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Ahab and Syria  
First Kings 20  

Don Ruhl • Savage Street, Grants Pass, Oregon • December 4, In the year of our Lord, 2016  

I. First Kings 20.1–6 | The Syrian King Asked Too Much  
 
1 Now Ben-hadad the king of Syria gathered all his forces together; thirty-two 
kings were with him, with horses and chariots. And he went up and besieged 
Samaria, and made war against it. 2 Then he sent messengers into the city to 
Ahab king of Israel, and said to him, “Thus says Ben-hadad: 3 Your silver and 
your gold are mine; your loveliest wives and children are mine.” 4 And the 
king of Israel answered and said, “My lord, O king, just as you say, I and all 
that I have are yours.” 5 Then the messengers came back and said, “Thus 
speaks Ben-hadad, saying, Indeed I have sent to you, saying, You shall deliver 
to me your silver and your gold, your wives and your children; 6 but I will 
send my servants to you tomorrow about this time, and they shall search your 
house and the houses of your servants. And it shall be, that whatever is pleas-
ant in your eyes, they will put it in their hands and take it.”  

A. Initially Ben-Hadad wins the war.  

1. What then does he believe he is entitled to?  

2. The victor in war takes the spoils of war.  

B. How did Ahab react at the first?  

C. What then did Ben-Hadad do?  

1. Why do you think he was not happy with what Ahab already would do?  

2. Was Ben-Hadad over confident?  

II. First Kings 20.7–12 | Those Are Fighting Words  
 
7 So the king of Israel called all the elders of the land, and said, “Notice, 
please, and see how this man seeks trouble, for he sent to me for my wives, my 
children, my silver, and my gold; and I did not deny him.” 8 And all the elders 
and all the people said to him, “Do not listen or consent.” 9 Therefore he said 
to the messengers of Ben-hadad, “Tell my lord the king, All that you sent for to 
your servant the first time I will do, but this thing I cannot do.” And the mes-
sengers departed and brought back word to him. 10 Then Ben-hadad sent to 
him and said, “The gods do so to me, and more also, if enough dust is left of 
Samaria for a handful for each of the people who follow me.” 11 So the king 
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of Israel answered and said, “Tell him, Let not the one who puts on his armor 
boast like the one who takes it off.” 12 And it happened when Ben-hadad 
heard this message, as he and the kings were drinking at the command post, 
that he said to his servants, “Get ready.” And they got ready to attack the city.  

A. What did Ahab’s advisers think of Ben-Hadad’s order?  

B. What did Ben-Hadad promise to do?  

C. What did Ahab mean by saying, “Tell him, Let not the one who puts on his 
armor boast like the one who takes it off”?  

III. First Kings 20.13–16a | The Lord Helps Ahab  
 
13 Suddenly a prophet approached Ahab king of Israel, saying, “Thus says the 
LORD: Have you seen all this great multitude? Behold, I will deliver it into 
your hand today, and you shall know that I am the LORD.” 14 So Ahab said, 
“By whom?” And he said, “Thus says the LORD: By the young leaders of the 
provinces.’” Then he said, “Who will set the battle in order?” And he an-
swered, “You.” 15 Then he mustered the young leaders of the provinces, and 
there were two hundred and thirty-two; and after them he mustered all the 
people, all the children of Israel—seven thousand. 16a So they went out at 
noon.  

A. Why would the Lord help Ahab?  

B. How large was Israel’s army?  

IV. First Kings 20.16b–22 | Israel and Syria Go to War  
 
16b Meanwhile Ben-hadad and the thirty-two kings helping him were getting 
drunk at the command post. 17 The young leaders of the provinces went out 
first. And Ben-hadad sent out a patrol, and they told him, saying, “Men are 
coming out of Samaria!” 18 So he said, “If they have come out for peace, take 
them alive; and if they have come out for war, take them alive.” 19 Then these 
young leaders of the provinces went out of the city with the army which fol-
lowed them. 20 And each one killed his man; so the Syrians fled, and Israel 
pursued them; and Ben-hadad the king of Syria escaped on a horse with the 
cavalry. 21 Then the king of Israel went out and attacked the horses and chari-
ots, and killed the Syrians with a great slaughter. 22 And the prophet came to 
the king of Israel and said to him, “Go, strengthen yourself; take note, and see 
what you should do, for in the spring of the year the king of Syria will come up 
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against you.”  

A. Why were they getting drunk just before battle?  

B. Is this another sign of their over-confidence?  

C. Ben-Hadad thought he had an easy battle before him.  

1. What happened?  

2. Ben-Hadad had already won a battle, but this time the Lord intervened.  

D. Israel won, but the battle would stop for the weather.  

1. However, was Syria done fighting?  

2. Knowing that they would return, Ahab could prepare more.  

V. First Kings 20.23–27 | The Syrians Do Not Know the God of Israel  
 
23 Then the servants of the king of Syria said to him, “Their gods are gods of 
the hills. Therefore they were stronger than we; but if we fight against them in 
the plain, surely we will be stronger than they. 24 So do this thing: Dismiss the 
kings, each from his position, and put captains in their places; 25 and you shall 
muster an army like the army that you have lost, horse for horse and chariot 
for chariot. Then we will fight against them in the plain; surely we will be 
stronger than they.” And he listened to their voice and did so. 26 So it was, in 
the spring of the year, that Ben-hadad mustered the Syrians and went up to 
Aphek to fight against Israel. 27 And the children of Israel were mustered and 
given provisions, and they went against them. Now the children of Israel en-
camped before them like two little flocks of goats, while the Syrians filled the 
countryside.  

A. What did the Syrians think of the God of Israel?  

B. Why did they think they had lost to Israel before?  

C. Verse 27 hints at the contrasting size of the two armies.  

1. How did the writer picture both armies?  

2. Do you remember the size of the Israelite army?  

VI. First Kings 20.28–30 | The Lord Fought for Israel  
 
28 Then a man of God came and spoke to the king of Israel, and said, “Thus 
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says the LORD: Because the Syrians have said, The LORD is God of the hills, 
but He is not God of the valleys, therefore I will deliver all this great multitude 
into your hand, and you shall know that I am the LORD.” 29 And they en-
camped opposite each other for seven days. So it was that on the seventh day 
the battle was joined; and the children of Israel killed one hundred thousand 
foot soldiers of the Syrians in one day. 30 But the rest fled to Aphek, into the 
city; then a wall fell on twenty-seven thousand of the men who were left. And 
Ben-hadad fled and went into the city, into an inner chamber.  

A. Why would the Lord insure that Israel won?  

1. It was not because Ahab and Israel followed the Lord.  

2. Thus, the prophet’s message sounded good, but it said nothing in favor of 
Israel.  

B. How many Syrians did Israel kill on the first day of battle?  

C. How did the rest of the Syrians die?  

1. The Lord often fights for His people.  

2. He will defeat a great army when the odds are stacked against Israel.  

3. See Judges 7.2.  

D. Can the church prevail when greatly outnumbered by the world?  

1. See Dan 2.44.  

VII.First Kings 20.31–34 | Ahab’s Odd Acceptance of Ben-Hadad  
 
31 Then his servants said to him, “Look now, we have heard that the kings of 
the house of Israel are merciful kings. Please, let us put sackcloth around our 
waists and ropes around our heads, and go out to the king of Israel; perhaps 
he will spare your life.” 32 So they wore sackcloth around their waists and put 
ropes around their heads, and came to the king of Israel and said, “Your ser-
vant Ben-hadad says, Please let me live.” And he said, “Is he still alive? He is 
my brother.” 33 Now the men were watching closely to see whether any sign 
of mercy would come from him; and they quickly grasped at this word and 
said, “Your brother Ben-hadad.” So he said, “Go, bring him.” Then Ben-hadad 
came out to him; and he had him come up into the chariot. 34 So Ben-hadad 
said to him, “The cities which my father took from your father I will restore; 
and you may set up marketplaces for yourself in Damascus, as my father did in 
Samaria.” Then Ahab said, “I will send you away with this treaty.” So he made 
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a treaty with him and sent him away.  

A. What do you think of Ahab’s treatment of Ben-Hadad?  

B. Ben-Hadad wanted what belonged to Israel, but Israel ended up taking from 
Syria.  

VIII.First Kings 20.35–43 | Ahab Did Not Destroy Whom He Should Have De-
stroyed  
 
35 Now a certain man of the sons of the prophets said to his neighbor by the 
word of the LORD, “Strike me, please.” And the man refused to strike him. 36 
Then he said to him, “Because you have not obeyed the voice of the LORD, 
surely, as soon as you depart from me, a lion shall kill you.” And as soon as he 
left him, a lion found him and killed him. 37 And he found another man, and 
said, “Strike me, please.” So the man struck him, inflicting a wound. 38 Then 
the prophet departed and waited for the king by the road, and disguised him-
self with a bandage over his eyes. 39 Now as the king passed by, he cried out 
to the king and said, “Your servant went out into the midst of the battle; and 
there, a man came over and brought a man to me, and said, Guard this man; if 
by any means he is missing, your life shall be for his life, or else you shall pay a 
talent of silver. 40 While your servant was busy here and there, he was gone.” 
Then the king of Israel said to him, “So shall your judgment be; you yourself 
have decided it.” 41 And he hastened to take the bandage away from his eyes; 
and the king of Israel recognized him as one of the prophets. 42 Then he said 
to him, “Thus says the LORD: Because you have let slip out of your hand a 
man whom I appointed to utter destruction, therefore your life shall go for his 
life, and your people for his people.” 43 So the king of Israel went to his house 
sullen and displeased, and came to Samaria.  

A. The prophets often had to demonstrate their messages.  

B. Notice that the prophet got Ahab to condemn himself without his realizing it, 
just as Nathan did with David.  

C. Why did the prophet pronounce judgment against Ahab?  

1. See Jeremiah 48.10.  

2. Remember Saul – 1Sa 15


