
The Extraordinary in the Ordinary 

A TRAGIC ENDING? 

 

Last Christmas I did something I hadn’t done in 32 years: I went to London to 

meet with people, all but one of whom, I hadn’t seen in 32 years.  Last year I 

went to London to a reunion of PE students of St. Luke’s Exeter University, 

whom I trained with. We had originally planned to meet in the summer, but for 

various reasons had to abandon the idea as most of the group weren’t able to 

make the date.  But, last Christmas we met in a pub in London.   

So I set off from Crawley looking forward to meeting guys I hadn’t seen for 32 

years!  I guess I was a little apprehensive as to how the conversations might go 

– now I’m a Minister!  I was hoping they might say something like: “Oh Well, 

that’s what we’d have expected from you Ian – you always were a bit religious 

weren’t you?” 

It was only when I was nearly at the pub that it dawned on me I might not 

recognized any of them – apart from my friend Tappy who I’d seen a few times 

over the years. So I devised a plan!  I would arrive slightly late so that when I 

walked into the pub they would see me and recognize me!  I was expecting to 

walk into this pub in London – just up the road from London Bridge Station -

and hear: “Ian, over here!” 

So you can imagine my shock when I walked into the pub to be met with a wall 

of about 500 people crowded into the space!  It was a few days before 

Christmas and everyone was out for a drink!  Not to be defeated I pushed my 

way through the crowd, still waiting for someone to recognize me. But on-one 

did!  Eventually I approached a guy who, like me, appeared to be waiting to 

meet people.  “Hi,” I said “Don’t suppose you’re waiting to meet St. Luke’s guys 

are you?” 

“Yes, I am” he said. “Who are you?” 

“I’m Ian Phillips. Who are you?” 

“I’m Rob Hall”…. And then I recognized him! 



Eventually the others arrived – most of whom I did recognise and we had a 

great evening catching up – 32 years is a long time! 

When I got home I went into the loft and found the photograph of us all, taken 

at the end of the course.  May 1986.  How young we all looked!  How keen we 

all looked!  We had just finished four years of training and we were about to be 

hurled into the world of work!  Most, but not all, would be teachers. Most still 

are!  But looking at this picture gave me pause for thought. 

Not everyone in the picture was at the reunion – only about half the guys were 

there.  Some couldn’t make it, others couldn’t be contacted, but the whole 

reason for the reunion was because earlier last year, one out of our group had 

died.  Life had gone tragically wrong for him. He’d become an alcoholic, and he 

died as a result.  The photograph was a picture full of hope and expectation.  

The reunion told a different story. 

Simon, who had died, was, in my opinion, probably the best all round 

sportsman in our group – very gifted and an exceptional footballer.  But, I ‘m 

guessing life didn’t turn out the way he planned.  The beginning of our story as 

a group was one of hope and anticipation. For one at least, the ending was 

tragic.   

We are told at the beginning of the story of Samson: this is a story of hope and 

anticipation.  His birth is foretold by an angel to a barren young woman. He will 

be set apart from birth to be a Nazirite.  He will lead the deliverance of his 

people from the hands of the Philistines.  Right at the beginning we are told 

the Lord blessed him and the Spirit of the Lord stirred him.  This is a story of 

hope and anticipation.   

Here’s how it ends: 

Sometime later, he fell in love with a woman in the Valley of Sorek 

whose name was Delilah. 
5 

The rulers of the Philistines went to her and 

said, “See if you can lure him into showing you the secret of his great 

strength and how we can overpower him so we may tie him up and 

subdue him. Each one of us will give you eleven hundred shekels of 

silver.” 



6 
So Delilah said to Samson, “Tell me the secret of your great strength 

and how you can be tied up and subdued.” 

7 
Samson answered her, “If anyone ties me with seven fresh bowstrings 

that have not been dried, I’ll become as weak as any other man.” 

8 
Then the rulers of the Philistines brought her seven fresh bowstrings 

that had not been dried, and she tied him with them. 
9 

With men hidden 

in the room, she called to him, “Samson, the Philistines are upon you!” 

But he snapped the bowstrings as easily as a piece of string snaps when 

it comes close to a flame. So the secret of his strength was not 

discovered. 

10 
Then Delilah said to Samson, “You have made a fool of me; you lied to 

me. Come now, tell me how you can be tied.” 

11 
He said, “If anyone ties me securely with new ropes that have never 

been used, I’ll become as weak as any other man.” 

12 
So Delilah took new ropes and tied him with them. Then, with men 

hidden in the room, she called to him, “Samson, the Philistines are upon 

you!” But he snapped the ropes off his arms as if they were threads. 

13 
Delilah then said to Samson, “All this time you have been making a 

fool of me and lying to me. Tell me how you can be tied.” 

He replied, “If you weave the seven braids of my head into the fabric on 

the loom and tighten it with the pin, I’ll become as weak as any other 

man.” So while he was sleeping, Delilah took the seven braids of his 

head, wove them into the fabric 
14 

and tightened it with the pin. 

Again she called to him, “Samson, the Philistines are upon you!” He 

awoke from his sleep and pulled up the pin and the loom, with the 

fabric. 

15 
Then she said to him, “How can you say, ‘I love you,’ when you won’t 

confide in me? This is the third time you have made a fool of me and 

haven’t told me the secret of your great strength.” 
16 

With such nagging 

she prodded him day after day until he was sick to death of it. 

17 
So he told her everything. “No razor has ever been used on my head,” 

he said, “because I have been a Nasserite dedicated to God from my 



mother’s womb. If my head were shaved, my strength would leave me, 

and I would become as weak as any other man.” 

18 
When Delilah saw that he had told her everything, she sent word to 

the rulers of the Philistines, “Come back once more; he has told me 

everything.” So the rulers of the Philistines returned with the silver in 

their hands. 
19 

After putting him to sleep on her lap, she called for 

someone to shave off the seven braids of his hair, and so began to 

subdue him. And his strength left him. 

20 
Then 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. 

21 
Then the Philistines seized him, gouged out his eyes and took him 

down to Gaza. Binding him with bronze shackles, they set him to 

grinding grain in the prison. 
22 

But the hair on his head began to grow 

again after it had been shaved. 

The Death of Samson 

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.” 

24 
When the people saw him, they praised their god, saying, 

“Our god has delivered our enemy 

    into our hands, 

the one who laid waste our land 

    and multiplied our slain.” 

25 
While they were in high spirits, they shouted, “Bring out Samson to 

entertain us.” So they called Samson out of the prison, and he 

performed for them. 

When they stood him among the pillars, 
26 

Samson said to the servant 

who held his hand, “Put me where I can feel the pillars that support the 

temple, so that I may lean against them.” 
27 

Now the temple was 

crowded with men and women; all the rulers of the Philistines were 

there, and on the roof were about three thousand men and women 



watching Samson perform. 
28 

Then Samson prayed to the LORD, 

“Sovereign LORD, remember me. Please, God, strengthen me just once 

more, and let me with one blow get revenge on the Philistines for my 

two eyes.” 
29 

Then Samson reached toward the two central pillars on 

which the temple stood. Bracing himself against them, his right hand on 

the one and his left hand on the other, 
30 

Samson said, “Let me die with 

the Philistines!” Then 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. 

31 
Then his brothers and his father’s whole family went down to get him. 

They brought him back and buried him between Zorah and Eshtaol in 

the tomb of Manoah his father. He had led Israel twenty years.  

(Judges 16 v 4-31) 

We don’t know for sure who Delilah was. Some suggest she was the younger 

sister of his wife, whom he had been offered after his wife had been given 

away.  Most think she was a Philistine, but a few think that she may have been 

a treacherous Hebrew!  What we do know is that, according to the text, 

Samson loved her. And that is not said about any of his other women. 

Delilah, most often, is blamed for Samson’s demise and, that is, in truth, 

probably unfair.  The truth is that Samson was, in fact, his own worst enemy 

and had been on the path to his own end for a long time.  It’s true that Delilah 

wore him down, but Samson had set his own path, and been living it for 

decades.  Someone once said: “It’s not how you start the Christian life that 

matters; it’s how you end it!” 

If that’s true, how are you doing? 

Samson had, in truth, been headed this way for a long time.  How about you?  

Which way are you headed?   

Samson confesses to Delilah the truth about himself: “I have been a Nasserite 

dedicated to God from my mother’s womb.” (V 17)  Samson knew the truth 

about himself. He knew the theory, at least, but believing in an idea doesn’t 

make the idea a reality. 

So, how about you friends? 



Samson both believed the truth and didn’t believe it.  Samson was called to be 

set apart, but mostly seemed to live in a way that ignored or even rubbished 

his call. 

How are you living? 

I’m wondering if we can live like Samson too: we both believe and don’t 

believe.  We believe that what we believe is, in itself enough, but we never 

actually live what we believe, and we never reach our full redemptive 

potential.  God says that is absolutely tragic!   

Could it be said that Samson’s death was tragic? 

Certainly events leading up to his death are tragic. Delilah, it seems, lures him 

with a series of sex games. Nothing new there then!  Ultimately she betrays 

Samson for money. Nothing new there either!  Samson is betrayed by the 

woman he loves, tragic!   

The Philistines play with him once they know the reason for his strength, or so 

they think!   Samson has his eyes gouged out - tragic since it seems he lived by 

following his eyes!  The Philistines are having a party and it appears that 

Samson will be the ultimate celebration:  ‘Victory over the Israelite who has 

caused them so much trouble!’   

Some Scholars suggest Samson would have been offered as a sacrifice to the 

Philistine god Dagon – which would have been the ultimate shame.  It would 

have shown their god as more powerful than the Israelite God.   

Surely, now Samson has realised his fate – maybe now he turns his heart 

towards God. Samson prays, only this time he specifically prays to the one true 

God: Yahweh – his God.   

This time he prays to the one who set him apart before his birth, the one who 

has loved him and hoped and waited; the one who has given him his great 

strength; the one who has longed for him to reach his full redemptive 

potential; the one who is patient and who is waiting, for Samson, for his heart 

to turn.  

Perhaps Samson is still angry. Perhaps he is partly, maybe mostly, seeking 

revenge.  After all he has been betrayed by a woman he loved, tortured, had 

his eyes gouged out, treated as a slave and is about to be executed.  Some see 

Samson’s prayer as, again, utterly selfish – it’s all about Samson.  Others want 



to recognise that this time, at least, Samson is ready to put others before 

himself, and sacrifice himself. 

What we know is that God answered his prayer: Samson was given great 

strength one more time.  He found his way to the centre of the temple, put his 

hands on the pillars and pushed with all his strength.  The temple collapses and 

many, many die with him.  The ruling elite of the Philistines died with Samson 

that day.  This tragic act severely weakened the political and military strength 

of the Philistines, and would certainly have slowed, if not halted their 

ascendency in the region.  This act of Samson effectively paved the way for 

those Israelites who were to follow:  Saul, David!   

Interestingly only three stories in the bible talk about the spirit of God coming 

in the way described in the story of Samson:  the stories of Samson, Saul and 

David! Samson is in good company.  And in case you haven’t noticed, Samson 

makes it into the list of the heroes of faith in Hebrews chapter 11.  

In his last act Samson shows that the God of Israel is the one true God who is, 

it turns out, far more powerful than the God of the Philistines.  Dagon’s 

mythical power is simply no match for Yahweh’s universal power. 

So, what of Samson’s death?  Perhaps, at the individual level, Samson’s life and 

his death were indeed tragic. But there is a much bigger and much better story 

at work here in his story too and, shockingly, but wonderfully, Samson is found 

in that much bigger and much better story. 

What perhaps we can see that Samson never did, was that God was at work in 

the mess.  What perhaps we can see that Samson never did, was that God is 

quite capable of taking and using our mistakes and using them in his story.  

What perhaps we can see that Samson never did, was that God is quite 

capable of using our foolish choices, however destructive they might appear, 

and bringing about the bigger story of the kingdom of the heavens 

What we can see that Samson never did, was that he is included in the list of 

the heroes of faith – a testament to us that God is at work. And what we can 

see that Samson never did, is that his story points us to another story. 

Another story of a baby whose birth was foretold by an angel, and who was set 

apart before his birth, a baby who would also sacrifice his life so that others 

may be saved by his self-sacrificing death with arms outstretched.  And what 

we know that Samson never did, is that  we are not called to follow his life, but 

we are called to the one whose story points us to the one whose death didn’t 



just win a victory of the Philistines, but the one whose death won a  victory 

over Satan and the power of evil: the death that defeated death once and for 

all. 

Much of the story of Samson remains a mystery to us – there is much we don’t 

understand.  There is much we don’t understand about why and exactly how 

God was at work in his story.  It is, in truth, an extraordinary story in so many 

ways.  Perhaps though, what is more extraordinary is that God is still in the 

business of working his extraordinary story in and through the lives of ordinary 

people – people just like you and me. 

So, the God of the extraordinary is at work in the ordinary. And just as we so 

often, if we are honest, find ourselves in the story of Samson, we too find 

ourselves in the far bigger, far better and far more extraordinary story of the 

magnificent grace of the one true God. 

So…did Samson’s life come to a tragic end?  I’ll leave you to figure that out. 

And, I’ll leave you to figure out how you will walk toward the end of your life. 

 

Preached in Crawley Baptist Church, on Sunday 18
th

 November 2018, by Rev. Ian Phillips. 


