
043 Samson and the Timnite Affair (part 1): Judges 13.25-14.20 

Introduction 

The story of Samson is one of irony. He is unique among the deliverers of Judges. Samson’s potential is 

unequaled among the deliverers, chosen by God before the womb, gifted with extraordinary power, 

provide with exceptional opportunities for heroism, Samson does less with more than any other judge. 

One of the unique features of Chapters 14-16 in the Book of Judges is the writer’s fascination with the 

personal life and exploits of Samson.  “Though Samson is impressive as an individual, he turns out to be 

anything but a military hero. He never leads Israel out in battle; he never engages the Philistines in 

martial combat; he never experiences a military victory. All his accomplishments are personal; all his 

victories, private.” 

The remainder of the Samson narrative can easily be divided into two parts, the Timnite affairs (13.25-

15.20) and the Gazite affairs (16.1-31). Each section can stand independently of the other and both end 

“with a formulaic notice regarding Samson’s tenure as governor of Israel (15.20; 16.31). Each section is 

highlighted by a personal victory of Samson over the Philistines. The victories are such that with 

Samson’s death in Chapter 16, it can be concluded that the promise of 13.5 has been fulfilled, Samson 

began the process of delivering the Israelites from the hands of the Philistines.  This session we will look 

at Samson’s wedding in 13.25-14.20.  

This section opens in13.25 with “the Spirit of the Lord” beginning to stir within Samson, for the purpose, 

revealed in v4, that Yahweh was looking to confront the Philistines. This section ends with “the Spirit of 

the Lord” coming on Samson “in power,” leading to the death of thirty men of Ashkelon at the hands of 

Samson. Yet if it is Yahweh’s agenda that is being followed, our characters appear to be completely 

unaware of it.  Samson, in particular, “seems totally oblivious to what God is trying to accomplish 

through him.” 

Samson’s Request for a Bride: 13.25-14.4 

Verse 13:25 reinforces the theme of chapter 13 that Samson was divinely chosen by Yahweh to begin 

the deliverance of Israel from the hands of the Philistines. The writer tells us that while Samson was still 

living with his parents the Spirit of Yahweh began to stir within him. The implication being that if left to 

his own devices, Samson, like the Israelites, would have been content to live among the Philistines, 

following his own inclinations and not the purposes of God.  But Yahweh’s ways are not the ways of 

men, and Yahweh intends to preserve the children of Israel as His own.  “Therefore, through his Spirit, 

God intervenes in Samson’s life so that the agenda set for him in 13:5-7 may begin to be fulfilled.” This is 

made clear by the writer’s revelation in 14:4, that if Israel and Samson were interested in a peaceful co-

existence with the Philistines that was not part of God’s plan and God was going to shake things up. 

Verses 14.1-2 provide the circumstances leading to Samson’s marriage, and even though the writer has 

alerted us to the fact that the following events are Yahweh’s doing, he writes from the perspective that 

what takes places happens because of Samson’s initiatives.  



The city of Timnah was given to the Tribe of Dan in Joshua 19:43, but it was a city that the Danites never 

took, and it was at this time under the control of the Philistines.  Like much of the Promised Land that 

was outside the control of Israel, Timnah was located in the flat lands of the valley floor where the 

Philistine chariots operated with immunity from Israel because of their great killing efficiency, while 

Zorah was located in the rocky hills. This explains  why the Tribe of Dan, as well as other Israelite tribes, 

had what they had and why they failed to get what they did not have. Without having her own chariots 

or being able to develop a plan that would neutralize the effectiveness of the chariots, Israel was unable 

to defeat the Philistines in the lowlands.   

While in Timnah, Samson saw a woman of the daughters of the Philistines that caught his eye. Upon 

returning home, Samson tells his parents to get this woman for his wife. This was necessary since the 

marriage was to be negotiated by the parents, and particularly by the father or brother (Gen. 21:21; 

24:4; 34:8; Exod. 21:9). Samson began with a statement: “I have seen a Philistine woman in Timnah.”  It 

should be noted that he only saw her, and so his desire for her was based on sight alone, a fact 

reaffirmed in Judges 14:3. Then he made his request: “now get her for me as my wife.” This was 

forbidden by the Mosaic Law and obviously not part of God’s will for his life.  

The writer does not paint a flattering portrait of Samson.  Samson comes across a bit like a rather 

modern day, stereotypical teenager, moody, sullen, independent, having all the answers without 

knowing the questions, operating on sight or feelings rather than intellect, disrespectful of parents, 

traditions, religion and God.   

Verse 3a records the objections of Samson’s parents. Their objection, simply put, was “why not find a 

nice Jewish girl to marry?” My flip paraphrase aside, the pain of his parents should not be taken lightly. 

Their question to Samson seems to leave open the possibility that parents may have found a Canaanite 

woman acceptable as a suitable wife for their son.  The use of the term “uncircumcised” in reference to 

the Philistines, allows for the possibility that other Semitic peoples that practiced circumcision’, like the 

Canaanites, would have been all right. This doesn’t appear to be a covenantal issue for Samson’s 

parents.   They did not tell Samson that “Intermarriage with non-Israelites is forbidden by the Lord” (cf. 

Deut 7:1-5), they did not respond by saying “The Lord has called you to special Nazirite status within 

Israel. This is one huge step lower even than compromising that call,” and finally they did not say “The 

Lord’s agenda is for you to deliver us from the Philistine oppression, not to marry them (13:5).” 

Samson’s parents objection is not a covenantal issue but rather “simply a cultural and ethnic issue.” 

The writer records Samson’s response to his parents concerns: “Get her for me. She is the right one for 

me.” It is ironic that Hebrew reads “she is right in my eyes” and that because his actions were wrong, 

because his actions were based on his eyes, his eyes would eventually be put out.  It should also be 

noted that writer will make the observation that the Israelites usually did what was right in their own 

eyes and Samson was no different.  His disrespectful response and his callousness to the pain he is 

causing by his demands to take a Philistine for a wife and his seeming ignorance of the theological 

implications of his demand, let alone the implications for his mission, reflect a similar situation between 

the Israelites and Yahweh.   



Verse 4 is critical to understanding the entire Samson episode as it reveals the fact of divine providence 

intervening in history.  While Samson and his parents were unaware of Yahweh’s purposes, the writer 

makes sure that the reader has no doubt who is “pulling the strings.” Yahweh sought to break Israel’s 

comfort with being oppressed by the Philistines and if they wouldn’t stir things up on their own then 

Yahweh would in the person of Samson.  If Samson would not move on his own, God will use a situation 

to get him to move against the Philistines. The brilliant irony of the writer is that as he “describes 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.” 

The Riddle of The Lion and the Honey: 14:5-9 

In verse 5a we find Samson, accompanied by his mother and father, going to Timnah, by way of a path 

that would take them through the vineyards of Timnah. This was a curious route for a Nazerite and it 

may be meant to indicate how both Samson and Israel seemed to live on the “edge.” Some have 

suggested that Samson separated himself from taking the path of his parents for this reason and thus 

when he encountered a young lion and killed him, his act was committed without any witnesses. 

Whatever the reason may have been, it is clear that for this story to “hang together,” Samson had to kill 

the lion without anyone being witness of the fact and that lion’s appearance was at the behest of 

Yahweh.   

Verses 5b-6 record describes the attack of the young lion cub and Samson, empowered by the Spirit of 

the Lord, killing it with his bare hands.  This simple statement reveals three significant facts. The first is 

that the lion was a full-grown cub but not yet an adult. Secondly we are told that the Spirit of the Lord 

was responsible for Samson’s sudden strength that enabled him to kill the lion. Thirdly, Samson killed 

the lion without any weapons but his bare hands.  

This episode raises several questions? Did Samson recognize the source of his strength? Did he even 

question where it came from?  For us, it should be plain that the Spirit of the Lord, and not Samson’s 

hair, was the source of his strength. Thus the whole thing was truly an act of God. The verse concludes 

with a secret, Samson did not tell his father or his mother what he had done. Why not? This keeping of a 

secret regarding his prowess is somewhat out of character for Samson? All we can know for sure is that 

this again shows that the parents were not present when this event occurred; and this, in turn, sets the 

stage for a subsequent event. 

Verse 7 deals with Samson’s marriage “negotiations.”  Samson went down, completing the journey to 

Timnah, and then, talked with the woman. Previously he only saw her; now he talked to her and got to 

know her even better, and the result was that she pleased Samson, strengthening his earlier desire for 

her. Do you wonder what the woman may have thought of Samson? 

Verses 8 to 9 tells us of Samson’s return trip to Timnah to marry the Philistine woman and of the honey 

he found along the way. This would have occurred after the negotiations and betrothal period were 

completed, and enough time has elapsed for the carcass of the lion to have been totally dried up. When 

Samson went to take her in marriage, he went by the place where he killed the lion. The fact that he had 



to turn aside shows that the event took place away from the main road to Timnah. Literally, the text 

reads in Hebrew: he went to see that which had fallen, or the place where the lion had fallen. Samson 

then discovers a swarm of bees in the body of the lion.  By now, natural scavengers would have done 

their work, leaving a cavity in which the bees could hive. In the Arabian Desert, the heat of summer 

often dries up the moisture of dead bodies within twenty-four hours, turning the bodies into mummies, 

which do not give off a bad odor. Samson saw a swarm of bees in the body of the lion, and then he saw 

the honey. This led to him taking some of the honey, and in doing so he violated his Nazirite Vow against 

touching a dead body.  By going on and eating some of the honey, he was eating something that had 

become unclean, which was a further violation of his Nazirite Vow.   

There are at least three things to be gleaned from this scene. First, for the writer, this would be seen as 

a work of Yahweh, an instance of God “performing wonders for his own purpose.” Second, the image 

itself is suggestive of a greater irony.  Consider that it is in “a world of decay and decomposition” that 

Samson “discovers a ‘community’ of bees not only existing but producing sweetness to the world 

around” it. The deliberate choice of the word for community by the writer is to focus on the fact that 

this word is usually applied to Israel as a faith community, a people set apart by Yahweh “to be agents of 

grace and light in the decadent world.” And thirdly, and not surprisingly, we are given another insight 

into the character of Samson, and again he is found wanting.   

Coming to his parents at the edge of the vineyards, he “implicates his parents in the defilement” as he 

gives them some of the honey and they ate it. And here again is another secret; he did not tell where he 

got the honey, that he had taken it from the body of a dead lion. If his parents had known where the 

honey had come from they would have likely refused to eat it, since it was considered unclean if it came 

out of a dead body. But this secret, in turn, sets the stage for a subsequent event. 

The Wedding and the Riddle: 14:10-20 

Verse 10 describes the wedding feast, beginning with Samson’s father finalizing the details of the 

wedding, and then the feast.  The Hebrew word for feast carries the connotation also of drinking and in 

this context would have been a seven day drinking bash at home of the bride’s parents; and if Samson 

himself partook, it would be another violation of the Nazirite Vow. The text does not state that he 

actually partook of any alcoholic beverage. This “stag party” was a Philistine custom and involved select 

young men of the town.  

Verse 11 deals with the Companions or groomsmen. Often these men served as a bodyguard to avoid an 

easy attack on the bridal party. But in this context, it could also mean that the Philistines were afraid of 

him; and not taking any chances, they surrounded him with bodyguards. To all outward appearances, 

Samson broke ties with his people by intermarrying with a Philistine. 

The writer tells us of Samson’s riddle in v12-13a. The proposing of riddles at a wedding was common 

practice among the ancient Greeks, and this action reflects the Aegean origin of the Philistines. In 

rabbinic tradition, the only purpose was to start a fight with the Philistines so that the war could begin. 

Obviously, this was not a fair riddle since it would require knowledge only available to Samson. Samson 

offered a riddle, but he also made a bet.  He wagered two things. First, thirty linen garments. These 



were large rectangular pieces of fine linen, which were worn next to the body either by day or by night. 

Second, he wagered thirty changes of clothes. The outer clothes were probably festive garments such as 

those worn at a festival or for special occasions such as weddings, and the average person would own 

only one such garment. He concluded the wager by saying that if they couldn’t answer the riddle then 

they would owe him thirty linen garments and thirty changes of clothes. 

In verse 13b, the companions accept Samson’s bet and ask to hear the riddle. 

Verse 14a records the six word riddle, and Verse 14b records the companions’ failure to answer the 

riddle correctly. This was obviously not a fair riddle. Normally, a riddle should be such that it could be 

figured out by the use of normal rules of logic; but in this case, that was not possible. 

In verse 15, the difficulty of the riddle led to the threat to Samson’s new wife. The timing for this was 

that it came to pass on the seventh day. By the fourth day, knowing they could not solve the riddle, the 

men approached the bride and blackmailed her to get the answer for them. They threatened her with 

death and the death of her family if she does not get them the answer. The companions justify their 

actions by accusing the woman of trying to rob them of their wealth. The tragic irony of the threat is 

that even though the woman is able to extract the answer from Samson and gives it to the men, she and 

her family are burned to death by the companions because she was able to get the answer from Samson 

(15.6).  

In Verses 16-17 the writer shows us how Samson was manipulated by his wife into revealing the answer 

to his riddle to her. His wife successfully gets Samson to give her the answer to the riddle by accusing 

him of not loving her enough to share his secrets with her.  His wife asks the question we all want to ask: 

“Does he really love her?”  Samson response is revealing.  He asserts that he has not given the answer of 

the riddle even to those closest to him, his parents. This admission would indicate Samson has yet to cut 

the apron strings and that we have another example of his overlooking the commands of scripture (Ge 

2.24). Commentator Daniel Block suggests: “He (Samson) sees no need to be more intimate with her 

than he is with his parents.” 

In verse 17, the tension continues until resolved with the revelation. The cause was the continual 

pressure, the constant nagging, and finally worn down and frustrated, Samson, thinking that because 

this was the last day and it would soon be over what harm could there be in telling her, gives her the 

answer to the riddle. After Samson revealed the answer, his wife betrayed him to her people by giving 

them the answer to the riddle.  

The Philistines, with a touch of dramatic flair, wait until almost sundown on the seventh day to answer 

the riddle posed to them by Samson. The Philistines give Samson his answer in riddle form in verse 18a. 

In verse 18b, Samson realizing that he has been betrayed and that he has lost his bet, responds with 

another “two line” answer. He knew that the source of their knowledge had to be his wife.  He is, in 

essence, accusing them of cheating.  The fact that his riddle was itself unfair is conveniently overlooked.  

In verse 19a we discover the means by which Samson comes to pay off his debt. Perhaps surprisingly, 

the impetus for the source of the payment of the debt comes from Yahweh. “Then the Spirit of the Lord 



came upon him in power.”  This resulted in Samson going Ashkelon, a Philistine city, and killing thirty 

men and taking their garments brought them back and gave them to the companions who had 

answered his riddle. Since Ashkelon was twenty-three miles away from Timnah it was unlikely that any 

connection would be made between thirty dead Philistines and the wedding and the riddle over in 

Timnah. 

We see that after paying his debt, Samson returns home and in verse 20 Samson’s wife is given to 

another man who had been in Samson’s wedding party.  It is apparent that although Samson went home 

angry without his wife, he did not intend to dissolve the marriage, as the very next chapter shows. The 

bride’s father’s actions, in giving her to another, make any reconciliation impossible. Samson’s war 

against the Philistines begins in earnest.  

Conclusion 

This chapter allows the writer to show himself at his best. Using a wide-range of literary tools, 

wordplays, euphemisms, irony for instance, the writer easily captures our interest.  Load with cultural 

customs; we are left wondering just whose cultural customs they are: “Are they Philistine or Israelite?”  

Daniel Block shares the idea if this marriage is a Philistine convention then it may have common ground 

with a modern Arabic marriage.  The modern Arabic marriage according to Block; “Has the groom 

arranging the marriage directly with the family of the bride without involving the family of the groom or 

the bride herself. These were considered true marriages but without permanent cohabitation. The wife 

continued to live at home, and the husband would visit her at more or less regular intervals, bringing 

gifts. If this were the case, 15:1 takes on new meaning. Samson thinks he can return to his wife at any 

time.” One must tread lightly when trying to understand ancient customs in light of modern ones and 

this is not different, but it is an interesting thought.  

The writer continues to craft an unflattering picture of Samson, Aside from the fact that he pays his 

debts, we are left with an ugly portrait of a man who is “disrespectful of his parents, callous toward his 

Nazirite calling, without any loyalty to his own people, compromising in his ethic, rude to his wife, 

flippant with his tongue, and driven by lust, eroticism, and appetite.” Yahweh’s Spirit must indeed 

overpower this man if any good is going to come from him.   

The writer is not only providing us with a portrait of Samson but in him we are to see Israel. Samson has 

been set apart, called, and gifted for divine service and yet he socializes with the enemy, and seeks to 

live among them. Even though Samson thinks he is acting as he wants, it is God who is in control, and 

the events of this story unfold as He wants them to. If Israel will not rouse itself against the Philistines, 

then Yahweh will.  At the end of the day, we see the following: “(1) the work against the Philistines has 

begun, (2) Samson is back in his father’s house, and (3) the adventure in mixed marriage has collapsed. 

The woman has betrayed her husband, the husband is calling his wife disparaging names, and the 

father-in-law has given his daughter to another man. What was planned as an interracial marriage turns 

into war!” As we will see next week, now the fighting begins! 

 



 

 

 


