazarite vows. First, in pursuing his romance with the Philistine woman, Samson returned to the dried carcass of a lion and scooped out wild honey from its cavity. This was a blatant transgression of his commitment not to touch a dead body. Next Samson transgressed his vow regarding strong drink when he prepared a “feast” for a stag party celebrating his upcoming wedding to the girl in Judges 14:10. The Hebrew word for “feast” lays stress on the fact that there was plenty to drink, and of course, the implication is that Samson drank his fair share.
 Finally, he tells Delilah of the sign of his dedication to God—his hair—and with the cutting of his hair, his vow is completely broken, and Samson is finished.

That’s the story of Samson we all know. We shake our heads and mutter, “How the mighty are fallen! Oh, what might have been if Samson had been more careful!” But I do not wish to rehash these sentiments in this message. Rather, I want to focus on how the mighty fall. Instead of concentrating on how Samson violated his Nazarite vow, I want to look at why he violated it. I believe there are three reasons that still apply today.

Samson was Sensually Driven

First, Samson was sensually driven. Samson has been described as “a he-man with a she-weakness.”
 In Judges 14:1-7, the first recorded words from Samson’s lips are “A young Philistine woman in Timnah caught my eye.” That sums up the story of his life. He focused on the wrong things: physical appearance only and pleasing himself only. A sensual person focuses on external appearance and underestimates internal character. If it is just the externals that attract us to a person, then we have a problem. God highlights and continually emphasizes the internal qualities of people more than the external ones.

Samson became consumed by sensuality. The very first description of him is that he burned with erotic passion. Samson sees one of the Philistine women and immediately returns to his parents, demanding over their objections that they arrange a wedding. There is no record that he had even spoken with the woman.

The word “sensual” has to do with the five senses of sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell. These are also the gateways to temptation. Consider 1 John 2:16, “For all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the world” (nkjv). I believe that all temptation can be defined in those three phrases: the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life. If it feels good, looks good, or makes me look good, I am attracted to it.

In Samson’s case, the lust of the eyes and the lust of the flesh worked together. In chapter 14 he saw a woman in Timnah and insisted that his parents arrange a wedding. In chapter 16 he saw a prostitute in Gaza and spent the night with her. Then he saw Delilah in the Valley of Sorek and let her entice him into disobedience.
 The important thing to Samson was not pleasing the Lord, or even pleasing his parents, but pleasing himself. The phrase “She’s the right one for me” in Judges 14:3 is literally, “right in my eyes.” It reminds us that during the period of the Judges “everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Jdg. 17:6; 21:25).

What was the secret of Samson’s defeat? Simply this: He didn’t choose to say no to temptation. The following words from Dietrich Bonhoeffer provide the most plausible explanation of temptation I’ve ever read:

In our members there is a slumbering inclination towards desire which is both sudden and fierce. With irresistible power desire seizes mastery over the flesh. All at once a secret, smouldering fire is kindled. The flesh burns and is in flames. It makes no difference whether it is sexual desire, or ambition, or vanity, or desire for revenge, or love of fame and power, or greed for money, or, finally, that strange desire for the beauty of the world, of nature. Joy in God is in course of being extinguished in us and we seek all our joy in the creature. At this moment God is quite unreal to us, he loses all reality, and only desire for the creature is real; the only reality is the devil. Satan does not here fill us with hatred of God, but with forgetfulness of God. And now his falsehood is added to this proof of strength. The lust thus aroused envelops the mind and will of man in deepest darkness. The power of clear discrimination and of decision are taken from us....

It is here that everything within me rises up against the Word of God. Powers of the body, the mind and the will, which were held in obedience under the discipline of the Word of which I believed that I was the master, make it clear to me that I am by no means master of them. “All my powers forsake me,” laments the psalmist. They have all gone over to the adversary. The adversary deploys my powers against me. In this situation I can no longer act as a hero; I am a defenseless, powerless man. God himself has forsaken me. Who can conquer, who can gain the victory?
 

Samson was sensually driven.

Samson was Stubbornly Defiant

Secondly, Samson was stubbornly defiant. Samson’s problem was that he wanted his own way. Whatever pleased him was the most important thing, regardless of what his parents—or God—thought about it. We don’t find Samson asking God for guidance.
 He goes against the advice of his godly parents. One author writes, “The exploits of Samson read like the actions of an uncontrollable juvenile delinquent.”

Samson never got beyond his emotional and, dare I say, hormonal adolescence, and because of this he successively broke his Nazarite vows, completely undoing his commitment to holiness and his call—and assuring his downfall.

And Samson refused to learn from his mistakes. He had two big weaknesses in his life, and he never learned to control either of them. All of his life they plagued him, and later they caused his downfall. His first weakness was a bad temper. He often got angry; frequently he blew up. A primary motive for his actions was revenge. Samson killed thirty men to get their clothes because he burned with anger (Jdg. 14:12-19). He set a field afire just to get even (Jdg. 15:3-5). Samson said to a group of men he didn’t like, “Since you’ve acted like this, I won’t stop until I get my revenge on you” (v. 7). Later he said, “I did to them what they did to me” (v. 11), and then he killed another thousand men. Samson’s whole life seemed filled with anger, and he never quite got control of this problem. He refused to learn from his mistakes, so he just kept committing them over and over again.

The other area that Samson had a weakness in was uncontrolled physical desire. He was physically strong but morally weak. He never really got control of this problem in his life either, and it caused his downfall. In fact, Samson’s life was really a pathetic cycle of failures. He never learned; he kept making the same mistakes over and over again. For him it was really kind of a game: “How close to the fire can I get and not get burned? How close to the edge of the cliff can I get and not fall off?” Samson deliberately ignored God’s principles, particularly in the area of physical desires.

None of us plans to be a failure—it just comes on us gradually. It’s a step-by-step process, as little by little we get weakened. Our whole lives don’t fall apart in one day; the problem builds up over a period of time when we refuse to learn from our mistakes.

In the final verse of Judges 15 we read, “Samson led [judged] Israel for twenty years in the days of the Philistines.” We hear nothing of the details of Samson’s life for nearly twenty years. Then in chapter 16 he goes to Gaza, notices a prostitute, and spends the night with her. We see again Samson’s sensual root, that inclination he has never broken. Sensuality may seem dormant, but it is never dead. It has a way of suddenly coming back. Not one of us is immune. Our sensual drive is terribly strong, and the activity of the flesh is deep, thorny, and muscular. We need to curb it by the help of the Holy Spirit and the accountability of trusted friends.
 Samson was stubbornly defiant.

Samson was Superficially Devoted

Third, Samson was superficially devoted. We get the impression that Samson didn’t take sin too seriously and was perhaps too overconfident of his own powers.
 Throughout his life Samson seemed unconcerned about God’s objective for his life. God still used him in spite of his failings, but we can only imagine how much more Samson could have done if he had followed God wholeheartedly.
 It is a sad tale of a lack of discipline and true dedication.

We’re asking for trouble when we refuse to take God seriously. Samson was careless about his spiritual life. He never did get really serious with God, and it showed up in more than one way.

In the first place, he was always doing his own thing. He lived for himself. His was basically a very selfish lifestyle, and he let his own personal desires dictate his actions. Samson lived by the philosophy, “If it feels good, do it.” God’s plan for Samson was greatness, but Samson’s pattern was carelessness; he just kind of took things for granted and never really got serious, and the result was uselessness in his life.

Another thing we see in Samson’s life is that he never prayed about anything, except before his final act, when he brought the house down. He was impulsive; he was impetuous. He did not ask God for direction. He just went ahead and did whatever he wanted to do. We would save ourselves so many problems and so much pain if we would just stop and ask God for direction before we jump into something with both feet and get all messed up. Samson turned to God only when he got in a jam. It’s what you call “foxhole Christianity”: “Lord, if You’ll just get me out of this problem I promise I’ll live for You from now on.”

To a lot of people God is just kind of an afterthought, a convenience. When things get tough and tight, they turn to Him in desperation. But when everything is all right, they ignore Him.

Samson never really got serious about living for God until the very end of his life, after everything had finally fallen apart: He was captured by the enemy nation, they put his eyes out, and they made him grind grain at a mill, a job normally reserved for animals.

This is especially seen in Judges 16:6-17, where Samson allowed himself to go deeper and deeper into the trap Delilah had set—until suddenly he was in so deep he couldn’t back out, and he told her everything.

When hunters used to catch African monkeys, they would put rice in the base of a long-necked gourd tied to a tree. A monkey would come along, smell the rice, and run his hand down into the gourd to grab the rice. But he couldn’t pull free from the gourd because his fist was doubled up! To get free, he had to let go of the rice, but he wouldn’t. In fact, he would hang on to the rice until the hunters walked up and captured him.

I don’t know why we smile at that. It happens to us all the time. We reach out for something we shouldn’t have, and then we refuse to let go of our treasure until it is too late and we are caught in our own trap.

I believe Judges 16:20 is one of the most tragic verses in the Bible. Samson told Delilah about his hair, and she shaved his head. She called, “Samson, the Philistines are upon you!” He awoke from his sleep and thought, “I’ll go out as before and shake myself free.” But he did not know that the Lord had left him. What a sad statement. Samson was so out of touch spiritually that he didn’t realize that the Lord’s strength was gone.

Samson lost his strength, then his sight, and finally his self-determination.
 Someone has summed up the wages of sin in six tragic words: “sin blinds, sin binds, sin grinds.” That is so true—so tragically true. Samson the Israelite champion was now reduced to nothing more than a clown in a Philistine house of horrors.

Yet this is not the end of the story. As one author put it so well, “We must not allow our focus on the savior God raises up to eclipse the God who saves.”
 Judges 16:22 records, “But the hair on his head began to grow again after it had been shaved.”
Remember, Samson had not been strong because he worked out and kept in shape. His strength had come from the grace of God. In this pitiful moment, he awakens bald, weak, and unaware of the Lord’s absence. Apprehended by enemy forces, violently blinded, and dropped into a prison to be a slave in a dungeon, the pride of Israel is experiencing the discipline he deserves. Many of us might say, “Serves him right! Let him live the rest of his life there!” But thankfully, we don’t call the shots. God doesn’t operate like we would. As Samson’s hair grows back, his strength also returns. Moreover, so does his determination to deliver Israel from the Philistines.

Samson did not deserve the strength that came at the end. But without taking it for granted—for once—the humbled man asked God for His grace. When we no longer feel we deserve special favors, we’re ready to receive the grace of God.
 

If you think citing the grace of God here is a reach, I would direct your attention to Hebrews 11:32-34,

And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, 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.

Is it any wonder, then, that the author of Hebrews 11 saw Samson at his best as someone who exhibited the kind of faith he was speaking about?

In many ways the story of Samson parallels the story of Israel during the time of the Judges. Barry Webb observes,

Samson is not just Samson; he is also Israel. He is separated from other men, but he longs to be like them, just as Israel is separated from other nations, but is continually drawn to them. He goes after foreign women, as Israel goes after foreign gods. He suffers for his willfulness, as Israel does for its. And in his extremity he cries out to Yahweh, as Israel has repeatedly done.

In this bleak midwinter of the soul Samson was sensually driven, stubbornly defiant, and superficially devoted, much like the people of Israel.

Much like many of us, too.

Samson’s failure is relevant, for as we have seen, many of God’s servants who once responded to the call of God and committed themselves to a holy life and went forth with great expectations have fallen to sensuality. Right now, some who have been instruments of great power are still continuing in active ministry, though knee-deep in sensuality. Some have become so morally desensitized that they do not know that the Lord has departed from them. They are, by God’s own definition, successful failures.

Yet there’s something very encouraging about Samson: As we saw in Hebrews 11, God’s Hall of Fame of people of great faith, Samson is included! Why? Because God can take a person who was a total failure in different areas of his life and still use him. If God only used people who were perfect, nothing would ever get done. But instead He uses ordinary people—those who have weaknesses and have failed in life.
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