
Noon Bible Study: 1 kings 20 
Main Characters: 

- Ahab, King of Israel, husband of Jezebel, idolatrous king 
- Ben-Hadad, king of Aram (Syria). Gentile, pagan, northern neighbor 
- Aram is also known as “Syria” (ESV, KJV) 

 
1 Kings 20:1-9 – Ahab’s War with Aram 
 
King Ben-hadad of Aram (Syria) comes to the kingdom of Israel and intimidates 
Ahab into becoming subservient to Aram.  He demands authority over Ahab’s 
“silver and gold, most beautiful wives and children” (v. 3).  Ahab agrees 
without a fight (v. 4).  Then Ben-hadad responds by demanding access to Ahab 
and his advisor’s homes to search for anything additionally valuable (v. 5-6). 
Ahab calls the elders of the land together and they reject this request.  
Ahab is forced to send a new reply to Ben-hadad indicating he will agree to 
his first request, but not his second (v. 9). 
 
1 Kings 20:10-12 - King Ben-hadad’s Response: It’s Time For War 
 

King Ben-hadad is not happy with Ahab’s response and will now prepare himself for war with Israel.  He is pretty confident in 
his chances: 

 
1 Kings 20:10 (NLT) - Then Ben-hadad sent this message to Ahab: "May the gods strike me and even kill me if there 
remains enough dust from Samaria to provide even a handful for each of my soldiers." 

 
1 Kings 20:13-14 - Ahab promised victory 
 

A prophet appears before Ahab to tell him that the LORD is going to assist Israel against Aram. 
 

It is interesting that we are introduced to an unnamed prophet at this point in 1 Kings.  Remember one of the complaints of 
Elijah in 1 Kings 19 was that he alone was left as a prophet and worshipper of the LORD. In the following chapter we find an 
additional prophet who is speaking on the LORD’s behalf.  God’s not limited to our abilities or boxed in by our perspectives on 
life. 

 
One of the major themes of this chapter is the LORD’s reputation.  God is concerned about his own reputation on the earth, 
sometimes in spite of the people he has called to be his own.  In this case, Israel is not worshipping Him, but he would rather 
aid Ahab against Aram than have Ben-hadad think that a military victory by Aram implies that the Aramean gods are greater 
than the (supposed) God of Israel. 
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The prophet tells Ahab that this victory’s aim will be “and you shall know that I am the LORD.”  Remember, we are dealing 
with an Israelite king (Ahab) who clearly knows he is outmatched.  (He turns his silver, gold, wife and children over with no 
more than a letter from Ben-hadad!).  So if victory comes, he would known it is from a source other than himself.  In fact, 
the prophet even tells him that he will attack first, and do so with young (and likely untrained) men! (v. 14)  And similar to 
Elijah’s prophecy about lack of rain, this prophet tells Ahab ahead of time what will happen, so the king will know it is 
certainly not a coincidence. 

 
“All this help - the promise, the direction, the warning - is purely Yahweh’s gift.  Ahab never seeks a lick of it; it 
is God-initiated and prophet imposed.  And utterly baffling” 
 
 “You shall know that I am Yahweh’ mean: when I do what I have predicted, then you will have clear evidence that I, 
Yahweh (and no other), have acted, in grace of judgment as the case may be, and that you are accountable for 
responding appropriately.  In the victories over Aram, Ahab and Israel are to see that Yahweh is there in saving 
help, unmasked and undeserved - and that both king and people should acknowledge and adore.  If the Lord has been 
on site, dare we yawn and go on as before?” - Dale Ralph Davis (“Focus on the Bible: 1 Kings” page 283, 284) 

 
We shall see how the evil king and his nation will respond. 

 
1 Kings 20:15-21 - Victory For Israel 
 

Sure enough, Israel defeats Aram. 
 

v. 18 - “take them alive or alive!” - perhaps the alcohol talking? 
 
1 Kings 20:22 - Victory will be short lived, Ahab must prepare himself for a new battle once spring returns. 
 

A king with the boasting of Ben-hadad would surely not be content after his lopsided loss to Israel. He was prideful and 
reckless (ex: v. 16 - drinking himself drunk) and will now regroup to seek revenge.  He gathers his advisors to assess what 
went wrong.. 

 
1 Kings 20:23-28 - The LORD is a God of Mountains & Valleys 
 

In the nation’s history, the LORD has done great things for Israel at Mountains (Horeb, Jerusalem, Joshua/Moses, Mt Carmel).  
As a result, the military advisors of Aram assume that Yahweh must be some sort of mountain-related deity.  As we have 
learned in previous chapters, this was the way the idols of Canaan worked.  There was a rain god, a fertility god, a god of 
death, and so on.  So naturally, the national-god of Israel must be the mountain God.  And so they proceed thinking that 
this mountain God could not help them if the battle took place in a valley. 

 
And again the LORD steps in to defend His own reputation.  In spite of the wickedness of Israel and it’s king, the LORD wants 
to ensure that no pagan ruler gets by thinking that the LORD lacks strength or is limited.  So God will use Ahab and his 
army to teach Aram what kind of God the LORD really is. 

 
1 Kings 20:29-30, 31-34 - Aram soundly defeated again.  Ben-hadad begs for mercy 
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Upon hearing that Ben-hadad is defeated, and seeing the visible signs of contrition and surrender by Aram, Ahab shows 
“mercy”.  However, this “mercy” is really political positioning.  Ahab spares the Aramean king and calls him “my brother”.  
Yuck.  In verse 34 they have a chariot summit to sort out the details of their new relationship. 

 
1 Kings 20:35-43 - God gets what belongs to Him 
 

The LORD sends another prophet (through an unusual circumstance) to rebuke king Ahab, who has now taken the LORD’s glory 
for himself.  This isn’t going to work.  The prophet uses a living parable to pronounce judgment upon Ahab and the nation of 
Israel.  Ahab should not have become brothers with the pagan king, he should have executed him. (cp. Deuteronomy 20:10-18, 
etc). 

 
Once Ahab had gotten victory from God’s hand, he then returned to trusting in himself.  God had done something for Ahab that 
Ahab could not do himself - but rather than allowing that great grace to transform him and lead him to depend on the LORD 
in the future, he takes matters back into his own hands in his dealings with Ben-hadad.  He took advantage of the victory 
God had given him but never turned to the LORD.  As a result of this, Ben-hadad remains alive, Aram is still relevant and in 
1 Kings 22 we will learn that it is in a future battle against Aram that Ahab will be killed.  

 
We too can learn from this foolishness.  There are many who cry out to the LORD for help, deliverance or salvation.  He comes 
in and brings victory or healing that would not have been possible otherwise.  Then we return to wholeness or are free from 
trouble, and rather than being grateful and recognizing the LORD’s mercy upon us, we go back to being kings and queens of 
our own kingdoms.  It reminds me of the story Jesus told about the man forgiven of millions, who then imprisons his fellow 
servant who owed him $100 (Matthew 18:23-35). 
 
As for the prophet not wanting to punch the other prophet - it is a literal personification of the very point Ahab (and we) 
needed to learn.  It sounded absurd for the prophet to punch the other prophet - but it was the word of the LORD.  It might 
have made more “sense” to show mercy, but in that case, showing mercy was disobedience to the LORD’s will.  So it may have 
made more “sense” to not punch the fellow prophet, but it was disobedience. 

 
Closing Thoughts: The God of Mountains & Valleys: It is important for us to remember that our God is not just a God of mountains.  
Meaning, the LORD is not just a God that works mighty victories on grand scales and is not concerned about small matters in our 
lives.  Also, the LORD is not a God who is only able to work when we are on the “mountaintop” of faith or allegiance to Him.  It is 
when we are in the “valleys” of life that we must look to Him and call for Him.   
 
Too often God’s children think that because they have sinned, they can no longer look to God for help.  We are in a “valley” and God 
is waiting for us to pull ourselves up, and get back to “good standing” with Him on the pinnacle of the hill.  But that’s not true.  
It is in our “valleys” that we can and should and must see that the LORD is our shepherd, and even though we walk through the 
valley...he is with us. 
 
The LORD is also not a God too preoccupied with world affairs that he doesn’t care about the “small” things of our world.  
Conversely, we must not get so focused on the love of our heavenly father in personal areas of our lives that we do not trust that 
He is also in control of the universe at the same time.  The LORD is not just a God of mountains.  The LORD is not just a God of 
valleys.  The LORD is the God of mountains and valleys.  There is no place or situation or circumstance where He cannot work or show 
Himself great. 
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Reject the modern-day Aramean belief that there are areas of your life or the world in general where Yahweh does not have power.  He 
does.  He is the Lord God, “who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty." (Revelation 1:8) 
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