Ben-Hadad Attacks Samaria
During the Civil War, General George McClellan was the commanding general of the Union army during the early days of the conflict.  He was in command of the Union forces at the Battle of Antietam which took place in Maryland on 9/17/1862.  The Union forces outnumbered the Confederates two to one and their superior strength resulted in significant losses for the Confederates.  Despite having a clear battlefield advantage, McClellan withheld a large number of his troops, failed to press the attack and did not pursue the retreating Confederates.  Some believe that had he continued the attack, he could have shortened the war by weakening the army commanded by Robert E. Lee.  His caution led to his dismissal by Lincoln as commanding general in November.  In our study of 1st Kings chapter 20, we see King Ahab failing to press the attack on the Syrian army, a decision that came back to haunt him.  
At the beginning of the chapter, Ben-Hadad who was king of Aram assembled a sizeable army with the cooperation of 32 kings of lesser kingdoms.  He laid siege to Samaria and sent messengers to Ahab, telling him that he had to give up the gold and silver in the treasury as well as his wives and children.  Ahab readily agreed, revealing his cowardice.  Emboldened, Ben-Hadad went further saying that he would search the palace and homes of Ahab’s attendants and take away anything of value.  Finally, Ahab summoned the elders of Israel and told them what had happened.  They told Ahab not to agree to Ben-Hadad’s demands.
Ahab sent word back to Ben-Hadad that while he would give in to the first demand, he would not agree to the second.  Ben-Hadad boasted that he would destroy Samaria, reducing it to a small amount of dust.  Ahab replied perhaps recklessly, “One who puts on his armor should not boast like one who takes it off”.  He was saying that a king takes his armor off after he has won the battle.  When Ahab’s reply reached Ben-Hadad he ordered his army to attack.
A prophet came to Ahab and told him that God would give the vast army of Aram into his hands.  When Ahab asked how it would be done, the prophet said his young officers would accomplish it and that he would start the battle.  Ahab sent his meager army totaling 7,000 men against then Arameans and struck them down causing them to flee.  After the battle, the prophet told Ahab to strengthen his position because Ben-Hadad was sure to attack again in the spring.
The officials of Aram advised their king that they had lost the battle because the gods of Israel were gods of the hills.  They said if they fought them on the plains, they would succeed.  A large army was raised to replace the one that had been defeated and in the spring they went to Aphek to prepare to attack.  The Israelites who were there looked two small flocks of goats compared to the army of Aram.
Again the prophet of God went to Ahab and told him that God would once more deliver the army of Aram into his hands.  He would do that to show that He was not just a god of the hills.  After seven days, the battle began and the Israelites killed or wounded 100,000 of the enemy.  Another 27,000 were killed when a wall collapsed on them in Aphek.  Ben-Hadad retreated and hid in an inner room of the city.
Ben-Hadad’s officials came to him and advised surrender, saying that the kings of Israel were merciful.  They went to Ahab on his behalf wearing sackcloth asking that they spare his life.  Ahab was pleased that he was alive, saying they were brothers.  The wicked seem to be drawn to kindred spirits.  Ben-Hadad was brought to Ahab and they made a treaty whereby the cities that had been taken from Israel would be restored so Ahab released Ben-Hadad.
After Ben-Hadad had been released, one of the prophets asked a man to strike him so that he would be wounded.  The man refused and was killed by a lion for disobeying.  Another man did strike the prophet who stood wounded by the side of the road as Ahab came by, pretending to have come from the battle.  He called out to Ahab saying that he had allowed a prisoner to escape and that he had been warned it would be his life for the prisoner.  Ahab said that he had pronounced the sentence on himself.  The man then revealed himself to be a prophet and in a similar fashion to how Nathan rebuked David, told Ahab that since he had let Ban-Hadad go free, his life and the lives of many Israelites would be required as payment.
As is often the case, God deferred judgement on Ahab until a later date.  Three years after his treaty with Ben-Hadad, there was another war between Israel and Aram.  Ben-Hadad failed to return Ramoth Gilead to Israel so Ahab went to war against him and was killed in battle (see chapter 22).  Like McLellan, Ahab lost his command but also lost his life.
When God interceded to defeat Aram, it was not for Ahab’s sake, rather it was for the people of Israel as well as punishment for Ben-Hadad.  The Arameans’ second attempt to fight Israel was due to their idol worship, believing that gods had limitations so that a god of the hills had no dominion over the plains.  Matthew Henry noted that had Ben-Hadad said that the Israelites had forgotten God, then He might have given them the victory, instead He punished them for defaming Him. Sometimes unworthy people can be the indirect beneficiary of God’s blessings, certainly that was the case with Ahab, albeit briefly.  While righteous kings would inquire of God, the prophet went to Ahab unsolicited and it is surprising that he was granted an audience.  Even after his meager army defeated a much large force, Ahab refused to acknowledge that it was God who won the battle, not him. 
