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Introduction: knowing what to do 

 

• We all know what it is like to feel helpless. 

o There are so many situations in life that are complex; we wish there was one right thing to do and one 

wrong thing to do, that choices were simple. 

o But life is not like that. 

o You get that kind of feeling when you start at a new school; you don’t know anyone, you don’t know 

where everything is, and it is overwhelming. 

o I remember when we took Ethan home from the hospital, even though this was over 14 years ago 

now. 

▪ Andrea and I had this little baby to look after. 

▪ We had read the baby books and people had given us advice; it wasn’t like we didn’t have 

any information. 

▪ But like most new parents, we had no idea what to do. 

▪ Every decision seemed complicated; is he crying because he is hungry, or in pain, or wet? 

Why is there no instruction manual? 

o Or perhaps you have been trying to work from home lately; that’s harder than it seems as well. 

▪ How do you structure your time? How do you avoid being distracted? 

▪ What do you wear? Do you need to wear pants if video call conferences can only see from 

your chest upwards? 

o We have to make decisions, and sometimes they are right, and often they are wrong. 

o Life is complicated, and there are often no easy answers to it. 

 

• There is an extra layer to this if you are a Christian. 

o This is God’s world that we live in, and we want to live to the glory of God. 

o That means we cannot simply make decisions based on what seems good to us. 

o We are sinful people. 

o We need to know what is honouring to God, what is obedient to our king. 

o We all need to have a better idea of how to live; we know there is so much we do not know, and so 

much we don’t know well enough. 

 

• The theme of our passage is wisdom. 

o Our passage from 1 Kings 3 is a famous one. 

o Solomon has just been established as king, through David’s appointment, his official anointing, and 

the removal of his enemies. 

o Now the kingdom is his. 

o The question in our minds should be: what kind of a king will Solomon be? 

o Most kings tend to be overbearing and arrogant, hungry for power and wealth. 

o Will that be the future for God’s people? 

o And, as we see so often in 1 Kings, the king of Israel points us forward to the true king of the world to 

come, King Jesus. 

o As we reflect on Solomon together, we will be shown a picture of Jesus to come, as well as 

challenging us to live wisely in this broken and messy world. 

 

TRANSITION So, let’s get our bearings in 1 Kings 3. We are introduced to Solomon, the king, and we will not like 

everything we see: 
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1. A mixed bag: an imperfect king in an imperfect world (v1-4) 

 

• 1 Kings 3:1-4 introduces us to what Solomon’s reign will be like. 

o And the first thing we are told is his marriage alliance with Pharaoh king of Egypt. 

▪ Let’s get this straight in our minds; Solomon didn’t meet Pharaoh’s daughter at a party, they 

got along, went to the movies, and decided to get married. 

▪ No, marriage for ancient kings had very little to do with love. 

▪ This is entirely about politics. 

▪ Solomon wants to be Somebody, a player on the international political scene.  

• A member of the ancient G20 perhaps. 

▪ There is an excellent logic to marrying into the ruling family from another country. 

▪ It is a closer tie than signing some contract; Pharaoh is unlikely ever to invade Israel knowing 

his grandchildren live there. 

▪ It sounds like a wise move by Solomon. 

▪ But we know it’s not; Deut 18 warned kings of Israel not to make political alliances, and 

especially to have nothing to do with Egypt. 

▪ They were to rely on God to save them and protect them; Solomon was building up protection 

using other means. 

 

• There is also a reference in v1 to Solomon building his own house; this is mentioned before building the house 

of the LORD. 

o We know Solomon liked the finer things in life. 

o He had a tendency to self-promotion and excess. 

 

• There are more bad signs in v2; the people were sacrificing at the high places. 

o Most ancient religions build shrines and temples on the highest place they could find, some mountain 

or other. 

o It was felt that you were closer to the gods at such a place. 

o But God’s people were banned from this; they were to worship at God’s chosen place, Jerusalem, 

where the tabernacle and ark were. 

o The religion of Israel at this point was not pure, but a mixture; part worshipping God, part following 

practices and traditions of other peoples. 

o Life is messy; things are not so neat. 

 

• Solomon did love God, though; we need to give him credit here; v3 is wholehearted praise from God. 

o To be said to walk in the statutes of David was high praise. 

o But not ideal; Solomon still worshipped at the high place of Gibeon, not the tabernacle. 

o His usual offering was a thousand burnt offerings; this was ridiculously expensive.  

▪ It is excessive, but shows his devotion and willingness to bear the cost. 

▪ Solomon could have spent that money on anything, but spends it to sacrifice to God. 

o Solomon is trying to follow his father’s words to follow the true God, even amid his inconsistencies 

and issues. 

 

• The picture we are given of Solomon here is of a godly man, but not a perfect one. 

o Likewise, the people of God do worship God, but in an impure way. 

o Life is messier than children’s books. 

▪ The good guys are not all wearing white and perfect, and the bad guys are not all wearing 

black and are totally evil. 

o There is a reason why modern movies and novels don’t always have black and white characters in 

them and easy, happy endings. 

▪ This reflects life better. 

▪ Life is not so neat. All of us have good and evil tendencies. 
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▪ We are imperfect people in an imperfect world. 

 

• You need to be realistic about your situation. 

o You may love Jesus, but you don’t do that perfectly. Neither do I. 

o There are gaps everywhere in our lives; maybe the isolation has brought out the worst in you from 

time to time. 

▪ It is very easy to find ourselves short-tempered, irritable, complaining, and negative. 

▪ Although we do really trust in Jesus and believe he is in control, we are still anxious 

sometimes. 

▪ We have good intentions, but the time flies by, and we haven’t read that book we intended to, 

we haven’t really helped many people, and we hadn’t achieved what we hoped. 

▪ We have frittered so much time away instead. 

o That is life. We get disappointed in ourselves, disappointed in the church, and disappointed in our 

society and government. 

o That’s the context of the exchange we are going to see between God and Solomon, and our context 

too. 

o We often don’t know what to do. And if we’re honest, we often are out of our depth, and more sinful 

than we thought we were. 

o How can we serve God better? How can we make better decisions?  

o How can our world become a little less messy and a little more godly? 

o It starts with prayer: 

 

2. A model prayer: wisdom to lead as an imperfect person (v5-15) 

 

• You might expect that God wouldn’t listen to Solomon’s prayers at all; after all, there are some big signs that 

his devotion is less than perfect. 

o But God does appear to Solomon in a dream, much like he spoke to prophets. 

o This great sign of God’s grace reveals a lot about who God is. 

o He doesn’t wait until Solomon is perfect and has his life all together; he sees his heart and his faith 

and graciously appears to him. 

 

• Imagine being in the situation Solomon faced in v5; God said that he could have anything he wanted! 

o “ask what I shall give you”. 

o What would you ask for? 

o Maybe to be able to gather as a church family, or to have job security, or to be able to go overseas. 

▪ Perhaps you’d settle for taking your time browsing at the shops! 

o What you want most reveals your heart; what you ask for from God reveals what you want most in the 

world. 

 

• Before we dig into the wisdom God is asked for and gives, let’s spend a few minutes considering the prayer 

Solomon gives here. 

o Yes, there are parts of this prayer and situation that are unique to Solomon; that’s true. 

o But it is a prayer of which we clearly see God’s approval in v10, and it follows a model that we can 

follow ourselves. 

 

• Solomon doesn’t immediately go to his request, even though he is invited to ask for something. 

o He starts by reflecting on God’s generosity and faithfulness in v6. 

o He then moves to God’s current blessings to him in v7. 

o This prayer includes an honest look at Solomon’s current state and needs, including a confession in 

v7. 

▪ Not knowing how to go out or come in is an idiom that means he doesn’t know what he is 

doing. 

▪ Just like I felt overwhelmed at taking a baby home for the first time, Solomon is overwhelmed 

at the responsibility of being a king while still a young man. 
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o Only after all these things do we see the request. 

 

• This is a useful model for our prayers; when you pray, be thoughtful and know whom you are speaking to. 

o We can be too casual and flippant in our prayers, talking to God like we were chatting with our 

friends.  

▪ There is something wonderful about being able to speak to God anywhere and anytime, but it 

is a privilege. 

▪ You are still talking to the King of the World! 

▪ Solomon is direct, but we feel his respect here; we can learn from that. 

o And you might think that if any prayer were a shopping list, this would be the one! 

▪ God, after all, asked Solomon to ask for anything! 

▪ But even in this prayer, Solomon includes thanks, adoration and confession. 

▪ It is a real conversation with God, not a list of things we want. 

 

• The request, when it comes in v9, is also very helpful. 

o Solomon asks for “an understanding mind” or literally, in Hebrew, a “listening heart”. 

▪ The request is for wisdom, out of anything he could have asked for. 

▪ Wisdom is different from knowing information. 

▪ In this age of being able to Google anything, we think that we know more, that we are wiser, 

but that’s not the case. 

▪ Wisdom is applied knowledge; it is knowing the right thing to do in any given situation. 

▪ Knowing that ovens can cook food is knowledge; knowing how to use the oven to cook a 

lovely meal is wisdom. 

▪ And when it comes to Biblical wisdom, we need to remember that wisdom in God’s world 

starts with the fear of God. 

▪ We need to know this is God’s world, and the wise way to live in God’s world is in line with 

what God wants. 

▪ True wisdom is seeing a situation and knowing God and his word well enough to apply what 

you know to what you see. 

 

• Solomon asks not for his own benefit in foreign policy or economics or the advancement of his interests. 

o No, it is God’s people he is concerned for. Here is a king that cares for his people! 

▪ That’s all too rare. 

o Solomon wants to govern well. 

o The letter of James says much about wisdom, and in chapter 3, James contrasts true wisdom with 

selfish ambition (James 3:13-18). 

▪ True wisdom is concerned with living well in God’s world and treating the world and God’s 

people well; it is not to advance our interests. 

▪ It is not about making good decisions to end up being wealthy and successful. 

▪ That is applying what we know only to ourselves; James goes so far as to call this unspiritual 

and demonic! 

 

• Again, we see a challenge to our prayers here, in 1 Kings 3 and James 3. 

o What proportion of your prayers are for yourself? Or you and your family? 

▪ Think about that. 

▪ It’s easy to pray for those close to you. Those that impact you. 

▪ But if all our prayers are for our benefit, that’s a pretty selfish list that reflects very selfish 

hearts. 

▪ We need to pray for the benefit of God’s people, especially now with the challenges faced by 

not being able to meet. 

▪ Do you pray for the church? Local and worldwide? 

▪ If not, make a note to do that today and from now on. 

▪ It matters. Being wise in God’s world has to include God’s people in the picture. 
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• God not only gives Solomon wisdom, but he also exceeds what is asked. 

o Solomon was wiser than anyone before or after him, as v12 says. 

▪ We see the evidence of that remaining in our Bibles, in Song of Songs, in the Proverbs, in the 

wisdom literature that remains. 

o God was pleased that Solomon’s request was not self-centred and focussed on wealth and long life 

and defeat of enemies. 

▪ So he gave him riches and honour, and long life dependent on obedience. 

▪ This is the most generous granted request you can think of. 

 

• I need to say something here; this is not the prosperity gospel. 

o Some preachers will use this passage to say that if we only ask God the right way, he will give us 

wealth and health if we believe enough. 

o But that misses the whole point here. 

o Solomon wasn’t asking for wealth and health; he asked for wisdom. 

▪ James says that God loves to grant wisdom to those who ask. 

▪ He didn’t ask for riches or even anything for himself. 

▪ You cannot extrapolate from this to say that if we ask for wisdom, God will give us wealth 

too.  

▪ This is a factual account, not a promise that God does this for everyone. 

▪ You can conclude that God loves to bless us beyond what we ask for, but this is often not 

riches; it is in many other more significant ways. 

▪ Things like peace and hope, faith and understanding, perseverance and character. God gives 

these in abundance. 

 

• Notice too that this is still a call to faithfulness. 

o Solomon was not to walk away from God’s grace and live how he liked. 

o No, he needed to walk in God’s ways, as v14 says. 

 

• And Solomon understands this; look at what he does in v15. 

o Instead of worshipping at the high place, now he is in Jerusalem before the ark. 

o This is right worship, the right response to God’s grace. 

o He sacrifices to say thank you and includes everyone in his celebration, with the focus being all his 

servants. 

o This is a good start for someone who cares for his people! 

 

• As we’ve already thought about, we all need more wisdom than we have now. 

o Life is complicated, we are limited, and we need God to help us. 

o James encourages us in James 1:5 to ask God for wisdom, and we will be given it. 

▪ That should be our first place to go when we don’t know what to do or what decision to make; 

pray. 

o We should also learn from God’s people; they are a gift in this area. 

▪ Do you have a new baby? Speak to a sister who has had children before for advice. 

▪ Are you stressed about life after uni? Speak to an older saint who has trodden that path. 

o And of course, we have God’s word in the Bible. 

▪ God doesn’t promise to appear to us in dreams as he did to Solomon, but he speaks to us even 

today. 

▪ If you want to be wise and distinctive in God’s world, then read your Bible. 

▪ Go deeper in this time of confinement; God has given you time. 

 

TRANSITION Solomon was always to be known as the wisest man ever. The last part of our passage shows us 

why: 

 

3. Wisdom illustrated: the true king bringing justice for everyone (v16-28) 

 



6 
 

• This episode with the dead baby is a famous one; it is here as an illustration of how Solomon’s wisdom played 

out in practice. 

• Look at v16 at who the dispute is between: two prostitutes. 

o Prostitution was illegal, but like everywhere, it was common. 

o But it matters for our purposes that justice is offered here to the lowest people in society. 

o These are outsiders and obvious sinners, the kind of people who would usually not even get an 

audience with the king. 

o King Solomon was concerned for everyone; justice was even for prostitutes, something scarce in the 

ancient world. 

o They spoke out of turn before the king at times, like in v22, yet he is not annoyed with them.  

o They have no-one to speak for them, yet they get a fair hearing. 

 

• The situation is a tragic one for everyone; whoever is right, a child is dead. 

o Both women had newborn babies in their care, with no man around.  

o The claim by the first woman is that when the other woman rolled on her newborn and killed him, she 

took the first woman’s child and claimed he was hers. 

o There are no witnesses; it is a situation of she said, she said as Solomon rightly points out in v23. 

o There is no other evidence to call upon. There is no way to find out who is lying and who is telling the 

truth. 

o Solomon famously called for a sword and threatened to have the baby cut in two. 

▪ The response accurately revealed the real mother, and it all ends neatly. 

▪ Justice is clearly done. The right complainant gets justice. 

o This is obviously wise. It is thoughtful and right. 

o In a modern court case, we would be guessing, and perhaps the one with the better lawyer might win. 

o Here we see real justice. 

o And the people responded with awe because of the wisdom of God that led to justice (v28). 

o They are not only in awe of Solomon; praise goes to God. 

o It was not some innate ability in Solomon, but something he has a gift from God. 

 

• There is a lot in this account for us to think about. 

• What we see here is a picture of good government. 

o A good government, a wise government under God, is one that cares for all people, for everyone is 

made in the image of God. 

o Good government is one which provides justice for prostitutes and the poor, and which doesn’t treat 

people better if they are wealthy or powerful. 

o It is a good thing to judge governments on next time we are called upon to vote. 

o How will this government care for the poor and needy?  

 

• But it’s not only a picture of government; this is personal. 

• We should be growing in wisdom over time and making wiser decisions than we are now. 

o Not many of us have the implications of a decision like the one Solomon had to make; life and death 

don’t rest on our choices that often. 

o But we make important decisions all the time. 

▪ Maybe you have a big decision to make soon, about a visa, or where to live, or what to study. 

▪ Or perhaps you just have smaller choices like how to respond to the frustrations of home 

confinement or how to speak to your spouse or what to do with your spare evenings. 

▪ All of this needs wisdom, and in all of these things, our faith in God needs to make a 

difference. 

o But even as we make these decisions, we will realise our limitations. 

▪ We will not always make the right choices. 

▪ We will make selfish ones, and sinful ones, and just foolish ones. 

▪ And so did Solomon; many of us know that the account of his life is not one of great 

godliness over time. 

▪ Even in this passage, we saw hints of his sins and frailties. 
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▪ The answer to our lack of wisdom, and the lack of wisdom even of Solomon, is not to look for 

a better teacher or a new self-help book. 

▪ That blogger you follow can’t give you the ability to live a godly life and solve all your 

problems. 

 

o Our limitations should make us think of the true king who was coming after this, a descendent of 

Solomon humanly speaking, king Jesus. 

▪ This is the king who welcomed all who came, famously including prostitutes and tax 

collectors. 

▪ And you, if you are a Christian. 

o The one who responded so wisely to so many traps and loaded questions, and who lived a life 

precisely as God intended life to be lived. 

 

• The ultimate place we see wisdom, according to the Bible, is at the cross. 

o When we reflect on Jesus’ death for us, we understand that this solution to our problem of sin, our 

limitations due to sin and lack of wisdom, is perfect. 

o We cannot do it. We cannot be wise enough to come to God. 

o We cannot make all the right decisions all the time. 

o But God can. 

o God has died in your place; in Jesus, God provided a wise solution to our lack of wisdom, to our 

brokenness and evil. 

o God knows that our life is messy and we are sinful, just like it was in Solomon’s time, and he 

provided exactly what we needed. 

o Christ dying on the cross is, to use the phrase from 1 Corinthians 1:24, the power of God and the 

wisdom of God. 

o You cannot be wise enough to deal with sin; you cannot do it. 

o You need to humble yourselves and trust in the king who can do this, who has done this, and who has 

shown justice over sin. 

o Justice and mercy together in one place; that is only found, ultimately, in the cross of Jesus. 

 

Challenge: the wonder of a wise life 

 

• Christians need to be wise in how we live. 

o This means pleasing God and seeking to serve him well. 

o It means distinctive living due to the Word and the Spirit; we should stand out in a world marked by 

so many foolish decisions when Christians make godly choices that benefit others. 

o This should be true; Christians should be wise and stand out. 

o But even if this is true, and we are wise to some degree, we are saved by the one whose great wisdom 

in the cross dealt with what we cannot. 

o We need to strive for wisdom while knowing that true wisdom is found in Jesus rather than us. 

 

• What do you do when you feel overwhelmed? When a complicated situation seems too much for you? 

o Maybe you are feeling that right now, with all the recent changes. 

o We should pray a lot, for we know we don’t have the answers, but God does. 

o And we need to strive to serve others, the people of God, and not just our own selfish ambition. 

o Make sure you spend time reflecting on Jesus and what he has done for you. 

▪ That will take your focus off yourself and your problems, and remind you that true wisdom is 

found in Jesus, not you. 

o And think, when facing the messiness of another week at home: how can I serve God well here? 

o What can I do to build up the body of Christ today? 

o What can I do to advance the kingdom, to increase the reputation of the king, so others see him as the 

people did in v28? 
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• I want to close with this encouragement: you do grow in wisdom the longer you follow Jesus, though it is a 

long process. 

o We all think we know everything when we are 15, or 21; we don’t. 

o We’re all learning. We will never be perfect in making good decisions. 

o But think about mature, older Christians you know. 

o They often have useful things to say, godly ways to approach complex situations. 

o Talk to them and ask for advice. 

o Look at what God has done in their lives to teach them. 

o God is working in us, by His Spirit, to point us to Jesus the true Wisdom, and to help us live wisely in 

his world. 

o Read God’s word. Use the wisdom of your brothers and sisters in Christ. Pray for wisdom to the one 

who loves to grant it. 

o And even in this messy world, we can serve Him better. 

 

 


