
Wisdom to Live By 
Solomon – The Patron Saint of Wisdom 

(1 Kings 3:1-15; 4:29-34) 
 

Introduction:- 
 
Often in life we are reminded of the virtue of Solomon’s great wisdom, with 
statements like: “You need the wisdom of Solomon, in order to work that 
problem out”, or with statements of similar effect, with the implication that 
most ordinary mortals never seem to aspire to such great heights. And so we 
often wistfully say: “If only I had the wisdom of Solomon.” But as we come to 
look a little more closely at Solomon’s story, we can also begin to see that such 
great wisdom does not stand by itself, but also requires something else, before 
it can work well, otherwise it can desert us, and lead to unwise and 
undesirable ends. And so scholars find Solomon a most difficult and perplexing 
person to evaluate. Lawrence Boadt in his book Reading the Old Testament 
(1984; p. 238) says: “If we only had chapters 3-10 of 1 Kings, Solomon would 
appear as an ideal ruler.” But even within these chapters, some cracks begin to 
appear. Let us now begin to trace something of Solomon’s story, in order that 
wisdom may instruct and lead us in paths that will lead to blessing.  
 
1.  First, we learn of Solomon asking for Wisdom (1 Kings 3:1-15) 
 
At the outset of this opening passage, a small crack begins to appear with the 
notice of Solomon’s marriage to the daughter of Pharaoh, suggesting Egypt’s 
recognition of Israel’s emerging political and economic importance under 
Solomon, serving the interests of both kingdoms. But at the same time, it 
implies religious syncretism, as a clear violation of Deuteronomy 17:14-20, 
where the king amongst other things, was warned against multiplying wives. 
Certainly Solomon’s name was written all over this text, as we will continue to 
discover. A further crack appears at verses 2-3, where Solomon and Israel 
continued to offer sacrifices and burn incense on the high places, a law 
prohibited by Deuteronomy 7:5 and 12:3. However, whilst offering a thousand 
burnt offerings on the altar at Gibeon, the Lord appeared to Solomon in a 
dream, and said, “Ask whatever you want me to give you.”  Most ancient near 
eastern kings would have unequivocally responded with the wish for unlimited 
power, the death of enemies, wealth, and long life. How would we have 
responded to such an amazing invitation, if God had put this question to us 
today? But clearly, Solomon’s first thoughts were not directed toward how he 
might profit in a personal way from such an invitation, but were rather focused 
upon his ability to follow in the footsteps of his father David, Israel’s greatest 
king. They were truly big shoes to fill, and Solomon was only too aware of this 



fact. In addition to this he said, “I am only a little child”, which could mean 
young in age (According to Josephus about 15 years of age, or perhaps a little 
older, nearing 20 years of age at the age of accession), or simply expressing a 
genuine humility in the light of trying to follow in the steps of his great father 
David, as one who had no real experience in carrying out the duties required 
by this new role. Then in verse 9, Solomon makes this request: “So give your 
servant a discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish between 
right and wrong.” For who is able to govern this great people of yours?  This 
discerning heart was the ability to distinguish between true and false 
testimony, as the key to administering justice. This quality could only come 
from God, who in the Garden of Eden, was represented by the Tree of the 
knowledge of Good and Evil. And so, in listening to God, and not to humans, 
Solomon’s rulings on behalf of others would be truly wise (cf. Isaiah 11:2-5).   
Finally we read that the Lord was pleased that Solomon had asked for this, and 
so the Lord replied: “Since you have asked for this, and not long life or wealth 
for yourself, nor have you asked for the death of your enemies, but for 
discernment in administering justice, I will do what you have asked. I will give a 
wise and discerning heart, so that there will never have been anyone like you, 
nor will there ever be. The Lord’s response to Solomon’s request surpassed 
anything Solomon had dreamed. Not only was his petition granted, but those 
things for which he did not ask, such as riches, honour, victory, and long life, 
were thrown in as a bonus. These days we often hear of CEO’s of companies 
receiving massive financial bonuses on top of huge earnings that they already 
receive. Well, Solomon at this point would have surpassed them all! And as 
such, this Old Testament incident anticipates and illustrates the Lord’s words in 
the Sermon on the Mount at Matthew 6:33: “Seek ye first the kingdom of God, 
and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you.” The 
challenge is constantly before us, to discover this blessing in our own Christian 
lives, like Solomon did at this point. It should be noted however, that the 
wisdom that Solomon sought at this point, was not for the spiritual wisdom so 
frequently commended in Scripture that would enable a deeper understanding 
and walk with God, but was related more to a wisdom and life-skill in guiding 
the affairs of the kingdom, in order to administer justice. Nevertheless, God 
was pleased that Solomon had made this request, for justice reflects the 
character of God Himself at Deuteronomy 32:4, which would be soon road-
tested with the case of the seemingly insoluble problem presented by the two 
harlots in 1 Kings 3:16-28, who both laid claim to the living child. Who would 
ever have thought of the solution presented in verse 24: “Bring me a sword, 
and cut the child into two”, in order to reveal the real mother of the child. And 
when all Israel heard the verdict that the king had given, they held the king in 
awe, because they saw that he had wisdom from God to administer justice. 
 



2.  Next we learn of Solomon’s prodigious achievements (1 Kings 4:29-32).  
From his writings, we learn that Solomon possessed specialized knowledge in 
botany, zoology, horticulture, architecture, philosophy, and literature. We 
might say that he knew more about animals than Darwin or David 
Attenborough, more about song writing than Shakespeare or Andrew Lloyd 
Webber, more about plants than David Bellamy, and more about architecture, 
philosophy, and literature, than Stephen Hawking and the greatest minds of 
our modern era. His own literary output was astounding. He was greater and 
wiser that any of the world’s recognized wisdom teachers, including that of 
Egypt, and he spoke 3,000 proverbs, and his songs numbered 1,005.  It would 
seem that he wrote the Song of Songs in his earlier years, collated the book of 
Proverbs in his middle life, and wrote or inspired the book of Ecclesiastes in old 
age. As a general rule of thumb, each book reflects his outlook upon life at the 
relevant period. And this is why Solomon can merit the description of being 
called the Patron Saint of Israel’s wisdom literature during this time. In the 
material realm, this wisdom extended to the way in which he built and 
administered the kingdom, built upon twelve districts, roughly coinciding with 
the old tribal boundaries, but excluding Judah and Jerusalem from such a 
division; Also Solomon built the kingdom through extensive trade and 
commerce, gold and taxation, forced labour conscription, as well peace time 
chariot cities, in consolidating all that David had won through war. Solomon 
spent seven years building the Temple, and thirteen years building the 
elaborate Palace complex, but in the presentation of these things, the Palace 
complex including a reference to Pharaoh’s daughter is accorded a structurally 
central place at 1 Kings 7:1-12, framed by the Temple on either side, which 
may suggest according to John Olley (The Message of Kings BST 2011, p. 87) 
that the seeds of destruction were present at the very beginning of Temple 
worship, which would go on to bear their poisonous fruit in oppression, 
injustice, and apostasy. Finally, the magnificence and wealth of Solomon’s 
court and the sumptuousness of his table were proverbial, as witnessed by the 
visit of the queen of Sheba at 1 Kings 10:1-13. Further, Solomon was able to 
answer every one of the Queen of Sheba’s questions. In this respect, 
Solomon’s wisdom was God-given, as well as the envy of the world, but where 
will this wisdom finally lead Solomon as we move toward the end of his reign?  
 
3.  Finally we arrive at the missing element in Solomon’s wisdom and the 
other side of the coin (1 Kings 11:1-13). 
 
At the beginning of 1 Kings 11, the writer returns to some early comments 
made at the beginning of 1 Kings 3, just before Solomon had been granted the 
gift of wisdom, with regard to Solomon’s marriage to the daughter of Pharaoh, 
as well as his continuing worship at the high place, only now, the full 



theological extent of these actions is brought out into the open as the down-
side to all that Solomon had accomplished. Now the writer finally evaluates 
Solomon’s reign in the light of his marriages to foreign women, beginning with 
Pharaoh’s daughter, and their temptation to lead Solomon into the worship of 
their foreign gods, even building a high place on a hill east of Jerusalem (the 
Mount of Olives today) for these gods. This went against the teaching of 
Deuteronomy 7:1-6, as well as Deuteronomy 17:16-17, which expressly forbids 
kings from accumulating horses (especially from Egypt), many wives, as well as 
large amounts of silver and gold. However, it is to be noted that Solomon is not 
finally judged on the basis of his wealth, which God had given him anyway, nor 
on the basis of his trade in horses and his standing army, but is finally judged 
on the basis of his foreign wives, who lead him away in order to worship their 
foreign gods, whose danger is especially pointed out at Deuteronomy 7:1-6. 
One of the duties of the king according to Deuteronomy 17:18-20, was to make 
himself a copy of this law, and read it all the days of his life, so that he might 
learn to follow and obey all of its laws. Clearly, this did not happen, and as a 
result, the Lord became angry with Solomon, because his heart had turned 
away from the Lord God of Israel, who had appeared to him twice (1 Kings 3:5-
14; 19:1-9). Although the Lord had forbidden Solomon to follow other gods, 
Solomon did not keep the Lord’s command. At this point, we may also notice 
that there was no prophetic influence upon Solomon’s life, as there had been 
with David, but perhaps this is made up by God’s direct appearance to him on 
two occasions. We then need to ask the question, “How then did Solomon’s 
wisdom fail him at this point?” Two things need to be said at this point. First, 
Solomon’s marriages to other women were often seen as political and 
diplomatic alliances made with other nations, which Solomon may have 
initially thought a wise thing to do, and so the description of Solomon as an 
international playboy does not entirely fit with the evidence. Secondly, 
Solomon’s spiritual fall from grace was not a sudden thing, nor can one divide 
his reign into a righteous period and an evil period. Rather, his fall from grace 
was more a gradual thing, or a slow-drip method, in which though blessed with 
the noblest of intentions at the beginning, he found himself caught up in the 
vortex of historical circumstances which he was powerless to control. The book 
of Ecclesiastes describes most succinctly what that struggle involved, especially 
at Ecclesiastes 1:16-18, where the acquisition of much wisdom also brought 
him much sorrow, especially when there were hard decisions to be made. It 
began with his marriage to the daughter of Pharaoh, and finally led to the 
accommodation and worship of other gods at the high places, in order to try 
and keep his many foreign wives happy. But how could a man so gifted of God 
with wisdom be so insensitive to the issues of the heart and spirit? The answer 
to this question partly lies in the nature of Biblical Wisdom. In Israel and the 
ancient Near East, Wisdom was not synonymous with knowledge, or 



education, or science, but had to do with the ability to live life in a skilful way, 
an ability only possessed by the individual who knew and feared God. This was 
illustrated in Solomon’s first exercise of wisdom with the two prostitutes at 1 
Kings 3:16-28, when a wise ruling led to a just outcome. And so it is possible to 
be wise in this biblical sense of the term, in terms of being able to navigate life 
in a skilful way, but yet fail to live out the implications of such wisdom. 
Certainly the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, because as the event 
at Mount Sinai witnessed at Deuteronomy 5:29, this fear of the Lord led Israel 
to want to obey God’s laws at that time, which the Lord only wished would 
continue for all time. But obedience can wax and wane, and even get lost in 
time, when the fear of the Lord is no longer present. And so even for Solomon, 
such a fear of the Lord had grown cold, and was eclipsed by the constant 
pressure and desire to please his many wives and their gods, yet Solomon held 
fast to them in love (1 Kings 11:2). And then we read that as Solomon “grew 
old” - his wives turned his heart after other gods, further supporting a gradual 
down-hill spiralling effect in Solomon’s walk with God. What does “growing 
old” witness in our lives today in terms of our walk with Christ and God?  What 
happened to Solomon’s earnest prayer prayed at the dedication of the Temple 
at 1 Kings 8:59-60, that the peoples of the earth may know that the Lord is 
God, and that there is no other, reflecting Deuteronomy 4:35 and 39? 
Solomon’s foreign alliances sealed through marriages, instead of trusting in 
God, proved to be his un-doing. And added to this, the great pressures of 
empire building and extravagant building projects added a great physical 
burden upon his people as well, because when expenditure outstripped 
income, Solomon resorted to unpopular measures such as increased taxation, 
forced labour conscription, and the payment of twenty northern towns in 
Galilee to Hiram king of Tyre. On this basis, it could be said that the words 
spoken at 1 Samuel 8:18 – “In that day you will cry out for relief from the king 
you have chosen”, found a real fulfilment in the reign of Solomon (1 Kings 
12:4). Finally, Solomon’s kingdom was taken away from him, and after his 
death, the kingdom was divided into two, with the north controlled by idol 
worship at the shrines of Dan and Bethel, coming to an end in 721 BC at the 
hand of the Assyrians, and the south experiencing a chequered history until it 
was finally taken into Babylonian exile in 586 BC.   
 
Conclusion:- 
  
In Solomon’s lifetime, the wisdom that God gave Solomon at the beginning of 
his reign brought him unparalleled success in the eyes of the world. But when 
he grew old, his foreign wives turned his heart after other gods, even to the 
point of building a high place and altar for these gods, thus departing from the 
command of God not to do so. Thus through Solomon’s harem of foreign royal 



wives, the seeds for apostasy were sown, which wisdom failed to avert or 
address.  Obedience to the Word of God would have been Solomon’s greatest 
wisdom, but sadly and tragically, this path was not followed. If only his request 
for a discerning heart at the beginning of his reign could have followed him all 
the days of his life to the very end. As we too grow older, do we find ourselves 
growing closer to God, through our Lord Jesus Christ, or do we find that there 
are things within our lives which are gradually becoming altars to the gods of 
this world?  Psalm 16:4 says: “The sorrows of those will increase who run after 
other gods.” Finally, let the wisdom of Proverbs 3:5-6 and Proverbs 4:18 also 
guide us:- “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own 
understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths 
straight – The path of the righteous is like the first gleam of dawn, shining ever 
brighter till the full light of day.”  Let the wisdom of these words bless us today 
- Amen. 


