
Life (and Times) of Elijah #7

“All or Nothing”

1 Kings 20:1-43
Often in sports a game or a play will be referred to as “do or die,” “life or death,” or “all or nothing.”  One team or player must come through or the game—and perhaps the season—is over.  Of course, these phrases are overstatements; it’s only a game, right? (Unless you’re a fan of the team or player involved!)

This morning I would like to borrow the phrase “all or nothing” in a different context.  No, this is not about the game-winning field goal, free throw, or time at bat.  This is about something far more important; this really is about “life or death.”  Donald Wiseman introduces our text for this morning,

The history turns from that of Elijah to recount two wars in the campaign between Aram and Israel at Samaria (20:1-2 1) and Aphek (vv. 22-34). Both accounts underline that this was the final opportunity for Ahab to show whether he would obey God’s word through his prophet, and both stress the danger of punishment and reverse if the Lord’s command was not carried out to the full.
 

In our study of the life of Elijah, we come to one of two accounts that do not include Elijah personally.  I’ve had to change the title of this series from “The Life of Elijah” to “The Life and Times of Elijah,” since these two stories happened during Elijah’s lifetime but did not directly involve the prophet.

The main character of this account is Ahab.  The Israelite king had been given several opportunities to do the right thing, and in 1 Kings 20 he is given a final chance.  On several levels, Ahab faced an “all or nothing” situation.

The Demand of the Adversary

Chapter twenty opens with Ahab in a precarious situation:

And Ben-Hadad the king of Syria gathered all his host together: and there were thirty and two kings with him, and horses, and chariots: and he went up and besieged Samaria, and warred against it. And he sent messengers to Ahab king of Israel into the city, and said unto him, “Thus saith Ben-hadad, ‘Thy silver and thy gold is mine; thy wives also and thy children, even the goodliest, are mine.’”

And the king of Israel answered and said, “My lord, O king, according to thy saying, I am thine, and all that I have” (1Kg 20:1-4).

Ben-Hadad is introduced as the king of Syria.  This land includes much of present-day Syria but also includes southeastern Lebanon.  Another name for this ancient kingdom was Aram, and the people of this land were called Arameans.  They were generally hostile toward Israel, though in times of attack they were known to pool their resources together, as in the battle of Qarqar against the Assyrian ruler Shalmaneser III.

The name “Ben-Hadad” (meaning “the son of the sun”) was not a proper name but rather the official title of the kings of Syria.
  There are at least three different kings that took this title in the Old Testament.  Ben-Hadad I is seen in 1 Kings 15, and he took over several towns in Galilee during the reign of King Baasha.  Ahab’s foe in chapter twenty is that king’s son, Ben-Hadad II.
Israel was just coming out three years of famine when Ben-Hadad decided to attack and take advantage of their plight.
  Scholars date these events as occurring some five years or so before the end of Ahab’s reign.
  Ben-Hadad came up with a great army—there were thirty-two kings with him, with horses and chariots—and besieged Samaria. The thirty-two kings with him were vassals of Ben-Hadad, rulers of different cities and the territory belonging to them, just as in Joshua’s time almost every city of Canaan had its king; they were therefore bound to follow the army of Ben-Hadad with their troops.

Once he had established the siege around Samaria, threatening to choke the life out of the Israelite capitol, the Aramean king sends a message to Ahab: “The best of your goods and possessions and even your family are mine.”  Here we see the demand of the adversary.  In the words of the classic preacher Andrew Murray, “What Ben Hadad asked was absolute surrender; and what Ahab [was willing to give] was what was asked of him—absolute surrender.”
 

We might be surprised at Ahab’s initial reply.  Was he really ready to roll over and give Ben-Hadad everything he wanted?  Wiseman explains the significance of the words Ahab uses:

His claim that Ahab was a vassal is shown by Ahab addressing him as ‘my lord the king’, which follows common ancient Near Eastern terminology, so the attack could imply that Ahab had rebelled against him. Similarly ‘all I have are yours’ (v. 4) were normally the words used by a subordinate and were employed by Ahab formally to avoid the plundering of his capital.

Rather than subjecting the city (and himself) to a long, drawn out siege, Ahab is willing to compromise with the enemy.  He is willing to give his valued possessions and even some members of his own family—though probably not Jezebel (unfortunately!) Under this agreement, members of Ahab’s family would be taken as hostages to insure that the terms of the treaty were met. Assyrian practice of this time was to take princes hostage to provide incentive that good behavior would result, and here the Arameans are doing the same.

 But the adversary was not in the mood to compromise.  Continuing from verse 5:

And the messengers came again, and said, “Thus speaketh Ben-hadad, saying, ‘Although I have sent unto thee, saying, “Thou shalt deliver me thy silver, and thy gold, and thy wives, and thy children”; yet I will send my servants unto thee tomorrow about this time, and they shall search thine house, and the houses of thy servants; and it shall be, that whatsoever is pleasant in thine eyes, they shall put it in their hand, and take it away.’”

Ben-Hadad’s reply is more specific and was a state​ment designed to instigate war rather than to imply discontent with a merely verbal submission. To search your palaces and houses implies handing over the whole city (i.e., ‘ransack’).
  He wanted it all.

Before we go on, let’s consider a great spiritual truth demonstrated in this text.  When it comes to the demand of the adversary, there is no compromise with our opponent.  We cannot bargain with Satan.  Appeasement never works; just as Neville Chamberlain, who tried to take that approach with Adolf Hitler before World War II.  Dictators are never satisfied; they always want more.  The same is true of the enemy of our souls.  If we try to deal with the devil, we will always lose.

For once, Ahab does the right thing, beginning in verse seven:

Then the king of Israel called all the elders of the land, and said, “Mark, I pray you, and see how this man seeketh mischief: for he sent unto me for my wives, and for my children, and for my silver, and for my gold; and I denied him not.”

And all the elders and all the people said unto him, “Hearken not unto him, nor consent.”

Wherefore he said unto the messengers of Ben-hadad, “Tell my lord the king, ‘All that thou didst send for to thy servant at the first I will do: but this thing I may not do.’” And the messengers departed, and brought him word again.


Ahab called the leaders of the nation together and spelled out the situation.  He tells them that Ben-Hadad cannot be negotiated with, but rather “that he is aiming at our ruin, since he is not contented with the first demand, which I did not refuse him.”
  The elders of the city advised Ahab not to surrender to these terms.  In verse nine, using the deferential language of a skilled diplomat, Ahab rejected the terms of surrender.

And Ben-hadad sent unto him, and said, “The gods do so unto me, and more also, if the dust of Samaria shall suffice for handfuls for all the people that follow me.”

And the king of Israel answered and said, “Tell him, ‘Let not him that girdeth on his harness boast himself as he that putteth it off.’”

And it came to pass, when Ben-hadad heard this message, as he was drinking, he and the kings in the pavilions, that he said unto his servants, “Set yourselves in array.” And they set themselves in array against the city.
Ben-Hadad now employs another favorite tool of our enemy: intimidation.  Just as Jezebel successfully scared off Elijah in the previous chapter, so Ben-Hadad tries to cower Ahab with strong-sounding threats.  Satan likewise tries to intimidate Christians into compromise and surrender.

Ahab, for a change, shows some backbone.  (Jezebel must not have been around!) He replies with a familiar proverb that is the equivalent of, “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch.”

Incensed, Ben-Hadad issued an immediate order for full military mobilization in preparation for an assault on Samaria. The command in verse 12 can also be translated, “Prepare the battering-rams!”
  The fight is on.

The Directive of the Almighty

Ahab and the elders of Samaria must have felt some apprehension after they heard the threat of Ben-Hadad.  They were outnumbered, outflanked, and already weakened by the years of famine.  They felt they could not capitulate to the adversary’s demands, but what were they to do now?

At this very point an unnamed prophet delivers to Ahab the directive of the Almighty, the divine plan whereby God would deliver Samaria from the surrounding armies. None of the three prophets mentioned here and in verses 28 and 35 is identified. They may well be the same person,
 though many commentators believe the prophet at the end of the chapter is a different one.  The Jewish historian Josephus claims that this prophet was Micaiah, a prophet who plays a pivotal role at the end of Ahab’s life.
  I believe that Micaiah was involved in this story, though if we have two different prophets here, I think it aligns better with the later story that Micaiah was the prophet at the end of this chapter.
  At any rate, the Lord delivers to Ahab the way to victory.

And, behold, there came a prophet unto Ahab king of Israel, saying, “Thus saith the Lord, ‘Hast thou seen all this great multitude? Behold, I will deliver it in to thine hand this day; and thou shalt know that I am the Lord.’”

And Ahab said, “By whom?” And he said, “Thus saith the Lord, ‘Even by the young men of the princes of the provinces.’” Then he said, “Who shall order the battle?” And he answered, “Thou.” (1Kg 20:13-14).

Ahab was a skilled strategist and leader.  His military prowess is recorded in Assyrian records. Ahab joined a coalition of states that halted a major Assyrian advance into Syria in 853 B.C. at the famous battle at Qarqar on the Orontes River. According to an inscription of Shalmaneser III, who led the Assyrian troops, the allied coalition of twelve kings was headed by the king of Damascus (Ahab’s old enemy Ben-Hadad II) and the king of Hamath. Other units were furnished by various kings of [city-states in] Syria and Phoenicia. Supporting troops even came from Egypt and Arabia. Ahab was right there as one of the leaders with the kings of Damascus and Hamath. The king of Israel apparently did not hesitate to confront the powerful Assyrians. Indeed, Ahab supplied 2,000 chariots, more than any other member of the coalition (Damascus supplied 1,200, and Hamath, 700). Ahab also contributed 10,000 infantry troops to the coalition (the same number as Hamath; Damascus contributed 20,000).
  Yet in this instance Ahab wisely listens to the counsel of the Lord, asking the prophet specific questions about how he was to attack.

On the other hand, notice that Ben-Hadad was drinking during the time he should have been preparing for battle shows his arrogance. He was celebrating victory before he had begun fighting.
  Ahab, following the directive of the Almighty, surprised Ben-Hadad and his forces and routed the allied armies.  Ben-Hadad barely escaped with his life.

Ahab’s adversary was not about to give up, though.  The same prophet who delivered the Lord’s battle plan warned that Ben-Hadad would attack again in the spring.  At times of success God warns of undue self-confidence. Practical steps must be taken ahead of time against an expect​ed counter-attack.

Ben-Hadad’s advisors thought they knew the reason for their earlier defeat.  In verse 23 we read,

And the servants of the king of Syria said unto him, “Their gods are gods of the hills; therefore they were stronger than we; but let us fight against them in the plain, and surely we shall be stronger than they.”

They were superstitious!  They figured that Israel’s God was a mountain god, but if they could be drawn out of the mountains and into the plains, their god would not be able to fight for them.  As silly as this may sound to us, it was the common theology of ancient people outside of Israel.  They believed their own gods were territorial.

Verses 26-30 record how the two sides met in the flat area around a town called Aphek.  As you can probably guess, the vastly outnumbered Israelite forces again routed the enemy. Once again, God gave Ahab and the Israelites the victory!  The invading armies were crushed, and Ben-Hadad was again on the run.

The Demise of the Ambivalent

At this crucial point, Ahab pulled defeat from the jaws of success, or, as Warren Wiersbe puts it, “Ahab won the battle but lost the victory.”
  Rather than celebrating a tremendous triumph over his arch nemesis, the remainder of the chapter records the demise of the ambivalent.  

Ahab is generally recognized as the most evil king of Israel, but he did at times display courage and even real humility before God. Unfortunately, he never served the Lord wholeheartedly. Like many today, Ahab struggled with an indecisive nature.
  As one author puts it, Ahab was “too self-indulgent to decide for Jehovah, [and] too weak to resist Jezebel.”
  This ambivalence toward God and His directives would be his undoing.

Ahab had Ben-Hadad cornered in the town of Aphek.  There would be no retreat to Damascus, no rearming the military, no return to Israel the next year.  It was over.  When compromise and intimidation didn’t work, the enemy tried deception.  And Ahab fell for it.  Verse 32 records, 

So they girded sackcloth on their loins, and put ropes on their heads, and came to the king of Israel, and said, “Thy servant Ben-hadad saith, ‘I pray thee, let me live.’” And he said, “Is he yet alive? He is my brother.”

In the interview, Ahab “stupidly” referred to the king as his brother.
   His messengers quickly picked up on that word and produced their Ben-Hadad.  Ahab brokered a deal that allowed the Aramean king to live, return to power in Damascus, and even keep what was left of his army.  The conditions were the return of Israelite towns earlier taken by Aram, and that Ben-Hadad would let Ahab “build streets” in Damascus.  What does that mean?  David O’Brien explains:
You’ve heard the adage, “To the victor go the spoils.” The streets in Damascus were part of the spoils of Ahab’s victory over Syria. These were commercial streets, trade zones, where Israel’s merchants were allowed to do business without hindrance or tax in the capital of their traditional enemy. These trade zones were like Japan’s tariff-free commerce in the United States today. Israel’s trade zones in enemy territory were a graphic demonstra​tion of Ahab’s total defeat of Ben-Hadad. They allow us to see Ahab as he really was: a powerful, feared monarch. We focus our attention on his spiritual bankruptcy, but his contemporaries weren’t concerned about that. They saw him as an ally to be courted and an enemy to be feared. …Ahab’s streets in Damascus are a token of the power he was able to exercise among Israel’s neighbors.

If this deal had been struck today, Ahab would have been hailed as a political genius, one whose foreign policy demonstrated diplomacy as well as gaining financial advantage for his people.  He would have been Time magazine’s “Man of the Year”; maybe even nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize!

But not the biblical writer. Interested only in interpreting these historical events from the perspective of God’s purpose for Israel, he denounced Ahab’s treaty as a serious violation of Yahweh’s will. Instead of being praised for what he did, Ahab would be punished by the loss of his life.

In verses 38-42, Ahab is confronted by a prophet—most likely Micaiah—dressed up as a wounded soldier.  The text records that the prophet bandaged his head to keep from being recognized.  This may indicate that this prophet was the same one who brought the word of the Lord earlier in the chapter.  At any rate, it was someone Ahab recognized when he removed the disguise.  The prophet brilliantly got the king to implicate himself for allowing Ben-Hadad to go free.

This story is eerily similar to the demise of King Saul in 1 Samuel 15.  Saul was also given a military victory by the hand of God, and was specifically instructed by Samuel to annihilate the entire people of Amelek—men, women, children, and even animals.  Saul enjoyed the victory but decided to do things his own way.  He halfway complied with God’s orders, and even protested to Samuel, “I did obey the voice of the Lord!”  But halfway obedience to God was disobedience.  Samuel told him, 

“Hath the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams. For rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft, and stubbornness is as iniquity and idolatry. Because thou hast rejected the word of the Lord, he hath also rejected thee from being king” (1Sa 15:22-23).

Ahab should have learned the lesson from his predecessor, but he didn’t.  He brought on himself the same fate as Saul—he would not only lose his kingdom; he would lose his life.  Like the old saying, “He who rejects history is bound to repeat it.”

Are we any better?  We have these tremendous—and, at times, tragic—examples of men and women from the pages of Scripture.  Have we learned from them, or do we repeat the same mistakes as them?

Three life lessons emerge from this text:

· The demand of the adversary is complete; there can be no compromise with our opponent;

· The directive of the Almighty is crucial; there can be no compromise in our obedience;

· The demise of the ambivalent is catastrophic; there will be no compromise in the outcome.

When our enemy approaches us, his terms are “all or nothing.”  When our Lord approaches us, His terms are “all or nothing.”  When we make our choice, the outcome will truly be “all or nothing.”  We cannot have it both ways.  As Jesus said, “No man can serve two masters.”

What will our decision be?  In the words of Andrew Murray,

I want to use these words: “My lord, O king, according to thy saying, I am thine, and all that I have,” as the words of absolute surrender with which every child of God ought to yield himself to his Father. We have heard it before, but we need to hear it very definitely — the condition of God’s blessing is absolute surrender of all into His hands. Praise God! If our hearts are willing for that, there is no end to what God will do for us, and to the blessing God will bestow.
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