Discuss the importance of King Solomon in the Hebrew Bible.
King Solomon has been acclaimed throughout history as a wise man, judge, and king.[footnoteRef:1] Praised throughout the Hebrew Bible, Solomon is described as unique, ‘among the many nations there was no king like him.’ (Neh. 13:26) However Walsh describes Solomon as a ‘paradoxical figure,’ with his portrayal in the biblical tradition arguably not consistent with his glowing reputation.[footnoteRef:2] This essay will argue that the story of King Solomon is used as a teaching tool to warn believers not to repeat his mistakes. Scholars universally accept the damning nature of the conclusion of Solomon’s reign in 1 Kings 11,[footnoteRef:3] but there is less scholarship surrounding how his life could have been used to push stricter ethical standards for believers.[footnoteRef:4] The narrative on the surface appears to celebrate him and his achievements, but this essay will posit that in fact the various accounts of his life and actions in the Hebrew Bible when examined more closely expose a great deal of sin, errors of judgement and turning away from God.  [1:  Isaac Kalimi, Writing and Rewriting the Story of Solomon in Ancient Israel (Cambridge; New York, Ny: Cambridge University Press, 2019, p. 3. 
]  [2:  Jerome Walsh, ‘The Characterisation of Solomon in First Kings 1-5’, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly, 57.3 (1995), p. 471. ]  [3:  Shelley L Birdsong, Serge Frolov, and Marvin A Sweeney, Partners with God: Theological and Critical Readings of the Bible in Honor of Marvin A. Sweeney (Claremont, Ca: Claremont Press, 2017), p. 73. ]  [4:  Walsh, ‘The Characterisation of Solomon in First Kings 1-5’, p. 472. ] 

Ascension and the Succession Narrative
Solomon’s birth story stands out in ancient Israelite historiography as completely unique; there are no similar accounts of monarch’s births in ancient Israelite documentation. This must highlight some significance around Solomon’s birth.[footnoteRef:5] While angelic visitation or prophecy typically heralded births of important figures in the Hebrew Bible i.e. Isaac (Gen 17:15-19) both David and Saul’s birth accounts were neglected. The circumstances surrounding Solomon’s birth are not as positive as a visit from an angel; Solomon’s birth follows the birth and then death of David and Bathsheba’s firstborn, who was struck down by God (2 Sam 12:15), which could be seen as a bad omen. Furthermore, the story of his parents is fraught with violence, adultery, and sin. This background prefacing Solomon’s birth offers foresight into Solomon’s downfall later in life.  [5:  Isaac Kalimi, ‘Love of God and Apologia for a King: Solomon as the Lord’s Beloved King in Biblical and Ancient near Eastern Contexts’, Journal of Ancient near Eastern Religions, 17 (2017), p. 28.] 

Solomon’s introduction as the second-born child of David and Bathsheba is accompanied with a second name from the prophet Nathan ‘Yedidyah,’ and is followed by the phrase ‘The Lord loved him.’ The existence of divine favour concerning Solomon starts the narrative off as positive. In 1 Kings, Solomon was not the most likely candidate to inherit the throne.[footnoteRef:6] As the younger son of a disreputable mother, Solomon would likely have been unpopular, as David’s adulterous affair with Bathsheba would have brought shame on the whole family.[footnoteRef:7] Nevertheless, Nathan and Bathsheba conspired to gain David’s blessing for Solomon, and he was anointed and crowned king instead of Adonijah. The unusual thing about the Kings account is that it purposefully raises questions about Solomon’s legitimacy.[footnoteRef:8] Given David’s old age and senility, it is hard to determine whether the oath Bathsheba mentions he swore to her to get Solomon on the throne after him existed.  [6:  Steven Weitzman, Solomon: The Lure of Wisdom (New Haven, Ct: Yale University Press, 2011), p. 33.]  [7:  Weitzman, p. 18.]  [8:  Weitzman, Solomon: The Lure of Wisdom, p. 34.] 

To conclude, Solomon’s role in the Succession Narrative, his birth and ascension to the throne all feed into the theory that Solomon’s story is used as a warning for both future leaders and everyday believers. While there are certain aspects of the narrative that stand out as positive, these, upon further inspection, seem to be too good to be true. The circumstances surrounding Solomon’s birth, his presumed unpopularity in the family, and issues around his legitimacy all hover over the narrative like a dark cloud; it could therefore be argued that these early accounts of Solomon’s life foreshadow his downfall. After all, not even the greatest leaders in Israelite history such as Moses or Saul successfully passed power to their son with the dynasty remaining structurally sound.[footnoteRef:9] It logically follows that David’s handing over of power to Solomon resulted in the same pattern being repeated once again.  [9:  Ibid., p. 33.] 

Judgement and Wisdom as Violence
Out of all his characteristics and experiences, Solomon is best known for his extraordinary wisdom. The book of Kings teaches that Solomon received his gift of wisdom from God in a dream after he travelled to Gibeon to make a sacrifice. (1 Kgs. 3:4-15) When asked him what gift he wanted, Solomon asked God for the ability to judge Israel’s people. (1 Kgs. 3:9) The narrative teaches that this request pleased the Lord and so it was granted, leading to Solomon being immortalised as the model example of a wise judge. However, this depiction of a wise and fair judge is not unique to Solomon, as God is frequently referred to in a similar manner, for example, ‘For the Lord is our judge, the Lord is our lawgiver.’ (Isa. 33:22) Likening Solomon to God may seem flattering, but in fact it reflects dangerous hubris. In wanting to judge Israel’s people, Solomon tries to come close to divine in his wisdom but falls short; even his gift cannot save him from his downfall.
The most famous act of Solomon showcasing his wisdom is the judgement of the two harlots, which takes placed in 1 Kings 3.[footnoteRef:10] This story has historically been regarded as complimentary towards Solomon as the king resolves a seemingly unsolvable case. However, some scholars have detected what they dub a ‘subversive current’ within the story.[footnoteRef:11] Firstly, the story itself contains logical inconsistencies.[footnoteRef:12] For example, it is highly dubious that Solomon would have allowed prostitutes in his kingdom, and even more unlikely that they would have been given a royal audience.[footnoteRef:13] Even when looking past the improbabilities, the way Solomon dealt with the case has been criticised. His famous command ‘bring me a sword’ (1 Kgs. 3:24) alone is striking, but when looked at in the wider biblical context becomes more concerning. Examples of proclaimed ‘wisdom’ in the texts surrounding Solomon’s wisdom narrative always have negative, violent consequences, for example the orchestration of Tamar’s rape by the ‘wise’ Jonadab (2 Sam. 13:1-6).[footnoteRef:14] The request for a ‘sword’ in this instance is eerily reminiscent of Nathan’s prophetic judgement in 2 Samuel, which warns that because David struck down Uriah, ‘the sword shall never depart from your house.’ (2 Sam 12:10) Anderson argues that this means Solomon’s call for a sword is much more significant than a mere dramatic device implemented to solve a difficult judicial case.[footnoteRef:15] The portrayal of Solomon’s wisdom in the biblical text, glorified in many theological accounts, is equated with violence, leading to a misrepresentation of the nature of wisdom. Contrasted with the wise and just character of God, Solomon is violent and vengeful, and this juxtaposition between God and Solomon helps to highlight Solomon’s sinful nature in comparison to divinity. While he is given the wisdom by God, it could be argued that Solomon misuses this gift, which could be construed as a warning against defying Jewish law.  [10:  Shelley L Birdsong, Serge Frolov, and Marvin A Sweeney, Partners with God: Theological and Critical Readings of the Bible in Honor of Marvin A. Sweeney (Claremont, Ca: Claremont Press, 2017), p. 74.]  [11:  Ibid., p. 74.]  [12:  Ibid., p. 74. ]  [13:  Greg Goswell, ‘The Just King: The Portraits of David and Solomon in the Books of Samuel and Kings’, Restoration Quarterly, 62.4 (2020), p. 206. 
]  [14:  Birdsong, Frolov and Sweeney, Partners with God, p. 78. ]  [15:  Ibid., p. 81. ] 

Silver, gold, and the Temple
In 1 Kings 3, God responds favourably to Solomon’s request for wisdom and grants him wealth as well, an act which is often construed as meaning that wealth is a godly thing.[footnoteRef:16] When read allegorically, Solomon’s vast wealth was seen as a positive, but as early as the Deuteronomist, concerns were raised surrounding Solomon’s collection of excessive amounts of gold and silver.[footnoteRef:17] For example, Walter Brueggemann said that the Lord’s promise to Solomon of riches is fulfilled, ‘not be a supernatural, miraculous act but by shrewd, cunning, and powerful acts of state.’[footnoteRef:18] These acts of state include excessive internal taxation (1 Kgs. 4:7-19), international arms dealing (1 Kgs. 10:26-29) and cheap or even forced labour (1 Kgs. 5:13-18). An extravagant example of Solomon’s wealth is his throne, which was made of ivory and overlaid with gold. (1 Kgs. 10:18) (1 Kgs. 10:19-20) Ironically, in Midrash Numbers and Midrash Esther’s account there are said to have been heralds on each step that would proclaim warnings as people climbed the stairs. Some of these warnings came from Deuteronomy 17, such as ‘he shall not multiple wives’ (Deut. 17:16) and ‘neither shall he amass silver and gold to excess’ (Deut. 17:17). This dramatic irony is used to highlight Solomon’s greed and hypocrisy.  [16:  Brad E Kelle and Brent A Strawn, The Oxford Handbook of the Historical Books of the Hebrew Bible (New York, Ny: Oxford University Press, 2020), p. 515.]  [17:  Ibid., p. 515. ]  [18:  Ibid., p. 516. ] 

Along with collecting wealth, Solomon also worked on several impressive building projects, the most well-known and sacred of these being the first Temple in Jerusalem, which many have argued was his greatest achievement throughout his reign.[footnoteRef:19] The extensive description of the Temple in 1 Kings 6 arguably reflects more than just the ‘royal ideology of pious kings who build temples for their gods’; the detail goes beyond what would be necessary. The elaborate depiction of the Temple places the emphasis on the splendour of Solomon and his building, as opposed to prioritising God. Furthermore, it was later destroyed, which several rabbinic texts hold Solomon responsible for, as his policies led to the separation between the northern and southern kingdoms.[footnoteRef:20] The Hebrew Sages were not complimentary of Solomon’s construction of the Temple, as while he spent seven years on its building, he spent nearly double this time, thirteen years, on his own palace.[footnoteRef:21] [19:  Ibid., p. 516.]  [20:  Yaacov Shavit, An Imaginary Trio (Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co KG, 2020), ch. 3.]  [21:  Ibid., ch. 3. ] 

Both Solomon’s building projects and wealth on the surface appear to be showcases of God’s favour for the king, but a closer reading betrays more selfish motivations. The excessive hoarding and displays of wealth while harshly taxing the people in his kingdom, the attention and time spent on his own palace instead of the Temple of the Lord and his hypocrisy detailed in Midrashic accounts all suggest that Solomon’s acts were not as pious and godly as first glance may suggest. The story of Solomon’s constructions and wealth arguably show that even when blessed by God, whether to build a temple or to be gifted gold and silver, one can still make mistakes and act selfishly and sinfully. These examples could be interpreted to promote strict ethical standards for all people, including kings, who were traditionally seen in the ancient Near East as divine and untouchable, showing everyone is equally vulnerable to the temptation of sin. 
Intermarriage and Idolatry
The Solomonic narrative underlines the fact that Solomon does everything on a grand and impressive scale, and his marriages were no exception.[footnoteRef:22] Described as having ‘seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines,’ (1 Kgs. 11:3) this number stands out even in the ancient Near Eastern context where multiple marriages were common.[footnoteRef:23] Biblical family values did allow a man to have multiple wives and concubines, and a large family was seen as a sign that a man was favoured by God.[footnoteRef:24] Furthermore, for an ancient ruler, marriage was a useful tool for forging alliances with other kingdoms, meaning Solomon’s foreign wives were likely princesses given to seal treaties between Israel and other kingdoms.[footnoteRef:25] Context suggests that this number of marriages would have been seen as beneficial and even as glorious achievements, but the author of 1 Kings did not seem to share this opinion and portrayed these marriages as the catalyst for Solomon’s downfall.[footnoteRef:26] [22:  Weitzman, p. 150. ]  [23:  Ibid., p. 150. ]  [24:  Ibid., p. 151. ]  [25:  Ibid., p. 152. ]  [26:  Ibid., p. 151.] 

Only one of Solomon’s wives, Naamah, mother of Solomon’s heir Rehoboam, is named in scripture.[footnoteRef:27] Apart from this we are deliberately not given by any personal information about them, apart from their countries of origin. Kings does reveal the various backgrounds of Solomon’s wives, including Moabite, Ammonite, Hittite, Edomite and Sidonian women. (1 Kgs. 12:1-2) The common denominator between these ethnic groups is that they all lived in or on the borders of Canaan. While the Bible does not prohibit intermarriage specifically, the women being from Canaan is extremely significant in understanding why Solomon marrying these women was such a grave sin, and why it led to idolatry. Issues with Canaanites are described in detail in the Hebrew Bible; as the people who populated the Promised Land before the Israelites, God had expelled the Canaanites from this area because of their idolatry corrupting the land.[footnoteRef:28] There are specific commandments against intermarriage with the people of Canaan in scripture, impossible to ignore: ‘Do not marry them! […] For that would turn your children from me, and they will serve other gods.’ (Deut. 7:3-4) Just as Moses predicts in Deuteronomy, Solomon commits this exact sin, turning away from Yahweh to the gods of other nations.[footnoteRef:29] Solomon’s sin of idolatry even trumped David’s mistakes, as he betrayed his relationship with God, who had favoured him since birth.  [27:  Ibid., p. 152. ]  [28:  Ibid., p. 152.]  [29:  Weitzman, p. 153. ] 

Conclusion
Solomon’s downfall is arguably written into his narrative from the start. His story of moving from being beloved by God to a sinner of the worst kind serves as a teaching tool for believers; they can learn from his mistakes. Solomon’s importance in the Hebrew Bible comes from his sins, which guide those who followed him to avoid his fate. Jerome Walsh explains the juxtaposition between the reception history concerning Solomon and the facts of the biblical texts, stating:
He is condemned by Yahweh as an idolater, yet he is remembered by posterity as the builder of Yahweh’s temple. He is led away from Yahweh by his foreign wives, yet he is revered through the ages as a paragon of wisdom.[footnoteRef:30] (10. P. 471)  [30:  Walsh, ‘The Characterisation of Solomon in First Kings 1-5’, p. 471.
] 

The Solomonic narrative’s organisational principle, charting the rise and fall of the king, is mirrored in the rise, and fall, of the kingdom of Israel. While in reception history Solomon is idolised and revered, the evidence from the Hebrew Bible suggests that his story is important as a warning, promoting stricter moral standards for adherents, with increasingly grave sins disguised as achievements. King Solomon’s timeless appeal is arguably in his flawed nature. Even as a person favoured by God and a powerful king, he still is tempted and still sins. 
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