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Judges 15: Biblical Reading and Reflections

Disclaimer: this is an automatically generated machine transcription - there may be small errors or
mistranscriptions. Please refer to the original audio if you are in any doubt.

Date: 04 July 2020

Preacher: Alastair Roberts

[0:00] Judges chapter 15. After some days at the time of wheat harvest, Samson went to visit his
wife with a young goat, and he said, I will go in to my wife in the chamber, but her father
would not allow him to go in. And her father said, I really thought that you utterly hated
her, so I gave her to your companion. Is not her younger sister more beautiful than she?
Please take her instead.

And Samson said to them, This time I shall be innocent in regard to the Philistines, when I
do them harm. So Samson went and caught three hundred foxes and took torches, and
he turned them tail to tail and put a torch between each pair of tails. And when he had set
fire to the torches, he let the foxes go into the standing grain of the Philistines, and set fire
to the stacked grain and the standing grain, as well as the olive orchards. Then the
Philistines said, Who has done this? And they said, Samson, the son-in-law of the
Timnite, because he has taken his wife and given her to his companion. And the
Philistines came up and burned her and her father with fire. And Samson said to them, If
this is what you do, I swear I will be avenged on you, and after that I will quit. And he
struck them hip and thigh with a great blow, and he went down and stayed in the cleft of
the rock of Etam. Then the Philistines came up and encamped in Judah, and made a raid
on Lehi. And the men of Judah said, Why have you come up against us? They said, We
have come up to bind Samson, to do to him as he did to us. Then three thousand men of
Judah went down to the cleft of the rock of Etam, and said to

Samson, Do you not know that the Philistines are rulers over us? What then is this that
you have done to us? And he said to them, As they did to me, so have I done to them.
And they said to him, We have come down to bind you, that we may give you into the
hand of the Philistines. And Samson said to them, Swear to me that you will not attack me
yourselves. They said to him, No, we will only bind you and give you into their hands. We
will surely not kill you. So they bound him with two new ropes and brought him up from the
rock. When he came to Lehi, the Philistines came shouting to meet him. Then the Spirit of
the Lord rushed upon him, and the ropes that were on his arms became as flax that has
caught fire, and his bonds melted off his hands. And he found a fresh jawbone of a
donkey, and put out his hand and took it. And with it he struck a thousand men. And
Samson said, With the jawbone of a donkey, heaps upon heaps, with the jawbone of a
donkey, have I struck down a thousand men.
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As soon as he had finished speaking, he threw away the jawbone out of his hand, and that
place was called Ramath-Lehi. And he was very thirsty, and he called upon the Lord and
said, You have granted this great salvation by the hand of your servant, and shall I now
die of thirst and fall into the hands of the uncircumcised? And God split open the hollow
place that is at Lehi, and water came out from it. And when he drank, his spirit returned,
and he revived. Therefore the name of it was called En-Hakari, it is at Lehi to this day. And
he judged Israel in the days of the Philistines, twenty years. By the beginning of Judges
chapter 15, Samson's marriage has failed, but he doesn't yet realise what has happened.
He is seemingly unaware of the fact that his wife has been given to his best man. So he
goes down to try and visit his wife with a young goat, to reconnect with her. This might
remind us of Judah's failed attempt to send the goat to Tamar, or the woman he thought
was the prostitute, in Genesis chapter 38. When Samson realises that his wife has been
given to another man, he is furious with the Philistines. He has been denied his bride, and
he is going to be avenged. However, as John Barrett observes, Samson does not run
amok.

Samson brings violence and chaos, but he does so in a very determined and calculated
manner. They have denied him his wife, denied him his seed, his wife was earlier
threatened by fire, and thirty men of the Philistines were responsible for this. Catching
three hundred foxes, or jackals, or whatever they were, is no mean feat. It would take a
considerable amount of time and effort. If Samson were merely furious on wanting to
strike out at the Philistines, this would not be the way that he would choose. This is a very
calculated and considered action, one that requires a great deal of premeditation and
planning and organisation. If he just wanted to commit arson, for instance, there would be
far easier ways to do it. That he chooses this bizarre way to do so suggests that there is
some importance or meaning or symbolic purpose to it.

[4:44] What might that purpose be? We can try and work it out. There are three hundred foxes
with torches. Earlier we've had the story of Gideon, with three hundred people associated
with dogs with torches.

Maybe there's some connection there. But there is another connection nearer to hand. It
was thirty Philistine men who got the information about Samson's riddle from his wife.
They were the men who started this whole thing. The result of their action was that he was
prevented from marrying, and having seed, he was prevented from having his harvest.
How did they obtain the information? They obtained the information, according to
Samson, by ploughing with his heifer. They extracted the information from his wife. In
Exodus chapter 22 verse 1, the punishment for stealing oxen is five oxen for an ox, or five
heifers for a heifer. While there are three hundred foxes, the foxes are divided into pairs.
So there are one hundred and fifty pairs of foxes. They are ploughing the fields with fire.
One hundred and fifty pairs of foxes is five times thirty foxes. By this point it should be
apparent that there is a logic to Samson's action, that there is some sort of eye-for-eye
judgment here. The amount of thought and deliberation and planning that Samson must
have put into this action might suggest that many popular portrayals of his character are
mistaken. Far from just being a hothead who loses his temper, Samson is someone who
can engage in a great deal of forethought and planning. And there is, at the very least,
some sense of justice behind Samson's action. There is a measure to it. There is an
attempt, on Samson's part, at the very least, to give some sort of proportionate judgment
or vengeance. Some sort of fitting or appropriate response to the wrong that has been
committed against him. When the Philistines discover what has happened and who was
responsible for it, they burn the Timnite woman and her father with fire. Samson once
again claims that he will be avenged upon them, and he attacks and kills a great many.
Then he hides in the cleft of the rock at Etam. All of this has stirred up the Philistines, and
this is not something that's popular among the Israelites. The Israelites do not want the
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Philistines to be stirred up. They want to be at peace with them, to live under their yoke
without being oppressed too much. And when the Philistines go up to attack Judah, the
Judahites end up sending 3,000 men to capture Samson in order to deliver him into the
hands of the Philistines. Samson is a troublemaker, and the Judahites do not want a
troublemaker around. He's just going to make things difficult for them and cause the
Philistines to attack them when really they just want to live at peace.

Samson, however, escapes from the bonds that the Judahites had placed upon him. In
verse 14 we read, When he came to Lehi, the Philistines came shouting to meet him.
Then the Spirit of the Lord rushed upon him, and the ropes that were on his arms became
as flax that has caught fire, and his bonds melted off his hands. This parallels with his
encounter with the lion in the previous chapter in verses 5 to 6.

Samson fortuitously finds a jawbone of an ass, a fresh jawbone, and uses it to attack the
Philistines.

[8:10] With it he strikes 1,000 men. This might remind us of Deuteronomy chapter 32 verse 30.
How could one chase a thousand, and two put ten thousand to flight, unless their rock had
sold them, and the Lord had given them up? After this great victory, Samson sings a sort
of victory song, one that plays upon the word for donkey, which is the same word for heap.
At the place called Lehi, or jawbone, Samson fights with a jawbone, and with the jawbone
of an ass, he creates heaps of defeated enemies, ass being the same word as that used
for heaps. While at the beginning of this episode the Philistines are comparable to a lion,
by the end of it they're more comparable to a pile of dead donkeys.

Samson has successfully made asses out of them. This whole series of events started off
with Samson going down to Timnah and seeing the daughter of the Philistines. One thing
has led to another, and it has escalated to the point that he has killed well over 1,000
Philistines.

Fittingly, a story beginning with riddles and taunts ends with a victory taunt over the
Philistines. Samson then names the place after the jawbone, and now he's thirsty and
calls out for the Lord to deliver him. The Lord responds to Samson's prayer and brings
water out from the rock.

This is something that has happened before, in Exodus chapter 17 and Numbers chapter
20. The story of Samson might remind us of Israel's story once again. A question to
consider. In Hebrews chapter 11 verse 32 we're told that Samson was a man of faith.

There is much debate among commentators concerning the character of Samson. Some
see him as a man just driven by anger and lust, and others try and paint a very flattering
portrait of him, trying to give some more spiritual rationale for most of his actions.

[10:04] How ought we best to do justice to the complexities of such a character?


