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Essay
The Importance of King Solomon in the Hebrew Bible
Solomon is the third king of Israel, after Saul and his father David, and the last to rule a kingdom that is still in one piece. His reign is usually placed at around 970 to 930 BCE.1 Almost everything the Hebrew Bible tells us about him sits in 1 Kings 1 to 11, with a second and much more flattering version in 2 Chronicles 1 to 9.
Read quickly, those chapters look like a success story. Solomon asks God for wisdom and receives it, builds the Temple in Jerusalem, grows enormously rich, and impresses visiting royalty. But the story does not end there, and the ending changes how the rest of it reads. In the last chapter Solomon turns to other gods, and God announces that the kingdom will be torn apart after his death. The editors who shaped the Books of Kings, usually called the Deuteronomistic historians, were not simply recording a golden age. They were using Solomon to say something about what happens when a king keeps the covenant, and what happens when he does not.
This essay follows four parts of the portrait, roughly in the order the text gives them: how Solomon got the throne, his reputation for wisdom, the Temple, and the way he ran the kingdom. It then turns to chapter 11, which is where the point of the whole account lies.
How Solomon Became King
Solomon’s importance begins with his father. In 2 Samuel 7 God promises David a lasting dynasty and says that one of his sons will build a house for the Lord. Solomon is that son. He inherits a promise and, just as usefully, a kingdom that David had already put together by war and alliance.2
Even so, 1 Kings 1 and 2 do not read like a promise being calmly fulfilled. They read like palace politics. David is old and failing. Solomon’s elder brother Adonijah announces himself king and holds a feast to prove it. The prophet Nathan and Solomon’s mother Bathsheba go to David, remind him of a promise the reader has not heard before, and get Solomon named instead. Whybray’s study of these chapters, which he calls the Succession Narrative, treats them as court history rather than theology: the interest is in who moved first and who had the ear of the dying king.3
What follows is harder still. Adonijah is executed, the priest Abiathar is sent away, and Joab, David’s old commander, is killed while holding the horns of the altar. The narrator presents all of this as David’s deathbed instructions being carried out, which makes the killings look like duty rather than ambition.4 Whether that is careful legitimation or simple honesty about how kings behaved is hard to settle, and the text is probably doing both at once. Either way, the reign starts with the throne being secured by force, and the story never quite forgets it.
Wisdom as a Gift
The most famous thing about Solomon is his wisdom, and the Bible is careful to say where it came from. At Gibeon, in a dream in 1 Kings 3, God offers him whatever he asks for. He asks for a listening heart, so that he can tell good from evil and govern a people too numerous to count. God is pleased that he did not ask for long life, riches, or the death of his enemies, and gives him wisdom along with the wealth and honour he did not request.5
A test case follows straight away. Two women share a house, each has a baby, one child dies in the night, and both claim the survivor. There are no witnesses and no evidence. Solomon calls for a sword and orders the child divided; the real mother gives up her claim to save him, and that is the verdict. The judgement works by trick rather than proof. Von Rad points out that stories like this belong to an old and widely shared tradition in which a clever ruler is proof of a well-ordered society.6 Wisdom here is practical rather than philosophical. It is the ability to handle a situation that has no clean answer.
From there the text turns wisdom into literature. Solomon is credited with three thousand proverbs and a thousand and five songs, and with knowing about trees, animals, birds, reptiles and fish (1 Kings 4:32-33). Later tradition attached his name to Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, and, in the Greek Bible, the Wisdom of Solomon. Very few scholars now think he wrote any of them.7 But the attributions are still worth something. They show that his name had become a kind of label: if a text was wise, it was Solomonic. That is how a king turns into a tradition.8
The Temple
The building of the Temple takes up more space than anything else Solomon does. Four chapters, 1 Kings 5 to 8, are given over to timber contracts, stone, gold, bronze, and long lists of measurements. The sheer amount of detail is itself the argument: this is the centre of the reign. When the Ark is finally carried into the innermost room, the presence of God, which had lived in a tent and moved with the people, is given a fixed address in Jerusalem.9
De Vaux stresses that the Temple stood beside the palace and served two purposes at the same time. It was the king’s chapel and the nation’s sanctuary.10 That double role suited both sides. Worship gained a permanent centre, and the monarchy gained religious weight. It also meant that criticising the king and criticising the shrine could become the same act, as later prophets discovered.
Solomon’s dedication prayer in 1 Kings 8 complicates the picture in an interesting way. He asks whether God will really live on earth, since heaven itself cannot contain him. The Temple then becomes a place to pray towards rather than a house that holds the deity. Sweeney argues that the prayer was shaped for readers who had lost the building altogether: exiles who could still turn towards Jerusalem and be heard.11 That would explain why the prayer keeps working through disasters, one after another, and asks for forgiveness in each case. It reads like something written after the worst had already happened.12
This puts Solomon at the hinge of the whole history. He completes the promise made to David, and he builds the thing whose destruction will define everything that comes afterwards.
Administration, Trade and Ambition
1 Kings 4 describes a system of twelve districts, each responsible for supplying the royal court for one month of the year. The boundaries do not follow the old tribal lines, which is the detail worth noticing. Cutting across the tribes moved power towards the palace and away from local loyalties, and it looks like a deliberate attempt to run Israel the way larger neighbouring states were run.13
The trade notices point the same way. Solomon deals with Hiram of Tyre for cedar and skilled workers, paying in grain and oil and eventually in territory, and sends ships to Ophir for gold. The visit of the Queen of Sheba in 1 Kings 10 is the showpiece: a foreign monarch arrives to test him with hard questions, and leaves with nothing left to say. Provan, Long and Longman read this material as presenting Solomon as an international figure, a king who brought Israel into the wider world of the ancient Near East.14
The editors, though, are not simply impressed. Deuteronomy 17 tells a king not to acquire many horses, many wives, or great quantities of silver and gold. Solomon does all three, and the text lists them in something close to that order.15 There is also the matter of forced labour, mentioned almost in passing during the building projects, which will be the exact grievance that splits the kingdom under his son.16 So the same chapters that describe the height of the reign are quietly assembling the case against it.
The Turn: Idolatry and Division
1 Kings 11 breaks the pattern openly. Solomon’s foreign wives are said to have turned his heart, and he builds shrines for Chemosh and Milcom on the hill east of Jerusalem. God tells him the kingdom will be taken from his son, though not all of it, and not in his lifetime, for David’s sake.17
Knoppers argues that Solomon works as the test case for the whole Deuteronomistic view of kingship. Obedience brings blessing, disobedience brings loss, and unusually both halves happen within a single reign.18 That is why the account is arranged the way it is. The wisdom, the wealth and the Temple are not there only to be admired; they are there to show how much was available and how much was thrown away.
The consequences arrive in the form of enemies. Hadad of Edom and Rezon of Damascus appear on the borders, and Jeroboam, one of Solomon’s own officials, is met by the prophet Ahijah, who tears a new cloak into twelve pieces and hands him ten. Blenkinsopp notes that this scene sets a pattern that runs through the rest of the monarchy: prophets confront kings, and the confrontation carries real political weight.19
The result is a genuinely divided portrait. Solomon is the wisest of kings and the one whose wisdom did not keep him faithful. He builds the house of the Lord and shrines to other gods. The text does not resolve the contradiction, and it is more useful because it does not.20
Conclusion
Solomon matters in the Hebrew Bible for several reasons at once, and they pull in different directions. He fulfils the promise made to David, builds the Temple, gives his name to the wisdom books, and brings Israel its brief moment as a serious regional power. He is also the king whose idolatry breaks the kingdom in two and starts the decline that ends in Babylon. Brueggemann’s description of him as Israel’s ironic icon of human achievement catches this well: the greatness and the failure are not two separate stories but one.
For the editors of Kings, Solomon was the clearest possible illustration of their theology of history. For the wisdom writers, he was the patron whose name gave their books authority. For later Jewish and Christian readers he grew into something close to legend, a figure of secret knowledge and impossible buildings. What holds all of that together is the honesty of the original account, which is willing to show its greatest king at his most impressive and at his worst, and to suggest that the two might be connected.
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