
Story Number 132

THE SIEGE OF SAMARIA

First story

In the time of Elisha there were constant wars between the Kingdom

of Israel (the Northern Kingdom) and Aram, which is roughly today’s

Syria. Aram kept attacking Israel.

The king of Aram would tell his army to camp at a certain place, and

Elisha would then send a message to the king of Israel telling him where

Aram was about to camp and that he should act accordingly. This

happened a few times, and the king of Aram could not understand how

Israel got the advance secret information.

‘Tell me which of us here is the traitor that passes on information to

Israel?’ he asked his servants very angrily.

But one of his servants answered him ‘No, Your Majesty. Elisha the

Prophet in Israel tells the king what you are saying in your bedroom!’

‘In that case, find out where he is and I will send to fetch him.’

They found that he was in Dothan, so the king of Aram sent a large

army which surrounded the town at night.

Elisha’s attendant happened to get up very early and saw the army.

‘What can we do?’ he asked.

‘Don’t worry’ said Elisha, ‘we are more in numbers than them.’ He

then prayed to God to open his attendant’s eyes, so that he saw the large

army with fire surrounding Elisha. As they came up to him, he prayed to

God to strike them with blindness, which God did.

‘You have all come to the wrong place’ Elisha told them. ‘Follow me

and I will take you to the man you are looking for.’
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He then led them till they reached another place, then asked God to

open their eyes, and they saw that they were in the capital, Samaria,

where there were far more Israelites than the Aramaeans and they could

do nothing.

‘Shall I kill them?’ the king of Israel asked Elisha.

‘No. Do you kill prisoners? Give them food and drink and send them

home.’

So they gave them a lot of food, plenty of drink, and sent them home.

From then on no more commandos 1 from Aram came into Israel.

Second story

Some time later, Ben-Hadad the king of Aram took his whole army and

laid siege to Samaria. The siege lasted and caused a famine, there was no

food. People in Samaria began to starve, a donkey’s head sold for eighty

shekels, and even pigeons’ droppings were expensive. People began to eat

even ... well no, we will leave that out, it is too horrible. When the king

heard something of what they were doing for food he tore his clothes,

wore sackcloth, and swore that he would make Elisha, whose God he

blamed, die that day. He sent a messenger but Elisha knew of this and

told his guests to close and hold the door against him. The man arrived

and said ‘If this trouble comes from God, why should I turn to God any

more?’

Elisha in reply gave him God’s message. ‘Tomorrow at this time one

kilo 2 of best flour will be on sale for one shekel and two kilos of barley

will cost one shekel in the market of Samaria.’

The king’s personal attendant laughed at this. ‘If God makes holes in

1. A commando is a small group of soldiers who quietly enter enemy territory,
do damage, and then return before they can be caught.

2. I have used modern measures to convey the idea. The quantities are not
actually the same.

2



the sky, this cannot happen!’

‘You will see with your eyes but not eat of it,’ Elisha replied.

Now it happened that four sufferers of zara’at 3 were outside the

town, nobody brought them out any food (there was none to bring) so they

too were starving. One of them said to the others ‘What are we doing

sitting here? If we go into the town, there is famine and we will starve to

death, and if we stay here we will starve to death. Either way we die. Let

us desert to the enemy camp, if they let us live we will live and if they

kill us we will die. We have nothing to lose.’

They agreed, and in the evening they went down to the enemy camp.

As they approached it, they noticed there was nobody there! The camp

was empty!

What had happened was that God had made them hear the sound of a

large army with horses and chariots and everything, and they understood

that the king of Israel had brought all the kings from the region with their

armies to help them. (Of course he had not, they assumed it.) Against

such a force they did not stand a chance, so they decided to flee, leaving

everything, even their tents, horses and donkeys, behind.

The four men entered a tent and ate, drank, and took silver, gold and

clothes and hid them. Then they came back, entered another tent, took

more stuff and hid it. Suddenly they felt a conscience – they should tell

the king about it so that others can also eat.

They went back and shouted to the guards and told them what they had

found in the enemy camp. They told the king, but he was suspicious.

‘I know the trick’ he said. ‘They have left the camp and are hiding,

they know we are starving, and when we come out they will pounce on us

and then enter the town.’

3. Zara’at is a skin disease (NOT leprosy, a nerve disease, calling it that is a
mistake) and whoever suffers from it was not allowed to enter or stay in the town.
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One of his sevants had an idea. ‘We have a few horses left, 4 let us

take say five of them and go out and check.’

So they took two chariots and followed the trail of the enemy army as

far as the Jordan. The whole route was littered with all sorts of things that

the enemy soldiers had thrown away so that they could run away faster.

The men came back and reported to the king, and when they heard the

whole population rushed out and plundered the abandoned enemy tents.

A kilo of best flour was on sale in the market for a shekel, and two kilos

of barley the same, as Elisha had prophesied.

The king appointed his personal attendant, who had ridiculed Elisha’s

prophesy, over the market, but in the mad rush he either fell or was

knocked down, and was trampled to death by the crowd. As Elisha had

told him, he would see it with his eyes but not eat of it.

4. Presumably they had eaten the rest in the famine.
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