
 
A Transforming Bible Study by Kathryn Rauhauser 

 
Scripture: Judges 16 

Background Brief 
 

The story of Samson is somewhat more complex than the story we usually think of from 
our childhood Sunday School classes. Most of us remember Samson as the super-strong guy 
that lost his strength when his hair got chopped off by a woman named Delilah. That’s usually 
about all we remember, and somewhere along the way many of us made the assumption (or 
perhaps were even told) that Samson’s strength came from his hair. It’s an easy mistake to 
make, and I spent much of my life thinking that was pretty much all there was to the story. To 
help us gain a better understanding of the context today, we’re going to need some Bible 
history. 
 
Judges 

The period of the judges takes place between the time of Joshua and the anointing of 
Saul as king over Israel. During this time, the people of Israel had a decentralized form of 
government led by judges. The judges of the Bible weren’t serving in a merely judicial role as 
we might think of today. They would serve judicially to some extent, but they were usually 
military leaders appointed for a specific time to deliver Israel from the hands of their enemies. 
The period of the Judges is marked by a cycle of sin and salvation. We can easily recognize the 
cycle by using the acrostic SWORD: 

● Sin of the people 
● Wrath of God 
● Oppression by an enemy 
● Repentance of the people (to an extent… they cry out to God to be saved) 



● Deliverance by an appointed judge 
Before Samson’s birth, Judges 13 describes the people turning away from God, God 

giving the Israelites over their enemies, and subsequent oppression by the Philistines for 40 
years. During that time of oppression, an angel comes to a barren couple and tells them that 
they will have a son, that he will be a Nazarite from birth, and that he will begin to deliver the 
Israelites from the Philistines.  

 
Nazarite Vows 
A nazarite vow consists of three provisions: 

1. Abstaining from alcohol and anything associated with the vine (even grapes) 
2. Not cutting your hair 
3. Not coming in contact with the dead 

 
Nazarite vows can vary in the length of time they are to be made for. Commonly they are 

made for a month, but sometimes they are made for life. If they are made for a short period of 
time instead of for life, there is a ritual of offerings and sacrifices to be made before the vow is 
considered fulfilled. After the vow is “fulfilled” a person can go back to living their life free of the 
restrictions listed above. A nazarite vow is usually made voluntarily and is in no way required to 
live a holy life.  

In the case of Samson, the vow was made for him at the direction of God before he was 
even born. Scripture doesn’t tell us why, but his vow would have been seen as something that 
consecrated him (set him apart) for God’s purpose. Unfortunately Samson wasn’t faithful to his 
vow, and he broke all three tenets throughout his life. He came in contact with the dead lion 
(when he took the honey and ate it). The word used for his wedding feast denotes a feast that 
prominently featured alcohol. When he goes to live with Delilah, he is living with her in the 
Valley of Sorek, which is also known as the Valley of the Vine. As we all know, Delilah has his 
head shaved, thus causing him to thoroughly and completely break his vow. 
 
Samson’s Story 

In college, my Old Testament professor described Samson as physically strong but 
morally weak. That contrast has always stuck with me as incredibly accurate, but I think we can 
draw even deeper understanding from the description. Samson’s strength was not his own, 
though he played it off as such. Samson’s strength came directly from God, and God’s power 
was always meant to work through Samson in order to free the Israelites from the oppression of 
the Philistines. We often misunderstand Samson’s strength to come from his hair (because the 
cutting of his hair is when he loses the strength), but that is not the case. Most scholars agree 
that Samson loses his strength when his hair is cut because it is the final tenet of the Nazarite 
vow being broken (having previously broken the other two). In breaking the vow fully and 
completely, Samson puts himself at odds with the LORD, and God’s power leaves him to suffer 
the consequences. Samson is brought incredibly low, being blinded, imprisoned, and forced to 
entertain the Philistines through humiliation. It is when comes to that lowest point of humility that 
he calls out to God for help, and God’s power returns to him just long enough to (literally) bring 
down the house, killing both himself and the Philistines. 
 



Notice to Parents: Samson’s tale is a lot more gruesome than most children’s Sunday School 
lessons portray. If you are working through the discipleship curriculum with your elementary age 
or younger children, I highly recommend reading through Samson’s story in full (Judges 13-16) 
on your own first to prepare for this time. There are many parts that younger children may need 
explained to them, or that maybe as a parent you choose not to focus on at this point in life so 
that they can understand and grow at their own pace. I’ve held nothing back in this Bible Study 
guide, but please feel free to adapt as necessary for your own family and context.  
 
Materials Needed 
Bibles 
Paper 
Writing/Drawing Utensils 
 

Transforming Bible Study Guide 
 
Invitation to Prayer: Invite your group to a time of silent reflection, and then have someone in 
your group lead in prayer. 
 
Scripture: Have someone in your group read aloud Judges 16.  
 
Critical Questions 
 

1. Think back to previous sermons, Sunday school lessons, and Bible studies. What do you 
remember about Samson’s story? 

a. What parts are a little fuzzy? 
2. How would you describe the relationship between Samson and Delilah? 
3. How was Samson humiliated? 

a. What did he do in response to the humiliation? 
4. Why do you think it was important for Samson to keep a Nazarite vow? (for info on 

Nazarite vows, please see background brief above) 
5. Where did Samson’s strength really come from? 

 
 
Amplification Questions 
 

1. In what ways do you relate to Samson? 
a. Do you relate to any other people in the story? 

2. What does this passage teach you about the people God uses to do his will? 
a. How does that make you feel? 

3. Samson’s physical strength and moral weakness stand in sharp contrast to each other. 
What can we learn from this contrast? 

a. How do we apply what we’ve learned in our own lives? 
 
 



Application Exercise 
 

We try to rely on our own strength a lot. Most of us have not made a Nazarite vow before 
God, but we often make promises to trust in God and do his will and then we struggle to keep 
them. Samson tried to rely on his own strength (not realizing it was from God) and character to 
fight the Philistines, and he failed miserably. In what ways have you been trying to live in your 
own strength lately? Today’s application exercise is a call to practice humility. One way we can 
do this is through confessing our failure to trust God to other faithful believers. Another way we 
can do this is by the power of prayer. Today I invite you to write or draw the ways in which you 
try to rely on your own power. As you write/draw them out, talk to God about this struggle, and 
invite him to help you see the way to rely more fully on him. I do NOT encourage you to make a 
long list of promises that you won’t be able to keep, instead I invite you to follow humbly and 
faithfully wherever God leads you in this exercise. 
 
Close in Prayer 
 


