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Abstract
The narrator in the Hebrew Bible is generally considered to be 
reliable and omniscient. This need not mean, however, that the 
narrator’s character portrayals, which develop the ideology of 
the implied author, are superficial, one-dimensional, and sim-
plistic. Thus, the role of the exegete in interpreting the character 
of narrative participants is a complex one. Solomon’s prayer for 
wisdom in 1 Kgs 3:1–15 has traditionally been interpreted as the 
act of an ideal king who represents the United Kingdom at the 
height of its glory. His piety and the splendor of his early rule 
have frequently been praised and contrasted with the apostasy 
and the foolishness of his later years. In this paper, however, it 
will be argued that the account of Solomon’s prayer for wisdom 
at Gibeon in 1 Kings is full of subtle irony and innuendo that 
the narrator deliberately uses to subvert the surface portrait of 
the king whose name has become synonymous with wisdom 
and to foreshadow his eventual downfall. This will be demon-
strated at three levels by (1) an analysis of the text in order to 
study the evaluative language used; (2) an examination of the 
immediate co-text of the Gibeon pericope and of the influ-
ence that this placement has on the reader’s understanding of 
the character of Solomon; and also (3) a consideration of the 
canonical context whereby the adaptations of the Chronicler 

1 The editors would like to note that this essay was honoured as the runner-up for the Jack 
and Phyllis Middleton Award for Excellence in Theology, given at the New Voices Canadian 
Evangelical Theology Fall Regional Conference, sponsored by CETA and held at McMaster 
Divinity College, on October 20, 2012.
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constitute a deliberate attempt to reinterpret the equivocal view 
of Solomon in the book of Kings and to portray him as the ideal 
king, worthy of building Yhwh’s temple.

Introduction
The Bible is not peopled by stereotypical heroes and villains, but by real people. 
Solomon, especially in regards to the early years of his reign, is too often superfi-
cially perceived as a paragon of wisdom and justice, a pious temple builder, who 
then suddenly deviates from his previous virtue in 1 Kgs 11:1, led astray by women.2 
For example, in his commentary, Nelson remarks that “[the Gibeon] narrative 
makes the point that Solomon made the correct and godly choice,”3 and later 
draws the conclusion that “[Solomon] becomes a prime example of faithful choice 
in harmony with God’s will.”4 The narrative in 1 Kgs 3:1–15, however, suggests a 
different characterization, not one of unalloyed praise, although praise is indeed 
there, but one that contains suggestions of imperfection that mar the seemingly 
glowing portrait and that foreshadow Solomon’s later failures that are ultimately 
the result of flaws in his own character, not the influence of others. In spite of 
the fact that many of the king’s actions seem to be justified, there is a critical 
undercurrent in the narrative. Walsh states: “Most commentators understand the 
text as pro-Solomonic, though some have seen the transparent opportunism as 
something revealing an ironic, anti-Solomonic narrative agenda.”5 In my view, the 
portrayal of Solomon is neither clearly pro- nor anti-Solomonic, but realistic, a 
portrait of a leader who is divinely gifted with great potential and wisdom, but 
nevertheless has deep flaws that are evident right from his accession and that ul-
timately undermine his potential and lead to his downfall.6

Admittedly, there are no explicit statements as to Solomon’s flaws and weak-
nesses in the text, but there are inferences. An interpretation that takes a flat, one-

2 See, for example, Peter J. Leithart, 1 & 2 Kings (Brazos Theological Commentary on the 
Bible; Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2006), 43–46, 83; Paul R. House, 1, 2 Kings (The New American 
Commentary 8; Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1995), 108–113, 165; and Gary N. Knoppers, 
Two Nations under God: The Deuteronomistic History of Solomon and the Dual Monarchies, (2 vols.; 
Harvard Semitic Monographs 52–53; Atlanta: Scholars, 1993), 135, who refers to a “new and 
negative phase in Solomon’s rule.”

3 Richard D. Nelson, First and Second Kings: Interpretation, a Bible Commentary for Teaching and 
Preaching (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1987), 32.

4 Nelson, First and Second Kings, 36.
5 Jerome T. Walsh, “The Characterization of Solomon in First Kings 1–5,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 

57/ 3 (1995): 476.
6 See Iain W. Provan, V. Philips Long, and Tremper Longman, A Biblical History of Israel, (1st ed.; 

Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 2003), 247, who state: “Solomon, right at the beginning of 
his reign, carried with him the seeds of his own destruction.”
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dimensional approach to the text would miss these important nuances, which are 
not merely the product of an overactive reader’s imagination—they are intentional 
aspects of the text, whether those intentions reside in the original author(s) or in 
the subsequent redactor(s). Ultimately, the inferences arise out of the text itself, a 
product of the “implied author.” A detailed analysis of structure, literary devices, 
and evaluative language reveals this critical subtext. Granted, in any individual 
instance the interpretation of character may well be called into question; however, 
the sheer quantity of indicators within the Gibeon narrative is in itself convincing, 
as will be seen in the analysis that follows. Walsh is correct in stating that the “ef-
fect of these sotto voce insinuations is cumulative.”7 As well as traditional literary 
analysis, I will use Evaluation Theory to add to this cumulative evidence.

Evaluation Theory
Martin and White’s Evaluation Theory was designed for use in English, but I have 
adapted and applied it to the Hebrew text.8 Many linguists who study Appraisal 
Theory take a “broadly functional approach,” and their work, including that of 
Martin and White, is based on the Systemic Functional Linguistics (or SFL) of 
Michael Halliday.9 According to Painter:

Within systemic-functional linguistics . . . the idea that a speaker 
always adopts a position in relation to the addressee, and a 
stance in relation to what is said, is a longstanding and 
fundamental one modeled in terms of an “interpersonal” 
linguistic resource that is always in play when the parallel 

“ideational” one construes meaning.10

7 Walsh, “Characterization of Solomon,” 473. Space does not permit a lengthy discussion of literary 
interpretation here, and in any case, these techniques are generally well known. For further 
information on indentifying irony and other implicit literary devices, see Robert Alter, The Art of 
Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), passim; Yairah Amit, Hidden Polemics in Biblical 
Narrative (Biblical Interpretation Series; Leiden: Brill, 2000), passim; and Meir Sternberg, The 
Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading (The Indiana Literary 
Biblical Series; Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1985), passim.

8 The terms “evaluation theory” and “appraisal theory” tend to be used interchangeably. The term 
“attitudinal stance” is also sometimes used. There is also some overlap here with “point of view” in 
literary analysis. Thompson and Hunston prefer the term “evaluation” since it expresses a “user 
orientation” and “allows us to talk about the values ascribed to the entities and propositions 
which are evaluated” (Geoff Thompson and Susan Hunston, “Evaluation: An Introduction,” in 
Evaluation in Text: Authorial Stance and the Construction of Discourse [eds. Geoff Thompson and 
Susan Hunston; New York: Oxford University Press, 2000], 5). For more on the varied terminology 
and the different branches of Evaluation Theory see Thompson and Hunston, “Evaluation,” 2–5. 
As in any developing area of study, the terminology and emphasis is varied and inconsistent. 
Without trying to explain all the variants, this study will adopt Martin and White’s terminology 
for simplicity and because this is the model that will be implemented.

9 Thompson and Hunston, “Evaluation,” 2.
10 Clare Painter, “Developing Attitude: An Ontogenetic Perspective on Appraisal,” Text 23/2 (2003): 184.
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It is beyond the scope of this article to even begin to explain Systemic Function-
al Linguistics. Suffice it to say that SFL focuses on language in use rather than 
abstract cognitive theories, and it views language as a system of resources for con-
struing meaning.

Some aspects of Martin and White’s methodology make it challenging to 
apply to the study of the Hebrew Bible. Although it seems self-evident that every 
language has some methods of encoding evaluative material, the actual methods 
may be quite different in ancient Hebrew than in English. The specific realizations 
of evaluation itemized by Martin and White must therefore be reassessed—lin-
guistically, culturally, and literarily—before they are applied to Hebrew. Neverthe-
less, it is possible, as described in Martin and White’s work, to determine the ways 
in which Hebrew uses lexical and syntactic constructions that parallel those in 
English, and also to identify related methods that are unique to Hebrew of achiev-
ing a similar function. Hebrew offers a variety of ways for expressing evaluative 
language, including modification of participants and of processes, of modal verbs 
and particles, of affective mental and behavioural processes, and of evaluative lexis. 
These textual realizations, and others, can be used to express many different types 
of evaluation and to determine the evaluative stance of the characters and of the 
narrator, who is generally considered to be reliable.

These techniques are all methods in which evaluation is “directly inscribed in 
discourse through the use of attitudinal lexis [or syntax].”11 This is not always the 
case, however. Martin and White argue that, even where specific evaluative lan-
guage is not used, ideational elements can be intentionally included that carry 
their own implicit attitudinal loads; thus, they invoke attitudes.12 The audience is 
then able to infer from these the stance of the author/redactor. They explain:

The picture is complicated . . . by the possibility that the 
judgement assessment may be more indirectly evoked or 
implied—rather than explicitly inscribed—by what can be 
termed “tokens” of Judgement. Under such tokens, Judgement 
values are triggered by superficially neutral, ideational meanings 
which nevertheless have the capacity in the culture to evoke 
judgemental responses (depending upon the reader’s social/
cultural/ideological reader position).13

In response to accusations of subjectivity, Martin and White respond: “Avoiding 

11 J. R. Martin and P. R. R. White, The Language of Evaluation: Appraisal in English (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 61.

12 Martin and White, Language of Evaluation, 62–63.
13 P. R. R. White, “Appraisal Outline,” http://www.grammatics.com/appraisal/AppraisalOutline/

AppraisalOutlineWPFiles.html, 6.
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invoked evaluation of this kind amounts to a suggestion that ideational mean-
ing is selected without regard to the attitudes it engenders—a position we find 
untenable.”14 They remind us that this kind of subjectivity is not individual but 
social, a product of communities of interpretation that are contemporaneous with 
the text, and thus avoid a merely idiosyncratic reading. Invocation, more so than 
inscription, is dependent on its co-text and context.15 Evaluative language does 
not always occur in discrete instances scattered through a text. Rather, these mani-
festations tend to overlap, to accumulate, and to expand as the discourse progress-
es; they can “spread out and colour a phase of discourse as speakers and writers 
take up a stance.”16 Evaluation Theory has a number of advantages, one of which 
is the fact that it forces the interpreter to consider all available evidence in the text 
rather than to focus on the more obvious or superficial aspects or on those that 
merely support the interpreter’s presuppositions. In conjunction with literary and 
historical analysis, it can yield effective results. 

The model examines a number of elements of evaluation. The Judgement sub-
system “deals with attitudes towards behaviour, which we admire or criticise, 
praise or condemn.”17 It involves assessment of character and of behaviour that 
may be divided into Esteem and Sanction.18 The positive aspects of Judgement, 
grouped under Social Esteem, include normality (how unusual or special some-
one is), capacity (how capable someone is), and tenacity (how resolute or faithful 
someone is). Social Sanction, the negative side of Judgement, includes judge-
ments of veracity (how truthful someone is) and propriety (how ethical someone 
is).19 Propriety, and to a lesser extent normality, are the most significant in the 
Solomon pericope, and it is on these two that we shall focus here.20

An evaluative analysis of the text of 1 Kgs 3:1–15 using this model does not yield 
a uniformly glowing appraisal of Solomon, but rather it offers one that is often 
ambiguous and at times overtly negative. I also consider the surrounding co-text, 
which is also significant from a discourse perspective, as well as the adaptation of 
the Chronicler, who appears to have done some significant “damage control” on 
his vorlage. We will consider these passages as they are relevant.

14 Martin and White, Language of Evaluation, 62.
15 Martin and White, Language of Evaluation, 66.
16 Martin and White, Language of Evaluation, 43.
17 Martin and White, Language of Evaluation, 42. Note that small capitals are used for the names of 

systems and subsystems.
18 Martin and White, Language of Evaluation, 52.
19 Martin and White, Language of Evaluation, 52.
20 The relevant section of the system network of Appraisal, and a selection from the appraisal chart 

of 1 Kgs 3:1–15, are included below.
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Analysis
Prior Co-text: 1 Kings 2
The content of 1 Kgs 2 is germane as a lead-up to our passage. Sweeny contends: 

[Negative] observations are based upon a reading of the Gibeon 
narrative in relation to the larger literary context of the DtrH. It 
is only when the narrative context is considered that the critique 
against Solomon becomes clear. When considered as a self-
contained narrative, 1 Kgs 3:3–15 presents quite a positive 
portrayal of Solomon as a pious and righteous young king to 
whom Yhwh grants wisdom.21

It is a moot point whether the portrayal is “quite positive,” but Sweeny’s com-
ments about its context are valid.

The Gibeon narrative is set at the beginning of Solomon’s reign. As the aged 
David drew close to death, Solomon’s older brother, Adonijah, proclaimed himself 
king with the aid of Joab and of Abiathar the priest (1 Kgs 1:5–7). After his anoint-
ing by Zadok, Solomon was charged by David to cleanse Israel of those who op-
posed David and who might cause trouble for the new young king as well. He is 
then told, “So act according to your wisdom” (1 Kgs 2:6; emphasis added). Subse-
quently, Solomon has not only Joab and Shimei, but also his brother Adonijah, 
ruthlessly executed (1 Kgs 2:19–64a). After this series of violent assassinations, the 
narrator comments straightforwardly: “Thus the kingdom was established in the 
hands of Solomon” (1 Kgs 2:46b). Scholarly opinion is divided on whether these 
violent actions are a necessary expression of justice and political security or are 
merely actions motivated by revenge and paranoia.22 It is significant, however, that 
the Chronicler, in recounting the transition of the kingdom from David to Solo-
mon, chooses to omit David’s orders and the killing of Adonijah, Joab, and Shimei. 
The Gibeon narrative instead follows the story of David’s glad preparations for 
building the temple of Yhwh. There is no dubious charge to his son here for jus-
tice—or is it vengeance?—against his enemies. The Chronicler’s goal and audi-
ence are admittedly different, as is his choice of material, but the omission sug-

21 Marvin A. Sweeney, I & II Kings: A Commentary (1st ed.; The Old Testament Library; Louisville, 
Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 2007), 80–81.

22 Some commentators such as Knoppers, Two Nations under God, 1:67, 71–77; House, 1, 2 Kings, 
100–101; Nelson, First and Second Kings, 30; and Leithart, 1 & 2 Kings, 41 see the events as wise and 
necessary, whereas others, such as Sweeney, I & II Kings, 63; and Carol A. Newsom and Sharon 
H. Ringe, Women’s Bible Commentary (Expanded ed.; Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 
1998), 105, are more cynical. Knoppers, however, makes the interesting statement, “Evidently, the 
Deuteronomist was also not entirely convinced that Solomon’s suppression was just, hence he 
attempted to buttress the case made by his source” (76).
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gests that the portrayal of Solomon, and indeed David, in 1 Kgs 2 is too negative 
for his purposes.23 We will return to this point later in our discussion.

Text: Introduction to the Dream (1 Kings 2:46b–3:4)
An appraisal analysis of the Gibeon passage itself yields the following sequence of 
propriety evaluations for Solomon in Kings, which contrasts strikingly with the 
consistently +propriety evaluations in Chronicles.24 Bold evaluations are more 
forceful and a tilde (~) indicates an ambiguous evaluation:25

–propriety, ~propriety, +propriety, ~propriety, –propriety,  
–propriety, ~propriety, ~propriety, +propriety, +propriety, 
+propriety, ~propriety, +propriety

It is important to note that ambiguous assessments may not be merely due to the 
inability of the contemporary interpreter to decide whether the appraisal is posi-
tive or negative; the ambiguity may well be a deliberate literary technique used by 
the author/redactor to cast doubt on the character of Solomon. A more detailed 
analysis is developed in my complete appraisal chart. It should be clear, however, 
that the text of 1 Kings does not give Solomon a consistently positive evaluation, 
although positive elements are certainly apparent; there are several negative evalu-

23 Differing reasons for these changes have been offered by interpreters. One is the Chronicler’s 
preoccupation with the cult and the temple. As Balentine explains, “In Chr’s arrangement of the 
events, the wisdom to rule, which God grants to Solomon, along with his wealth and prosper-
ity, are directly linked not to the administration of justice but to the building of the temple (2 
Chron. 2–8).” (Samuel E. Balentine, “‘You Can’t Pray a Lie’: Truth and Fiction in the Prayers 
of Chronicles,” in The Chronicler as Historian [eds. M. Patrick Graham, Kenneth G. Hoglund, 
and Steven L. McKenzie; Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic, 1997], 254; see also Steven L. 
McKenzie, 1–2 Chronicles [Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries; Nashville: Abingdon, 2004], 
47–48). Thus, the Chronicler omits those events that deal with mere governmental or political 
expediency. Williams’ suggestion is the Chronicler’s concern with presenting Solomon as the ex-
emplar of the ideal king. Consequently, any passages that portray the king in a negative light 
are eliminated. See H. G. M. Williamson, 1 and 2 Chronicles [New Century Bible Commentary; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 192. According to Kalimi, the Chronicler was concerned with 
harmonizing apparent discrepancies between the events of the Dueteronomistic history and the 
Torah:

  In the Chronicler’s mind, apparently, it was not to be assumed that Solomon was unfamiliar 
with the entire Law of Moses, just as it was not to be assumed that King Solomon, chosen by 
the Lord to “sit on the throne of the Lord as king in place of David, his father” (1 Chr 29:23), was 
familiar with a commandment of the torah yet deliberately deviated from it. For this reason, the 
Chronicler reworked the text of 1 Kings 3 in an attempt to harmonize it with the commandments 
of the Torah (Isaac Kalimi, The Reshaping of Ancient Israelite History in Chronicles [Winona Lake, 
Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2005], 143).

  All of these suggestions presuppose that the Chronicler is adapting the Gibeon story for a new 
postexilic audience with different needs and concerns.

24 The results for Chronicles are: +propriety, +propriety, +propriety, +propriety, +propriety, 
+PROPRIETY, +propriety, +propriety

25 See the sample Appraisal Chart provided.
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ations of propriety and a number of ambiguous ones. These will be explained as 
we proceed through the text.

Although the text begins by simply stating that Solomon married the daughter 
of Pharaoh, the contemporary audience could hardly fail to be aware of the inap-
propriateness of the act, which construes a –propriety evaluation. Provan reminds 
the modern reader of the Torah legislation with which the ancient audience would 
have been familiar:

Deuteronomy, in particular, had warned against a “return to 
Egypt” (Deut. 17:16) in terms of too close relations with that 
nation, and it had explicitly forbidden intermarriage with 
foreigners, lest Israelites be led into apostasy (Deut. 7:3–4: the 
verb is ḥṯn, as in I Kgs 3:1).26

Whether or not the act was politically expedient, and whether or not Solomon 
actually loved the Egyptian princess, is irrelevant; the marriage was in direct defi-
ance of God’s laws.27 There is a strong suggestion here that Solomon trusts in his 
own political maneuvering more than he trusts in Yhwh (+security: confidence 
rather than +security: trust). There is also the possibility that the sequence of 
events narrated in the second half of the verse (“until he had finished building his 
own house [first] and the house of Yhwh [second] and the wall around Jerusalem 
[third]”) is an indication of Solomon’s somewhat self-centered priorities, but un-
certainty yields a ~propriety evaluation.28

The narrator notes that at this time the people still sacrificed on the high places 
and legitimately excuses them because the temple had not yet been built (v. 2).29 
The narrator’s forbearance may not extend equally to Solomon’s behaviour, how-
ever.30 True, the text states that “Solomon loved the Lord,” a clear +propriety 

26 Iain W. Provan, 1 and 2 Kings (New International Biblical Commentary: Old Testament Series; 
Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1995), 44.

27 There are more subtle inferences which can also be drawn from the text. Walsh points out that 
the verb used in this verse, ַוִּיְתַחֵּתן, “is hithattēn, a hithpael denominative from hātān, ‘son-in-law’” 

(Walsh, “Characterization of Solomon,” 486). Therefore, Solomon does not simply marry Pharaoh’s 
daughter, but becomes a son-in-law to Pharaoh. Walsh argues that the way this verb is used in 
other passages in the Hebrew Bible “suggest[s] that it generally carries negative connotations. . . . 
A common thread running through these occurrences is a situation wherein the Israelite man is 
either subservient to his father-in-law or subject to the harmful influence of his wife. . . . Given 
this connotation, to say that Solomon ‘became son-in-law to Pharaoh’ is double-edged” (Walsh, 

“Characterization of Solomon,” 486).
28 This idea was suggested in a lecture by Iain Provan at Regent College, which is available from 

http://www.regentbookstore.com/product_details.php?item_id=52039&category_id=228.
29 Konkel explains: “The bāmâ is a place of worship, but is not necessarily a ‘high place.’ . . . Up until 

the time of David and Solomon these places of worship are found at locations within Israelite 
territory as legitimate places of Yahweh worship” (August H. Konkel, 1 & 2 Kings [The NIV 
Application Commentary; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006], 78–79).

30 See A. Graeme Auld, I & II Kings (The Daily Study Bible Series; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986), 
22.
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appraisal; in fact, he is the only king in Kings of whom this expression is used, 
making the characterization more significant. However, a possible negative chars-
acterization immediately follows, one which describes Solomon as “walking in the 
statutes of his father, David.” Earlier, in his advice to his son, David had advised 
Solomon: “Keep the charge of Yhwh your God, to walk in his ways, to keep his 
statutes, his commandments, his ordinances, and his testimonies” (1 Kgs 2:3, em-
phasis added). Perhaps here Solomon is simply being described as emulating his 
father’s obedience. Other passages support this view, for example, 1 Kgs 9:4–5, 
which has Yhwh asking Solomon to “walk before me as your father David walked, 
in integrity of heart and uprightness, doing according to all that I have com-
manded you.” However, the phrasing in ch. 3 is rather odd; in fact, every other 
time the phrase “walking in the statutes of . . .” is used, the reference is to the 
statutes of Yhwh.31 The Chronicler chooses to omit the phrase altogether. It is 
unclear just what the “statutes of David” signifies, but Walsh makes a pertinent 
suggestion: “In the present context, the most recent activity we have seen on Da-
vid’s part is his giving of vindictive, bloodthirsty directives to Solomon for the 
liquidation of Joab and Shimei—‘statutes’ that Solomon has indeed obeyed to the 
letter.”32 Due to the uncertainty here, Solomon has been assigned a ~propriety 
evaluation.33 Whatever the construal of the “statutes of David,” however, in the 
second half of the verse the narrator’s sudden introduction of a clause beginning 
with ַרק (“except/only/however”) must by its nature consist of a –propriety con-
trast.34 Solomon’s sacrificing on the high places—plural, the reference is not to 
Gibeon here—is clearly noted here as an exception to his love of Yhwh. What 
was acceptable for the common people scattered throughout Israel might well 
have been condemned for a king living in Jerusalem with access to the ark of God. 
In fact, the statement in v. 3b seems to stand in contrast to the statement about the 
people in v. 2. It may also be worth speculating just to which god or gods Solomon 
is sacrificing. The text does not say, but syncretism was a common failing of the 
Israelites and was a later failing of Solomon.35 Perhaps the seeds are already 

31 Walsh, 1 Kings (Berit Olam; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical, 1996), 73.
32 Walsh, 1 Kings, 73. See also Walsh, “Characterization of Solomon,” 487–488. According to Simon 

J. DeVries, 1 Kings (Word Biblical Commentary 12; Waco, Tex.: Word, 1985), 51, “‘The statutes of 
David his father’: what is meant is Yahweh’s statutes which David had enjoined upon Solomon in 
the Dtr interpolation at 2:2–4.”

33 DeVries, 1 Kings, 55, interprets the portrayal of Solomon in this section positively: “Now, the 
portrait of Solomon that we are here seeing differs significantly from the vengeful opportunist 
in chap. 2 and the political pragmatist of 3:1. If this implies that the real historical Solomon was 
not actually like the Solomon of the legitimation story, then so be it. The story is meant to be 
exemplary rather than literally factual. It tells us about the ideal Solomon, about Solomon as he 
ought to have been, not necessarily as he was in historical reality.” It is doubtful, however, whether 
the literary portrait is indeed ideal.

34 See Walsh, 1 Kings, 72.
35 See 1 Kgs 11:4–8.
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present. Gibeon, where Solomon sacrifices in v. 4, was a significant site of worship 
for the Israelites; it was “the great high place” (v. 4, emphasis added). Note, howe-
ever, that there is no mention in Kings of the tabernacle being at the high place of 
Gibeon.

These negative evaluations are the more likely when the Chronicler’s version is 
considered. The Chronicler’s purpose is to paint a glowing portrait of Solomon. 
He begins by construing several +normality evaluations that honour Solomon in 
1 Chr 1:1–2, and he follows with six clear +propriety assessments. He takes enor-
mous time and trouble to explain just why Solomon was sacrificing at a high place, 
going into detail about the tent of meeting, the bronze altar, and the tabernacle (vv. 
3–5). The Chronicler also adds a clarifying statement that it was Yhwh to whom 
the king was sacrificing, forestalling any suggestion that foreign gods were in-
volved. Why would he do this unless he assumed that the vorlage to Kings was 
indeed critical of Solomon? To anachronistically quote Hamlet, the Chronicler 

“doth protest too much, methinks.”36

Text: The Dream: Solomon’s Request (1 Kings 3:5–9)
Whether deliberately invoked by a pious Solomon or unexpectedly appearing to a 
backsliding Solomon, Yhwh comes to speak to the king at Gibeon and proposes, 

“Ask what you wish me to give you.” It is impossible to know whether Yhwh’s offer 
in v. 5 is a test of Solomon’s character or is a simple offer of assistance to an inex-
perienced king. Verses 5–6 seem to tell us more about David and Yhwh—from 
Solomon’s perspective, of course—than about Solomon himself. The king speaks 
of David’s righteousness and of Yhwh’s faithfulness. This preamble to Solomon’s 
answer has generally been interpreted as an indication of the king’s humility and 
piety. Provan, however, reads the response as an indication of Solomon’s “limited 
grasp of theology.”37 Solomon seems to attribute Yhwh’s actions towards David, 
including the establishment of his son on the throne, as a reward for David’s obe-
dience and faithfulness, rather than the act of a gracious and faithful God. 

Verse 7, in which Solomon calls himself a “little child,” a phrase typical of call 
narratives,38 does appear to be a sincere demonstration of pious humility that 
would be difficult to challenge. This, however, does not prevent Walsh from doing 
so. He states:

One can also ask if Solomon’s humility is not a bit overdone. In 
view of his Machiavellian methods of ridding himself of 
Adonijah, Joab, and Shimei, his protests that he is only “a little 

36 Shakespeare, Hamlet, 3.2.230.
37 Provan, 1 and 2 Kings, 47.
38 See DeVries, 1 Kings, 52.
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child” and that he doesn’t understand the “ins and outs” of 
leadership are disingenuous, to say the least.39

“To go out and come in” is a general expression for the responsibilities of military 
leadership.40 Indeed, Solomon’s effective elimination of his rivals and legitimation 
of his own rule do not seem like the actions of a naïve child who is not up to the 
task. Perhaps, though, Solomon’s claims of humility (–normality) and inadequacy 
( –security: confidence) are genuine after all, provoked by the unexpected appear-
ance of a holy God into the midst of his dubious machinations or “realpolitik.”41

The political circumstances at the time of Solomon’s accession were indeed 
unstable, as they usually were during a transition in power. The situation was ex-
acerbated by the tensions that had developed in the final years of David’s reign (2 
Sam 15:1–4).42 As we have seen, Solomon had dealt with these issues in somewhat 
dubious ways. Provan asks how the reader should interpret Solomon’s words: “Is 
this to be seen as a confession of the inadequacies and sinfulness of his behavior 
up to this point? Is he saying that he has not done very well up till now and that 
he wishes to make a fresh start?”43 Solomon’s question “For who is able to judge 
this great people of yours?” may indeed be an expression of self-doubt about his 
own abilities and an acknowledgement of his own weaknesses. The fact that Yhwh 
found his request “pleasing” (v. 10) indicates that the request is indeed a +propri-
ety evaluation, a sincere, humble request for the wisdom and the discernment 
between good and evil (v. 9) that Solomon has discovered he lacks. Solomon is 
flawed, a mix of good intentions and of human weakness. The seeds of his later 
downfall are present the beginning; therefore, it is essential that he rely on Yhwh 
if he is to overcome them.

Text: The Dream: Yhwh’s Response (1 Kings 3:10–15)
The fact that Yhwh is pleased with Solomon’s request for wisdom may be due 
in part to the confessional nature of his response, as suggested above, as well as 
its content. Verses 10–13 unambiguously construe Solomon in clear prosodies of 
+propriety and +normality. Yhwh indeed gives Solomon what he has requested; 
however, it is a careful study of Yhwh’s response to those things that the king did 
not request that sheds most light on Solomon’s character.44

God states that Solomon did not ask for long life, for riches, or for the life of 

39 Walsh, 1 Kings, 77.
40 Nelson, First and Second Kings, 33.
41 Provan, Long, and Longman, Biblical History, 247.
42 DeVries, 1 Kings, 52–53.
43 Provan, 1 and 2 Kings, 47.
44 My line of thinking I have developed here was initiated by a lecture by Iain Provan at 

Regent College, which is available from http://www.regentbookstore.com/product_details.
php?item_id=52039&category_id=228. 



CANADIAN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW  –  volume 1 / issue 2

40

his enemies (v. 11). Yet when he promises that he will give Solomon what he did 
not ask for, he mentions only riches, honour, and the conditional gift of long life 
for the king (v. 13).45 Yhwh totally omits the shortened lives of Solomon’s foes. 
There is nothing inherently wrong with asking for the subjection of enemies, and 
it occurs in various psalms.46 Then why does Yhwh deem it praiseworthy that 
Solomon does not ask for it here? Why does he not offer this blessing? Is it too 
much to infer that God does not grant this gift since Solomon has already grasped 
it for himself ? It is difficult to argue from silence, but here the silence is 
deafening.

As noted, the gift of long life is conditional. The phrasing is interesting: “If you 
walk in my ways, keeping my statutes and commandments, as your father David 
walked, then I will prolong your days” (emphasis added). Verse 14 is almost a cor-
rection of the narrator’s evaluation in v. 3: “Now Solomon loved the Lord, walking 
in the statutes of his father David, except he sacrificed and burned incense on the 
high places” (emphasis added). Now, the corrective emphasis is on Yhwh’s stat-
utes and commandments, not David’s, and criticism of Solomon may well be im-
plied (~propriety). 

After Solomon’s prayer is answered, v. 15 seems to imply that Solomon returned 
to Jerusalem to continue to worship Yhwh and to celebrate his goodness in grant-
ing him the wisdom and discernment necessary to rule his people. Certainly his 
offering of sacrifices in Jerusalem before the ark connotes +propriety, but does it 
also perhaps suggest that his previous offerings at Gibeon were inadequate? Ac-
cording to Williamson, the Chronicler’s version of the return trip is in keeping 
with his own motivation: “It is not at all surprising that the Chronicler omits the 
reference to Solomon sacrificing before the ark on his return to Jerusalem (1 Kgs 
3:15), since this would have conflicted with the picture of legitimate worship which 
he has taken such pains to develop in the foregoing.”47 The Chronicler’s ultimate 
goal is to present Solomon as an ideal king who is eminently suitable to serve as 
God’s temple builder, and any information that might interfere with that goal is 
therefore omitted.48

Generally, however, the Chronicler’s version of this section is similar. It may 

45 Walsh claims that honour is a substitute for the lives of his enemies: “Solomon’s honor, too, will 
surpass that of all other kings (v. 13b). In this way God transforms the supremacy of violence that 
Solomon did not seek (‘the life of your foes’) into a supremacy of prestige above rulers of other 
nations” (Walsh, 1 Kings, 76). This explanation, however, is unconvincing.

46 C. Brekelmans, “Solomon at Gibeon,” in Von Kanaan Bis Kerala (Kevelaer, Germany: Butzon und 
Bercker, 1982), 55–56, notes the similarity of the request and Yhwh’s response to several psalms, 
some of which do ask for the subjection of enemies (Pss 2:8–9; 20:5–8; 21:4–12). See also Ps 54: 5, 
among others. Other psalms celebrate Yhwh’s destruction of enemies (e.g., Ps 18).

47 Williamson, 1 and 2 Chronicles, 196.
48 See David McLain Carr, From D to Q: A Study of Early Jewish Interpretations of Solomon’s Dream at 

Gibeon (Society of Biblical Literature Monograph Series 44; Atlanta: Scholars, 1991), 111.
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seem contrary to the Chronicler’s purpose that he left in the mention of “asking 
for the life of those who hate you,” but in fact in this new context the phrase has 
lost its sting. With the omission of the narrative of Solomon’s elimination of 
Adonijah, Joab, and Shimei, there is no longer the same danger that the reader will 
make a connection that reflects badly on the king’s character.

Subsequent Co-text: The Harlot’s Child (1 Kings 3:16–28)
The astute reader may protest that all of the above criticisms occur before Solo-
mon was granted wisdom,49 so an examination of the subsequent pericope, and 
a brief look at the rest of Solomon’s reign, is in order. Wisdom is a gift that can 
be appropriated to a greater or lesser extent. The pericope that follows Solomon’s 
request for wisdom in Kings purports to give a sterling example of his wisdom in 
action when he adjudicates between two women who both claim to be the mother 
of one child.50 Once again, however, criticism of Solomon is hinted at by the text. 
As Sweeney points out: “Even the narrative concerning Solomon’s resolution of 
the dispute between the two prostitutes presents an implicit critique of the mon-
arch when read in the larger context of the DtrH. The Levitical priests—not the 
king—are the chief judges of the land.”51 Solomon also judges without witness-
es, cross-examination, or evidence.52 It is curious that the judgment involves two 
prostitutes. Although prostitution was not specifically forbidden to the common 
Israelites in the Torah,53 Bird points out that “the harlot is that ‘other’ woman, tol-
erated but stigmatized, desired but ostracized.”54 Additionally, the metaphorical 
prostitution involved in idolatry is constantly condemned; the use of such a meta-
phor would be unlikely if prostitution were condoned. Does Solomon’s dispensing 
of justice to the prostitutes indicate that he overlooks or tolerates prostitution? Or 
is it, as Lasine suggests, that he is “a truly detached and disinterested judge,” who 
arbitrates without prejudice?55 Perhaps the redactor’s intention is to suggest both, 
to suggest inconsistencies in Solomon’s character.

49 This may be relevant in understanding David’s comment in 1 Kgs 2:6, “Act according to your own 
wisdom,” and the propriety of Solomon’s actions at that time.

50 DeVries, 1 Kings, 62, states, “Unmistakably, the anecdote’s central concern is about the wise king.”
51 Sweeney, I & II Kings, 73.
52 Hayyim Angel, “Cut the Baby in Half: Understanding Solomon’s Divinely-Inspired Wisdom,” 

Jewish Bible Quarterly 39/3 (2011): 190; Stuart Lasine, “The Riddle of Solomon’s Judgment and the 
Riddle of Human Nature in the Hebrew Bible,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 14/45 
(1989): 64, 75. Lasine credits this to the king’s use of divine rather than human wisdom.

53 According to Elaine Adler Goodfriend, “Prostitution,” ABD 5:509, priests were forbidden to mar-
ry prostitutes and the daughters of priests were burned for practicing prostitution. In Gen 38:24, 
Judah also threatens to burn Tamar when he accuses her of prostitution, suggesting that it was also 
unacceptable in the common people. See Phyllis A. Bird, “The Harlot as Heroine: Narrative Art 
and Social Presupposition in Three Old Testament Texts,” Semeia 46 (1989): 120–121, 132, for the 
status of prostitutes.

54 Bird, “The Harlot as Heroine,” 121.
55 Lasine, “The Riddle of Solomon’s Judgment,” 66. A number of commentators point out that the 
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Hays goes beyond these literal aspects of the story to question its possible sym-
bolic significance: “Is the child symbolic? Are the prostitutes symbolic? It may be 
significant to note that the majority of usages of the term prostitute (זנה) in the 
Hebrew Bible are figurative references to apostasy, specifically the phenomenon of 
Israel chasing after foreign gods.”56 Hays does not fully explain the possible sym-
bolism, but one may speculate as to what he is suggesting. The prostitutes may 
represent the apostasy of the Israelites, and the threat to cut the child in two may 
represent the kingdom of Solomon, divided into two after his death. If so, Solo-
mon, with his tolerance of foreign wives and of foreign gods, may be to blame. 
One thing is certain: Solomon does not walk in the statutes of Yhwh and his 
reign ends in failure and in dishonour.57

Conclusion
I frequently use “may” and “perhaps” in my argument because, as noted previously, 
ambiguity and suggestion can be effective literary techniques. Hebrew narrative is 
terse rather than explicit. Taken individually, these hints and implications may be 
unconvincing; together, they form a subtext that presents a compelling picture of 
a king who, in spite of strengths and good intentions, is deeply flawed.58 The very 
fact that Yhwh’s promises to Solomon are conditional emphasizes the possibility 
that he may fail to appropriate them. These flaws are evident from his ascension 
to the throne; the deterioration begins early in his reign, not suddenly in ch. 11.59 
This is evident in the evaluative language of 1 Kgs 3:1–15, its placement between 

story is unclear as to which of the women was awarded the child. See Walsh, “Characterization 
of Solomon,” 488; Angel, “Cut the Baby in Half,” 191; E. J. van Wolde, “Who Guides Whom? 
Embeddedness and Perspective in Biblical Hebrew and in 1 Kings 3:16–28,” Journal of Biblical 
Literature 114/4 (1995): 630–631, 638. Gary A. Rendsburg, “The Guilty Party in 1 Kings iii 16–28,” 
Vetus testamentum 48/4 (1998): passim, disagrees, but his arguments are not convincing. Walsh 
questions even the commonly accepted outcome of the judgment: “Quoting the true mother’s 
words exactly, Solomon then says, ‘“Give her the live baby, do not kill it”; she is its mother.’ But 
to whom do the feminine pronouns refer?” Walsh is suggesting that Solomon may have given 
the live baby to the woman who was not its mother. He remarks, “It is striking, too, that popular 
reaction to Solomon’s judgment is not rejoicing, or praise of Yahweh, or the like; it is ‘fear’” (Walsh, 

“Characterization of Solomon,” 488–489).
56 J. Daniel Hays, “Has the Narrator Come to Praise Solomon or to Bury Him? Narrative Subtlety 

in 1 Kings 1–11,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 28, no. 2 (2003): 164–165. Bird suggests 
that Solomon’s wisdom allows him to see behind the stereotype of a prostitute to the needs of the 
mother (Bird, “The Harlot as Heroine,” 133).

57 According to Sweeney, “Yhwh’s promises to Solomon are conditional on his adherence to Yhwh’s 
commands (v. 14), but Solomon does not adhere to these conditions. Consequently, he does not 
attain old age, virtually bankrupts his kingdom, and finds himself surrounded by enemies at the 
end of his reign” (Sweeney, I & II Kings, 80).

58 Sweeney, I & II Kings, 73.
59 Walsh points out that 1 Kgs 3:1–15 is “the first of a series of divine encounters that punctuate the 

Solomon account and trace the gradual fading of the early promise of Solomon’s reign”(Walsh, 1 
Kings, 69).



CANADIAN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW  –  volume 1 / issue 2

43

two narratives of ambivalent propriety, and in the fact that the Chronicler is aware 
of and is at pains to play down Solomon’s early weaknesses in order to portray the 
king as a pious temple builder. 

Hays suggests a possible motivation for the redactor giving such an ambiguous 
portrayal of Solomon:

I would suggest that the main purpose within the broad story of 
Solomon for including the narrative of Yahweh’s appearance 
and his gift of wisdom to Solomon in 3.4–15 is to underscore 
Solomon’s great culpability for his later apostasy. This text is not 
ultimately praising Solomon; it is underscoring the absurdity of 
his turning away from Yahweh.60

Based on Yhwh’s gracious gift of wisdom, the king would be without excuse. 
Although Kings portrays Solomon as a man with great strengths and potential, 
who brings many benefits to Israel, it does not hesitate to point out his complex 
character, which consists of both deep pieties and deeply engrained weaknesses. 
If we are to maintain the theological relevance of biblical characterization for the 
contemporary church, one-dimensional readings simply will not do. The enduring 
message of the Solomon narrative may not be to hold him up as an exemplar of 
wisdom and of piety, but it may be to warn subsequent generations of the dangers 
of misusing God’s gifting and of failing to appropriate God’s enabling.

60 Hays, “Praise Solomon or Bury Him?,” 164.
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Appendix 2: Sample from the Appraisal Chart for 1 Kgs 3:1-15
1 K

in
gs Appraising Items 

(Hebrew)

Lexical 
Syntactic 

Token61

Appraising 
Items (English: 
NASB modified)

C/
E/

M62

Gradu-
ation

Who or 
What is 

Appraised

Ap-
praiser

N/
I63

Appre-
ciation

Affect Judgement

3:
1 ַוִּיְתַחֵּתן ְׁשֹלֹמה ֶאת־

ַּפְרעֹה ֶמֶלְך ִמְצָרִים ַוִּיַּקח 
ֶאת־ַּבת־ַּפְרעֹה ַוְיִביֶאָה 

ֶאל־ִעיר ָּדִוד Invoked 
evaluation

Then Solomon formed 
a marriage alliance 
with Pharaoh king 
of Egypt, and took 
Pharaoh’s daughter and 
brought her to the city 
of David

M Solomon Narrator N +security: 
confidence –propriety

ַעד ַּכֹּלתֹו ִלְבנֹות ֶאת־
ֵּביתֹו ְוֶאת־ֵּבית יהוה 
ְוֶאת־חֹוַמת ְירּוָׁשַלִם 

ָסִביב׃ 
Sequence?

until he had finished 
building his own house 
and the house of the 
Lord and the wall 
around Jerusalem. 

M Solomon Narrator N ~propriety

3:
2 ַרק ָהָעם ְמַזְּבִחים 

ַּבָּבמֹות 
Invoked 

evaluation

The people were still 
sacrificing on the high 
places, 

M The people Narrator

+propriety ִּכי לֹא־ִנְבָנה ַבִית ְלֵׁשם
יהוה ַעד ַהָּיִמים ָהֵהם׃ 

Circumstantial 
clause (cause: 

reason); 
invoked 

evaluation

because there was no 
house built for the 
name of the Lord until 
those days. 

M force  
> lower -- -- --

3:
3 ַוֶּיֱאַהב ְׁשֹלֹמה ֶאת־יהוה  “loved” Now Solomon loved 

the Lord, M Solomon Narrator N +happiness: 
affection64 +propriety

 ָלֶלֶכת ְּבֻחּקֹות ָּדִוד 
ָאִביו 

Invoked 
evaluation

walking in the statutes 
of his father David, M Solomon Narrator I ~propriety

ַרק  “except/only” except E Solomon Narrator N –propriety

ַּבָּבמֹות הּוא ְמַזֵּבַח 
ּוַמְקִטיר׃

Invoked 
evaluation

he sacrificed and 
burned incense on the 
high places. 

E Solomon Narrator N –propriety

3:
4 ַוֵּיֶלְך ַהֶּמֶלְך ִּגְבעָֹנה 

ִלְזּבַֹח ָׁשם  “sacrifice”
The king went to 
Gibeon to sacrifice 
there, 

M Solomon Narrator I ~propriety

ִּכי ִהיא ַהָּבָמה ַהְּגדֹוָלה  Modifier “great”
for that was the great 
high place; M Gibeon Narrator I +valua-

tion

ֶאֶלף עֹלֹות ַיֲעֶלה ְׁשֹלֹמה 
ַעל ַהִּמְזֵּבַח ַההּוא׃

Invoked 
evaluation

Solomon offered 
a thousand burnt 
offerings on that altar.

M Solomon Narrator I
~propriety

]ֶאֶלף[ Modifier [thousand] M force > 
raise -- -- --61 62 63 64 

61 Invoked rather than inscribed evaluation.
62 These codes represent items which are dialogically contractive (C), expansive (E), or are mono-

glossic (M).
63 The code I represent items which are or ironic (I) in terms of the levels of evaluation, that is, the 

evaluation may be positive from one perspective and negative from another. Evaluations that work 
at only one level are assumed to be non-ironic (N).

64 “Happiness” in this model does not carry all the connotations of the word in common English 
usage, but is a technical term that designates a positive affectual state.


