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      Do you believe Solomon will be in Heaven?

      It’s a question I asked our adult Bible class several months ago as we embarked on a three-month study of the “wisest fool” that has ever lived. I asked the question, not so much to make a judgment about his eternal salvation, as much as to see what people’s opinions are of the man.

      As I expected, the results were polarizing. Some argued that his wealth and wisdom defined the “Golden Age of Israel,” and his mistakes later in life, while terrible, didn’t exactly indicate that he died apart from God. Maybe he repented, they argued. How are we to know? A fair statement.

      Others argued that the man responsible for leading Israel adrift into idolatry—after his wives led him into idolatry—was one of the single biggest sinners in Old Testament history. For them, no indication of his repentance equals no repentance; they assumed the Scriptures would have loved to tell of his redemption story.

      Both arguments are equally valid. Indeed, there is no Textual evidence as to his spiritual state, like there would seem to be with someone like Elijah, who reappeared at Christ’s Transfiguration (Matthew 17:3). Because Elijah met with Jesus on the mountain, there’s a high degree of confidence in where he ultimately resides.

      Solomon, on the other hand, doesn’t show up in the so-called “Hall of Faith” in Hebrews 11 (though his exclusion can be argued both ways considering Samson is included). Who’s to say what his relationship was like with God, really?

      It’s precisely these extreme viewpoints that make Solomon such an intriguing figure to study. Though Solomon is one of the most well-known figures in Scripture, in my experience, people hold wildly different opinions of him. Some believe he was a redemptive figure that was able to use his wisdom to regain some shred of righteousness towards the end of his life, while others view him as a tragic figure: someone who had every reason to succeed but didn’t.

      Despite the opinions, there’s no doubt Solomon was one of a kind. Blessed with resources beyond imagination (1 Kings 3:12–13), he was also blessed with an enormous amount of wisdom to manage his life. Moreover, he had peace on all sides from his enemies and honor from other world empires to boot. It’s hard to make an argument that anyone was more blessed than the son of David and Bathsheba.

      So why did he fall? Ask ten different people and you’re likely to get eleven different answers, ranging from arrogance to lust to straight-up lack of willpower.

      As with most things, the truth lies somewhere in the middle. In a lot of ways, he seems to come across as an Eastern version of the American general, George Custer, who fell in love with his own legend and pushed his luck past the breaking point. Others have likened Solomon to Henry VIII, the English monarch who cycled through women as fast as he changed his socks. Tell the story of the women and you tell the story of the king.

      Still, Solomon stands alone. In the recorded history of the world, there has never been such a combination of wealth, wisdom, and women as there is in his life, and yet, much of the world knows nothing about him. We relegate his life to a few isolated stories: dividing the baby, building the Temple, asking God for wisdom, etc. What we never do is identify the man. We never look in-depth into who Solomon is and what makes him tick. What a colossal mistake on our part.

      It’s not for lack of resources. Twenty chapters of Biblical history tell his story (split between two parallel accounts), along with twenty-nine chapters of Proverbs, twelve chapters of Ecclesiastes, eight love-filled chapters of Song of Solomon, and two psalms. That’s a whopping seventy-one chapters in our Old Testament either devoted to his life or penned by his hand—more than Luke and Acts put together!

      When you overlay Solomon’s history with his writings, a complex personality emerges. Through his writings, Solomon extols the virtues of having kids, and yet virtually no mention is made of his own within his narrative history. Adding to this mystery even further, he shows utter disregard for children in his detestable worship of Molech (an idol who was worshipped by child sacrifices) all the while, knowing full well his father David’s grief over losing his own son, and Solomon’s older, late brother. He counsels us to avoid the harlot and then devotes himself to one thousand women.

      So, what kind of man is Solomon, then? He’s far more paradoxical than readers typically give him credit for. Sermons, books, and classes on his life tend to skip over the man himself in favor of cherry-picking events of his life for illustrative purposes. In the end, what we find out about Solomon is what we find out about almost every other Bible character that we study: He’s a lot more like us than we give him credit for.

      My prayer is that through this book, you’ll gain a deeper understanding of who Solomon is and why he lived the way he did. Take him as an object lesson that great intentions don’t always manifest themselves into great living. That even when we know the right way to go, our passions pull us in a completely different direction.

      Or, better yet, maybe we could let Solomon speak for himself in this regard.

      “Watch over your heart with all diligence, for from it flow the springs of life” (Prov. 4:23).
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      Solomon’s first appearance in Scripture is noteworthy for being remarkably un-noteworthy. One would think a person who had such a monumental impact on Scripture would command a glorious entrance, bursting on the scene with such a force that the reader is compelled to stand up and take notice.

      Instead, Solomon’s name is slid into a list of the other names of David’s children in 2 Samuel 5:14–16: “Now these are the names of those who were born to him in Jerusalem: Shammua, Shobab, Nathan, Solomon, Ibhar, Elishua, Nepheg, Japhia, Elishama, Eliada and Eliphelet.”

      Solomon’s name appears neither at the beginning nor the end of this lineup, which is an important point when you consider the structure of Biblical writing. Generally, the order of names reveals importance, not necessarily birth order, as is often assumed. Abraham’s (Abram) name, for instance, appears before his siblings in Genesis 11:26, despite the fact that he was probably not the oldest of his brothers. In Acts 7:4, Stephen tells how Abraham left the land of the Chaldeans after his father Terah died at the ripe old age of 205 (Genesis 11:32), when Abraham himself was only 75 years old (Genesis 12:4). That would make Terah around 130 when Abraham was born, and not 70 years old, like Genesis 11:26 insinuates. Fortunately, it’s not hard to see the resolution. Terah most likely did not have all three sons the year he turned 70; rather, they were probably spread out, with Abraham not being born for another 70 years.

      Abraham’s stance at the front of his siblings also shows his significance to Jesus. Just like Abraham, other characters in Scripture that contributed to the genealogy of Jesus were not the oldest child such as Seth, Shem, Arphaxad, Isaac, Jacob, Judah, and Perez. Solomon was absolutely part of Jesus’ lineage (Matthew 1:6–7), as was his brother Nathan, also born of Bathsheba (Luke 3:31), and neither were the oldest child of David—that honor belongs to Amnon, who dishonored his family by raping his half-sister Tamar.

      If Solomon has such an important role in Scripture—both in his life and his genealogy—why does he appear smack dab in the middle of all his other brothers, most of whom are lost to history? At this point, I’ll honestly confess that I have no idea. In addition to that, what’s even more perplexing is that a significant disagreement exists as to the order of these children. It would appear from 2 Samuel 12:24 that Solomon is the oldest of Bathsheba’s children, since the child that sprang from the adulterous union with David died in infancy, and Solomon is recorded as coming next. Josephus, on the other hand, is emphatic that Solomon is the youngest. In this instance, I would disagree with the veritable historian and affirm Solomon’s place at the front of Bathsheba’s children, his late brother notwithstanding.

      What 2 Samuel 5:14–17 does show for certain, however, is David’s stepping-off point into disobedience from God’s will. Deuteronomy 17:17 clearly states that no king should “…multiply wives for himself, or else his heart will turn away; nor shall he greatly increase silver and gold for himself.” David clearly did have multiple wives—Michal, Abigail, and now Bathsheba, at the very least—and unfortunately, Solomon would follow suit. And as Deuteronomy 17:17 claimed, Solomon’s heart would eventually be taken away from God by that very act (1 Kings 11:3). More on that situation later.

      Solomon’s first appearance in Scripture then, is completely nondescript. If the reader was unaware of his later importance, it would seem as if he’s just another name in a genealogical list that bears little relevance to later events.

      Almost the exact same thing happens two chapters later in the dream conversation about the Temple in 2 Samuel 7. There, David tells the prophet Nathan of his plans to build the Temple—an idea that Nathan wholeheartedly supports (2 Samuel 7:2–3)—only to be talked down by God Himself in a dream that same night. David’s intent is admirable, but God informs him that it’s not his job to build the Temple for Yahweh; instead, that duty will fall to “his descendant.” He is the one who will build “a house for My [God’s] name,” and “his throne will be established forever” (2 Samuel 7:13).

      This prophecy has been widely seen as a dual prophecy, so called when a prophecy has two fulfillments instead of one (shocking, I know). Solomon would indeed be this “descendant” that would be later raised to build the Temple (1 Chronicles 28:6), but the ultimate fulfillment of this passage lies within Christ—yet another Messianic connection with Solomon. Hebrews 1:5 makes this abundantly clear in discussing the deity of Jesus: “For to which of the angels did He ever say…‘I will be a Father to Him and He shall be a Son to Me’”? The reference in Hebrews 1 is clearly ascribed to Jesus, but Solomon also fits the bill in a temporary, earthly context.

      The major difference between these two fulfillments is found in the rest of 2 Samuel 7:14: “…when he commits iniquity, I will correct him with the rod of men and the strokes of the sons of men.” This cannot apply to Christ, since He is our perfect sacrifice (2 Corinthians 5:21, 1 Peter 2:2, 1 John 3:5). It absolutely can apply to Solomon, however, whose sins are plastered all over the account of his life and who experienced numerous “corrections” from others as a result (1 Kings 11).

      2 Samuel 7:15 records another part of the promise to Solomon. There, God says that He will never take His lovingkindness from David’s descendant, as He took it from Saul. This doesn’t mean that Solomon would go unpunished for his sins; rather, the specific reference to Saul indicates the type of mercy that would be given. Saul’s lineage did not sit on the throne of Israel after Saul’s death. David’s and Solomon’s would.

      This promise soothed David’s heart, since David was intimately familiar with the kingdom being torn away from Saul and how harshly Saul reacted to this punishment (1 Samuel 15:27–28). Later, this promise would be more or less repeated to Solomon when the kingdom was torn from him, using almost the exact same language and visual imagery that Saul heard (1 Kings 11:30–36). Indeed, one of the grandest tragedies of Solomon’s life is that even though he was the son of David, the older he got, the more he became like Saul.

      A total of nineteen sons were born to David between his time in Hebron and Jerusalem (plus one daughter, Tamar), not including the children of his concubines (1 Chronicles 3:1–9). Solomon appears right in the middle of all of them, so the real question is, why was he chosen to be king?

      The simplest answer is also the most accurate: God chose him. 1 Chronicles 22:6–10 sees David calling for Solomon to tell him of his original desire to build a Temple for God, but that God refused and decreed that Solomon would build it instead. While the exact reason for God refusing to allow David to build the Temple is not given in Samuel’s account, David records it for us here, saying that God did not want a man of blood to build a house of peace: “You have shed much blood and have waged great wars; you shall not build a house to My name, because you have shed so much blood on the earth before Me” (1 Chronicles 22:8). By contrast, Solomon would be a “man of peace,” which is fitting considering the name “Solomon” means “peaceful.” David had expanded the physical Kingdom, but it would be Solomon who would build the spiritual.

      David would tell the people about God’s choice six chapters later in 1 Chronicles 28:5–10, which also fulfills the direct prophecy given to David in 2 Samuel 7:15: “Of all my sons (for the Lord has given me many sons), He has chosen my son Solomon to sit on the throne of the kingdom of the Lord over Israel. He said to me, ‘Your son Solomon is the one who shall build My house and My courts; for I have chosen him to be a son to Me, and I will be a father to him.’”

      David’s words to Solomon would be prescient. Telling him that God “searches all hearts, and understands every intent of the thoughts” (1 Chronicles 28:9), he implores Solomon to seek God and obey Him in everything that He does. Echoing the same type of command that God would give the nation of Israel centuries before (Deuteronomy 28:1), David insists that his very life depends on it. Like Israel, Solomon would be less than faithful.

      These repeated warnings (this one by David and twice by God in 1 Kings 3:14 and 1Kings 9:4–5) show that Solomon’s disobedience was utterly inexcusable. He knew the consequences of his heart drifting away from God, and yet, he allowed it to happen over the course of his life. In 1 Chronicles 22:13, David even tells Solomon to “be strong and courageous”—the exact statement that God told Joshua three times before he set out to conquer Canaan (Joshua 1:6, 7, 9). Unlike Joshua, Solomon is neither strong nor courageous.

      Aside from God’s direct command that he should be king, Solomon had virtually zero right to the throne. He had at least a few older brothers that had a far more legitimate claim than he did, and yet all of them fell in spectacular fashion.

      Amnon is most likely the oldest, and his tale is told in 2 Samuel 13, where he’s taught by his cousin Jonadab (2 Samuel 13:3) how to rape his half-sister, Tamar. Amnon “succeeds,” and is eventually murdered by Absalom—Tamar’s full brother (2 Samuel 13:28–29). There’s no denying this placement in Scripture either. Right after David’s sin with Bathsheba and the murder of Uriah is told in 2 Samuel 11–12, the following verses tell the story of Tamar’s rape and Amnon’s murder. It would seem that the apple doesn’t fall very far from the tree.

      Nor would it with Absalom, either. Strikingly handsome (2 Samuel 14:25–27) but obsessed with power and convinced that he should be king instead of even his father David, he sets out on a primitive campaign tour to “steal the hearts of the people away from David.” Even though he was exiled for a time for the murder of Amnon, he is eventually recalled by David—and then subsequently ignored for two years (2 Samuel 14:28).

      The fact that he was ignored was not Absalom’s fault; everything that happens as a result of that perceived snub, however, was. Absalom tries to see the king on at least two occasions—both rebuffed by Joab—and in response, he lights Joab’s field on fire (2 Samuel 14:30–32). This has the desired effect of getting the attention of the king but also makes him an enemy of Joab.

      From there, Absalom sets up chariots for himself to establish his glory, positions himself near the city gates to act as judge for the people who David “doesn’t have time for” (according to Absalom), and eventually leads a full-on coup against David, taking even Abiathar, David’s counselor, with him.

      Absalom’s attack on the throne is notable for several reasons. First, it clearly showed who was on David’s side and who wasn’t. Abiathar—who was the only priest to survive King Saul’s slaughter of the priests at Nob and later served as David’s advisor during his own wilderness wanderings (1 Samuel 22)—is labelled as a traitor for aligning with Absalom, as is Ahithophel, another of David’s former counselors. By contrast, another priest named Zadok tries to accompany David out of Jerusalem as he flees, but David commands him to return to his post.

      Even secondary figures begin to emerge in this struggle for power. Ittai the Gittite—a foreigner who had no real obligation to serve the king—pledges his sword to David (2 Samuel 15:19–23), while one of Saul’s descendants named Shimei curses David on his way out of town (2 Samuel 16:5–8). With the sides clearly chosen and the battle lines marked, Absalom finally makes his way to Jerusalem and claims the vacated throne.

      What happens next is even more extraordinary. Ahithophel counsels Absalom to “go in” to all of David’s concubines on the roof of the palace, in plain sight of all Israel. This is obviously a reference to gross sexual immorality, but it needs to be pointed out that this is not just about lust for Absalom—it’s about power. By having relationships with a king’s concubines, you’re seizing the most intimate part of his life for yourself. When it’s done in plain sight, as it was by Absalom, the point is clear: I have taken what is yours, including your kingdom, your pride, and your manhood.

      Unfortunately for Absalom, this would be his last “great” act as king. He pursues David into the wilderness with twelve thousand men (another act akin to Saul’s) and fails; Ahithophel hangs himself, Absalom gets his hair caught in a tree, and Joab spears him while he’s hanging defenseless. Just like that, Absalom’s quest for glory is over, and Joab finally gets revenge on the man who burned his fields.

      The coups don’t stop there, however. As David is on his deathbed, his other son Adonijah launches his own attempt to claim power, despite full knowledge that Solomon has been chosen by David as king. Like Absalom, he draws notable figures to his cause; men such as Abiathar and even Joab rally behind Adonijah’s claim, though Zadok, Benaiah, Nathan, and David’s mighty men stay with Solomon.

      To “announce” his coronation, Adonijah performs sacrifices and throws a massive banquet for himself, inviting just about everyone in the Kingdom—except for Solomon. Bathsheba runs to David to inform him of the events, and Nathan follows not long after to repeat the same story. Immediately, David instructs Nathan to crown Solomon as king while Adonijah is busy at the feast. While there, Adonijah hears the trumpets and is told that Solomon has indeed been crowned king (1 Kings 1).

      Solomon is a background player in all of this. Born after the events of 2 Samuel 11–12 (David’s affair with Bathsheba), Solomon would have undoubtedly been familiar with Absalom’s coup, Amnon’s actions, and countless other attempts to either seize the throne directly or discredit him behind the scenes, but how much of it played into Solomon’s life is hard to say. Due to his myriad of wives and concubines, we do know that Solomon struggled with lust, as did his father David and his brother Amnon (even if many of those relationships were most likely political). Like Absalom (and King Saul), we know that he had a near-unquenchable thirst for power since he tried to kill Jeroboam and keep him from becoming king (1 Kings 11:40).

      What we don’t know is why Solomon ignored all of these lessons and engaged in acts he knew would drive him away from God. We don’t know why he abandoned God for idols when God never abandoned him. Call it pride, call it lust, or call it a desire for absolute power, but the fact remains that when Solomon ascended the throne at David’s death, he did so with a blank slate and all the resources he needed to succeed as the people’s king. How he would progress from there would be entirely up to him.
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