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WISE KING SOLOMON

(or, “Do You Ever Pray to Be Wise?”)

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

August 16, 2009

James T. Richardson

[NOTE:  The Scripture is read within the body of the sermon.]


I am very honored to be one of your leaders in worship this morning.  As you know, I have just finished an 18 month adventure as the Interim Pastor of the Oakland Avenue Presbyterian Church in Rock Hill, South Carolina, where they have called Jim Simpson as their new Pastor.


In Rock Hill and in Clemson I followed the Common Lectionary readings, as I am doing this morning, and in Rock Hill I encouraged folks to bring their Bibles to worship  --- (that is one of the things that I have always liked about our Baptist brothers and sisters:  most Baptists take their Bibles to church)--- and to take notes.


When I was in Clemson, one of my Elders was Bill Beckwith, a Professor of Chemical Engineering, and one of the things that impressed me early-on about Bill Beckwith is that he always brought a yellow legal pad to worship AND HE TOOK NOTES DURING THE SERMON!  Needless to say, I was very aware of Bill Beckwith in worship on Sundays, and I watched him taking down all of the words of wisdom that were coming from my lips.  One Sunday I was pretty traumatized when, in the middle of one of my great theological gems, I noticed in horror as Bill Beckwith ripped the sheet from the yellow legal pad and crumpled it up before throwing it on the floor.


Later in conversation when I told Bill I knew that he took notes during my sermons, his response was an honest Elder’s response:  “Yes, that is how I keep from falling asleep!”


So, I hope that you brought your Bible with you today, and I hope that you take notes!  And I hope that you will not fall asleep!


As often happens when  I am preparing a sermon  during the week before Sunday,  this past week I had several things rumbling around in my mind.

[1]


One thing that has been rumbling around in my mind this week is the start-up of the school year.  With some of our public schools in session and with Montreat College ready to roll,  we need to be in prayer for people who are teachers and administrators and parents and students.  I hope that both the Black Mountain congregation and the Montreat congregation see the marvelous opportunity in ministry to the staff and faculty and students at Montreat College; perhaps you are already involved in the life of the PCUSA college.   Living in today’s world, the role of wisdom in our lives ought to be in our thoughts a great deal.  Do you ever give “wisdom” much thought?

[2]


Another thing that has been rumbling around in my mind  is what I told our children, John and David and Anna, when they were growing up.


Two things that I tried to say continually to our children were these:

“I love you,”

and

“Don’t do anything dumb.”

The latter saying, “Don’t do anything dumb,”  I have usually said in the form of a “good-bye” when either Sally and I or the children were going somewhere.

“Don’t do anything dumb.”

That covers a multitude of things:

driving a car,

sexual temptations,


playing with alcohol or drugs or guns,

placing yourself in dangerous situations,

taking impossible chances, 

showing off.

“Don’t do anything dumb.”


Both of these kinds of “wanderings of mind” have come to me this past week as I have thought of you and today’s OT passage.  I trust that you will be stimulated to think more about these things following today’s service.


THE SETTING FOR TODAY’S PASSAGE IS THIS:  King David draws close to death.  Chapters 1, 2, and 3 of  I Kings are extremely interesting in terms of seeing the change of government take place.  I hope that when you get home today you will take a modern translation of the Bible and read these three chapters for yourself.  I guarantee that you will find the experience to be both interesting and rewarding.  One thing that you will realize is this:

OUR WORLD TODAY HAS NO MONOPLY ON SIN!

The political intrigue is particularly important.  King David’s fourth son, Adonijah, lays claim to be the new king.  Several of King David’s advisors side with Adonijah.    But  God’s man, Nathan the prophet, sees what is happening and goes to David’s favorite wife, Bathsheba, who in turn goes to King David.  The result is that David and Bathsheba’s  son  SOLOMON is named by King David as the next king.  The political assassinations that follow would fit right into some of our 20th  and  21st century changes in governments around the world.


One of the people whom you will encounter in these stories is King Solomon’s army general named Benaiah.  Benaiah is a political assassin; he is King Solomon’s “hit man.”   At the direction of King Solomon, Benaiah kills three men, two who are a danger to the throne, and the third who had cursed King David and King David had asked King Solomon to kill him.

OUR WORLD TODAY HAS NO MONOPLY ON SIN!


Incidentally, reading these first chapters of I Kings will make you say a silent prayer of thanksgiving to God for the United States of America.  One of the things for which I am eternally grateful is that we can change national governments without bloodshed!    Have you thanked God for that?

Well, enough background.  Listen as I read to you today’s Old Testament passage. 

I Kings 2:10-12; 3:1-14 ( TEV)
2:10
David died and was buried in David’s city.

11
He had been king of Israel for forty years, ruling  seven years in Hebron, and thirty-three years in Jerusalem.

12
 Solomon succeeded his father David as king; and his royal power was firmly established.

3:1
Solomon made an alliance with the king of Egypt by marrying his daughter. He brought her to live in David’s City, until he had finished building his palace and the Temple and the wall around Jerusalem.

2
A Temple had not yet been built for the Lord, and so the people were still offering sacrifices at many different altars.

3
Solomon loved the Lord  and followed the instructions of his father David, but he also slaughtered animals and offered them as sacrifices on various altars.

4
On one occasion he  went to Gibeon to offer sacrifices because  that where the most famous altar was.  He had offered hundreds of burnt offerings there in the past.

5
That night the Lord appeared to him in a dream and asked him, “What would you like me to give you?”

6
Solomon answered, “You always showed great love for my father David, your servant and he was good, loyal, and honest in his relation with you. And you have continued to show him your great and constant love by giving him a sonwho today rules in his place.

7
O Lord God, you have let me succeed my father as King, even though I am very young and don’t know how to rule. 

8
Here I am among  the people whom you have chosen to be your own, a people who are so many that they cannot be counted.

9
So give me the wisdom I need to rule your people with justice and to know the difference between good and evil.  Otherwise,  how would I ever be able to rule this  people of yours?”

10
The Lord was pleased that Solomon had asked for this,

11
and so he said to him, “Because you have asked for the wisdom to rule justly, instead of long life for yourself or riches, or for the death of your enemies, 

12
I will do what you have asked.  I will give you more wisdom and understanding than anyone has ever had  before or will ever have again.

13
I will also give you what you have not asked for:  all your life you shall have wealth and honor, more than that of any other king..

14
And I f you obey me and keep my laws and  commands, as your father David did, I will give you a long life.”

THE KING IS DEAD!     LONG LIVE THE KING!

That is what has just occurred in this passage.  Even King David, like everyone in this room, must die!  And King David dies!  And then, Solomon is King.

THE KING IS DEAD!     LONG LIVE THE KING!

The editor of I Kings tells us that God appeared to King Solomon in a dream one night.  Do you ever give much thought to your own dreams at night?  Some psychiatrists will tell you that you need to pay close attention to your dreams.  Perhaps you will want to mull this over this next week.

God told King Solomon to ask God for whatever Solomon wanted most in the world.  The request which follows is an example of the wisdom of King Solomon.  Solomon requests of God:

Give me the wisdom I need to rule your people with justice

 and to know the difference between good and evil.   







(3:9)

In commenting upon  the prayer of King Solomon, one of  the Biblical commentaries in my library says:

“Good rule and good living begin in prayer.”
(Brueggemann, Walter, 1 Kings, 
Atlanta, John Knox Press, 1982, p.11)

If you take that home with you today and give it some thought, it will be worth “the price of admission” alone.

“Good rule and good living begin in prayer.”

Give me the wisdom I need to rule your people with justice

 and to know the difference between good and evil.   

 (3:9)
That same commentary  then points us in helpful directions for our own spiritual growth as we contemplate the prayer of King Solomon.

[1]


[1]  It is not just any old prayer (such as “Now I lay me down to sleep”), but rather it is a prayer which submits to the will of God.  (Shades of Islam!)


Newspaper columnist Russell Baker in his autobiography, Growing Up,
remembers taking a competitive examination in trying to get into college.  Arriving on a Saturday at Johns Hopkins University to take the test, he is dismayed at a room full of boys also taking the competitive exam.  He writes:


Unlike my mother, I had no faith in prayer.  From early childhood I had thought of God as a cosmic trick player.  Though I’d never told this to my mother and went to church regularly to please her, I’d grown up a fatalist with little faith.  Now, though, as I counted the boys in the room and realized the odds against me, I decided it was foolish to leave even the remotest possibility untouched.  Closing my eyes, I silently uttered the Lord’s Prayer in my head, and, to leave no base untouched, followed it with the only other prayer I knew, the one my mother had taught me years ago when putting me to bed in Morrisonville.  And so, as the examination papers were being distributed, I sat at my desk silently repeating, "Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep…” 


At the end I improvised a single line of my own and prayed, “Dear God, help me with this test.”  It lasted four hours.




(Baker, Russell,  Growing Up,  New York, Signet Books,




 Penguin Putnam, Inc. 1982, P. 245) 

As you look at yourself, do most of your prayers ask for things as did  Russell Baker, or are you open to trying to understand the will of God for your life?

Give me the wisdom I need to rule your people with justice

 and to know the difference between good and evil.   

 (3:9)
 [2]


[2]  A second thing about King Solomon’s prayer is that the prayer is centered in the people of God and how God has worked in history,  particularly in the life of King David.  As you look at yourself, do most of your prayers remember your being a member of the church, the people of God?  Surely you do not see yourself as a “Lone Ranger” Christian!   I personally believe that it is impossible to be a Christian without the Body of Christ, the church. 

I wonder if you would agree with that?

Give me the wisdom I need to rule your people with justice

 and to know the difference between good and evil.   

 (3:9)
 [3]


[3]  A third thing about King Solomon’s prayer is that the petition which King Solomon makes is not a selfish petition but is linked to his vocation of being King.  He does not ask for personal gain but for the ability to do a good job.  As you look at yourself, what form does your prayer take in terms of your living day by day?  Or, do you EVER pray?


The editor of I Kings gives us this prayer of King Solomon as evidence of the wisdom of King Solomon.  Then, almost as an underlining, the editor then tells us a story about the wisdom of King Solomon.  Listen as I read it to you:


One day two prostitutes came and presented themselves before King Solomon.  One of them said, “Your Majesty, this woman and I live in the same house, and I gave birth to a baby boy at home while she was there.  Two days after my child was born, she also gave birth to a baby boy.  Only the two of us were there in the house---no one else was present.  Then one night she accidentally rolled over on her baby and smothered it.  She got up during the night, took my son from my side while I was asleep, and carried him to her bed; then she put the dead child in my bed.  The next morning when I woke up and was going to nurse my baby, I saw that it was dead.  I looked at it more closely and saw that it was not my child.”


But the other woman said, “No!  The living child is mine and the dead one is yours!”


The first woman answered back, “No!  The dead child is yours, and the living one is mine!.”


And so they argued before the King.


Then King Solomon said, “Each of you claims that the living child is hers and that the dead child belongs to the other one.”  He sent for a sword, and when it was brought, he said, “Cut the living child in two and give each woman half of it.”


The real mother, her heart full of love for her son, said to the King, “Please, your Majesty, don’t kill the child!  Give it to her!”


But the other woman said, “Don’t give it to either of us; go on and cut it in two."


Then Solomon said, “Don’t kill the child!  Give it to the first woman---she is its real mother.”


When the people of Israel heard of Solomon’s decision, they were all filled with deep respect for him, because they knew then that God had given him the wisdom to settle disputes fairly.  [I Kings 3:16-28; TEV]

Do you ever pray to be wise?


One of my favorite  theologians is Charles Schulz, and in one of his going-back-to-school PEANUTS cartoons, he has Charlie Brown’s dog Snoopy sitting on the ground beside Lucy Van Pelt’s little brother, Linus.



LINUS:  Snoopy, did you know that I will be starting school soon?




     If I had a dog, which I don’t, he’d rush out to 




     meet me when I got home.



(With that comment, Snoopy the Dog stretches out on 

                       the ground for a nap, with his closing response to Linus:)


      
 SNOOPY:  Sorry, Linus;   I’m booked up for the whole year!

THE GOOD NEWS that I have for you this morning is that God is NEVER  

“booked up” -----so go ahead and pray to be wise!  And you will find God in 

Jesus Christ rushing out to greet us prodigal sons and daughters, sweeping us up in 

His eternal arms.                Can you believe that?                Yes, you can!
Incidentally, this morning, before we go our separate ways, 

I want to tell you two things:

“GOD  LOVES  YOU,”

and

“DON’T  DO  ANYTHING  DUMB!”

