“King Solomon and Governor Sanford”

I Kings 2: 10-12; 3: 1-14

He rose to the throne of Israel at the tender age of 19 or 20. His father, David, while far from perfect, was a king who loved God and had accomplished much in building up the nation of Israel.

 But now, David is no more. He dies and the mantle of kingship is passed to his youngest son, Solomon, who was the offspring of his illicit affair with Bathsheba. Why Solomon instead of one of David’s other three sons? Well. Joab had killed Absalom, the light of David’s life. Amnon was a scoundrel and a rapist. And while Adonijah was still around he obviously did not have the charisma of young Solomon. And so the throne is passed on to David’s baby boy.

 We’re introduced to Solomon in the passage today and we discover that, while he may not have the military experience of his father, (he “does not know how to go out or come in,” – v. 7), he is nevertheless a sensitive and spiritually perceptive leader (Roger E. Van Harn, ed., The Lectionary Commentary: The First Readings, p.222). From our the text today, I’m sure you noted that it says: 

“Solomon loved the Lord, walking in the statutes of his father David;” (v.3)

 However, even with that wonderful statement about Solomon in verse 3, there is a rather portending comment appended to it.

“…only, he sacrificed and offered incense at the high places.”

There’s nothing unusual about that at this point in Israel’s history. The Temple had yet to be constructed in Jerusalem. However, later on we will see how this becomes a problem for Solomon.

However, in his early ascendancy to the throne of Israel, it appears Solomon has not only the approbation of his father David, but of the Lord as well. In the text today, as Solomon makes his way to Gibeon - the most noted “high place” in all of Israel – he worships and sacrifices to the Lord. He sleeps there at the altar and the Lord appears to him in a dream and asks a mind-boggling question.

“Ask what I should give you?”

 In other words, “What is your wish, Solomon?” Can you imagine such a Carte Blanc offer from God? What would you wish for if God said to you, “ask what you will?”

 Would it be wealth beyond your wildest dreams? Would it be power to rule and govern and impose your desires on people? Would it be to live forever? What would you wish for if you could wish for anything?

 The old saying is, “be careful what you wish for.” Do you remember the fable of King Midas. He was the king who was granted such a wish and he wished that everything he touched would turn to gold. You know, the “Midas touch.” Which, by the way, has noting to do with mufflers. 

Well, if you recall the fable, the king was reveling in his newfound power to turn everything he touched to gold, when his precious daughter came running into the room and jumped into his arms. To his horror, his daughter turned to gold! He now knew the folly of his wish.

 However, it appears Solomon is wiser than Midas. Solomon does not ask for riches. He does not ask for power. He does not ask for long life. No, listen again to what Solomon wishes for:

 “Give your servant…an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern between good and evil.” (v.9)

 Wow! Of all the things that Solomon could wish for, he wishes for “an understanding mind.” He asks for the wisdom of mind to be able to govern rightly and justly – to do what is right and to avoid the wrong. You’ve heard the phrase, “the wisdom of Solomon?” This indeed shows that even at such a tender young age, Solomon exercised wisdom.

 The English translation of this phrase in the NRSV - “an understanding mind” - is a bit misleading. A more accurate translation from the Hebrew is “a listening heart.”

 That is what Solomon wishes for – “a listening heart.” And in requesting that, Solomon is seeking a heart that is open to the Lord’s leading; open to the Spirit’s still small voice whispering to him about what is the right thing to do in every situation in life. Solomon wishes for a heart that is attuned to the voice of God.

“Oh Lord, give your servant a listening heart.”

Isn’t that what we hope all of our leaders, all of those who govern would desire? Isn’t that what each and every one of us needs to be leaders whether it is in our own homes, in our church, in our school? A listening heart.

 And Solomon very quickly shows in his own life that God gives him that listening heart – the capacity to hear from the Lord the right thing to do. I hope sometime later today you will read the story that follows our text today in 1 Kings 3. It’s probably familiar to many of you.

 It’s the story about the two mothers who each have a baby. Sadly in the middle of the night one of the children dies, perhaps of what we today might call SIDS. His mother discovers it and switches her dead baby with the live child. In the morning the other mother is bereft and realizes that the other woman has taken her child. They argue over whose child the living baby is and the case comes before Solomon. Solomon, as you may recall, says the only solution is to cut the child in half and give each woman a part of the baby. Of course in Solomon’s wisdom, the true mother says to let the other woman have the baby, rather than see her child killed. It’s then that the true mother becomes obvious.

 This was but one example of how Solomon came to have “a listening heart.” He became so legendary that it was even written that the Queen of Sheba traveled some 2000 miles to experience for herself the wisdom of this king. And of course, the wisdom books of the Bible – Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the Song of Songs - are attributed to Solomon. Ah, the wisdom of Solomon derived from the gift of a listening heart!

 Sadly, that is not all that the Bible says about Solomon. It does not tell just that he was wise. It also tells us that despite his great gift of wisdom, he like his father, David was a flawed human being.

 Remember that offering sacrifices at the high places? Well Solomon, would persist in doing that, even after he built the grand and glorious Temple in Jerusalem. He would do so to appease his foreign wives who worshiped other gods. You see, the story of Solomon marrying the Egyptian pharaoh’s daughter to forge a political alliance was just one of many less that wise, but politically expedient actions Solomon would take. It seems, he had a real lust for foreign women and he married multiple times each time compromising his worship of Yahweh alone in order to placate his latest trophy wife.

 Solomon would go one to develop a lust for power and glory such that he would impose not only tremendous tax-burdens on the people to fund his building projects, but actually instituted a forced labor program, conscripting the people of Israel into hard labor reminiscent of their ancestors before them in Egypt. All in order to construct his posh palaces

 And he would not live to see it, but it was not long after Solomon’s death, that there was such a revolt by the people in the northern part of the nation, that the kingdom was divided and remained so, ruled by separate kings.

 And it seems that the one who had prayed for and been granted a listening heart, to discern what is right and good began to no longer listen with his heart, but began to listen to his heart. And in listening to his rather than with his heart, Solomon’s life and his kingdom went off course from God’s way.

 The prophets in the centuries following the great kings like Solomon would hold up for examination the limits of human wisdom. Jeremiah would one day warn each of us:

 “The heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked, who can know it? (Jeremiah 17:9 KJV)

 Yes, even one as wise as Solomon, could drift off course when he began to listen to what his heart was telling him, rather than what the Lord was speaking to his heart.

 Solomon’s life should be a reminder to us that none of us is immune from the deceitfulness of our own hearts. As you can note from the sermon title today, we continue to see in our leaders in our own time, what can happen when we cease to listen to the heart of God and listen instead to our own fickle hearts. 

Governor Mark Sanford of my home state of South Carolina is but the current poster boy. His going missing for 5 days and ending up returning to confess his affair with an Argentine woman is a prime example of the limits of human power and wisdom. To think this obviously intelligent accomplished man, who is married and the father of three young boys could stand in a public news conference and refer to his mistress as his “soul mate” shows just how deceitful the heart can be when one listens to it rather than to the Lord.

 From King Solomon to Governor Sanford, we are all reminded that there is none righteous – no not one! All the more reason for us to cast ourselves upon the mercy of God in Jesus Christ, for as the Bible says, in the gospel of Matthew:

“Something greater than Solomon is here!” (Matthew 12: 42c)

Indeed of this one named Jesus, Paul would write that in Christ…

“…are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” (Colossians 2:3)

And so, if God comes to you and asks, “What shall I give you,” just ask for Jesus. Just ask for him. For he is the only hope of the ones with fickle hearts. He is our Lord and our salvation; our peace and our only true wisdom. Amen.
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