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SOL, THE BUILDER
(1 Kings 7:1-12)
SUBJECT: Contentment in Christ
F.C.F.: How do we keep possessions in their proper place?
PROPOSITION: Since God gives himself to us, we must avoid distraction and extravagance. 
INTRODUCTION

A. I filled some holes in the backyard with soil from my garden. And in a short time, I discovered all the customary weeds from my garden growing out of those filled holes. I should not have been surprised. For the soil already contained the seeds of those awful weeds. They were hidden there, but would eventually grow.

This text from 1 Kings 5, 6, and 7 is a bit puzzling. What point is the author trying to make? What application are we to take from it? Scholars disagree. Some read this account of Solomon building the temple and his own royal palace quite innocently. At this point, they say, Solomon is pure and righteous, blessed and approved of God: all is well. Others correctly note, that while Solomon started to build the magnificent temple, a true wonder of the ancient world, shining with gold everywhere, he actually took twice as long to build his own house. Solomon’s supporters explain that it took longer because Solomon was not as interested in it, it took second place in his affections. But the others note that while the temple covered less than 3,000 square feet, Solomon’s palace covered over 11,000 square feet. Sure, Solomon’s house was like the US White House with living quarters, but also many offices and state rooms. But the greatly mis-matched contrast is telling. 


B. And nobody can dispute Solomon’s eventual decline and defection from the Lord. We would not be wrong to suggest that his fabulous prestige and prosperity probably went to this head. Much like the seeds in my garden soil, the roots of his compromise from the faithful path were already there, perhaps even sprouting at this early stage. In time, these compromises blossomed and bore the bitter fruit of idolatry that lingered and eventually led to the downfall of God’s people. 


In his excellent and in-depth commentary on 1 Kings, Philip Ryken names two such seeds that were already evident in Solomon’s demeanor and decision making: distraction and extravagance. These same dynamics exist in every culture, in every economic system, of course. But they present a particular weakness in the affluent West where we are greatly tempted to think that our life consists in “the abundance of our possessions.” I read somewhere that the four wealthiest counties in the US are not in northwest Iowa. Rather, they are the four counties around Washington, DC. As we will find in Solomon’s case, power and wealth often go hand in hand. 


So, SINCE GOD GIVES HIMSELF TO US, WE MUST AVOID DISTRACTION AND EXTRAVAGANCE.  


I. BEWARE THE DANGER OF DISTRACTION.

A. It’s pretty clear to me that the writer intended for us to see the sharp contrast between Solomon’s interest in building the temple and in building his own house. Our chapter divisions can obscure this a bit. If you read from chapter 6 to chapter 7, it sounds like this: “He was seven years in building it [the temple]. Solomon was building his own house thirteen years, and he finished his entire house.” It’s pretty hard to miss the comparison. 


Now, it’s true, Solomon’s palace was more than three beds and two baths. Three of the five sections were for official functions. That left one for his living quarters and the last for his Egyptian wife’s living quarters. And don’t forget that this marriage to a pagan woman was to seal an alliance with Egypt, of whom the Lord had said they should not go back there. So, there’s another bad seed that had sprouted and would eventually bear bitter fruit. 


B. How much time and attention did Solomon devote to building this complex during the thirteen years? We are not told. But the simple fact is that the more stuff you own, the more stuff you have to give attention to. 


1. There is the time spent working to purchase or to pay off all that stuff. Where is the line where we say, “That’s enough. I’m working too much, and for what?”


2. Then there is the time maintaining and fixing all that stuff. It wasn’t long ago that a new development found its place in our experience: the storage unit. About the same time, the term “affluenza” was coined to describe a spiritual illness that was pushing epidemic numbers. 


3. And there is the time spent using and enjoying all of that stuff: summers sports, winter sports, getaways, vacation trips. I go on vacation as well. But where is the line? 


C. Our two most precious earthly commodities, aside from people, are time and money. And one can be traded for the other. But, surprisingly, an excess of stuff can actually cost us precious time and prevent us from devoting that time to what’s most valuable, the things of God and the people made in his image. Some time ago, I read of a Christian couple who were called to serve in a rough area. Their apartment was robbed so often that they eventually got rid of any valuable possessions and furnished the apartment with second-hand stuff, not worth stealing. Word got around to the thieves: don’t bother. And then, instead of anger and dismay at losing their stuff to yet another break-in, they were free to serve as God had called him. 


The original purpose behind housing pastors in a church-owned parsonage or a “manse” (short for “mansion”!) was so that they would not be distracted with that concern and could devote themselves to the vital work of the ministry. But we all need to think carefully about the distractions that keep us from knowing, enjoying, and serving our Lord the King. 

Beware the danger of distraction, and…
II. BEWARE THE ENTAGLEMENT OF EXTRAVAGANCE.

A. As we noted last time, the temple was truly decked out in the finest available. Its floors were of nearly indestructible cypress wood, its walls were of aromatic cedar and covered with beautiful artwork, and most everything overlaid with gold. 

But, except for the gold, Solomon’s much larger house was comparable, certainly nothing to be sniffed at. “2 He built the House of the Forest of Lebanon. Its length was a hundred cubits and its breadth fifty cubits and its height thirty cubits, and it was built on four rows of cedar pillars, with cedar beams on the pillars. [With all these pillars and beams, it probably resembled a forest!] 3 And it was covered with cedar above the chambers that were on the forty-five pillars, fifteen in each row. 4 There were window frames in three rows, and window opposite window in three tiers. 5 All the doorways and windows had square frames, and window was opposite window in three tiers.” 

As with a real forest, natural light would come streaming in through the pillars. No glass or screens, I suppose. But this men’s retreat I led last weekend was partway up the mountains in central Washington. It was cool, with no flies or mosquitoes. I can see how people wanted to live there. 


C. It’s true that a king probably should not live in a shack, although King Jesus himself said: “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.” And a king, I suppose, should not have to greet visiting dignitaries in a barn. I have often, gratefully accepted and enjoyed the hospitality of wealthy, generous friends in a nice home. 

I have found it exceedingly helpful to heed what the Westminster Shorter Catechism explains as proper application of the eighth commandment: “You shall not steal.” “The Eighth Commandment requireth the lawful procuring and furthering the wealth and outward estate of ourselves and others.” We should be concerned to procure and to further “the wealth and outward estate of ourselves and others.” This is a far cry from the supposed ideal of monasticism and its vow of “poverty, chastity, and obedience to the order.” Self-imposed poverty for its own sake is not a means of grace. 


And then couple that with the Catechism’s explanation of the tenth commandment against coveting. “The Tenth Commandment requireth full contentment with our own condition, with a right and charitable frame of spirit toward our neighbor and all that is his.” Likewise, “The Tenth Commandment forbiddeth all discontentment with our own estate, envying or grieving at the good of our neighbor, and all inordinate motions and affections to anything that is his.”  


C. Paul writes in Philippians 4:11: “Not that I am speaking of being in need, for I have learned in whatever situation I am to be content.” He explained to Pastor Timothy (6:8): “But if we have food and clothing, with these we will be content.” And the writer of Hebrews issues this warning with a promise (13:5): “Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have, for he has said, ‘I will never leave you nor forsake you.’”

Phil Ryken wryly notes that “most Americans take more stuff on the average family vacation that many people in the world own.” 


I know that these are matters of conscience, that the Bible does not prescribe a maximum number of weeks of vacation, the maximum square footage of one’s home, or the maximum size and cost of a storage unit. Jesus did solemnly warn us not to lay up for ourselves treasures on earth where moth and rust will destroy them, and he did warn us against assuming that our lives consist in the abundance of our possessions. 

C. There may be no hard and fast parameters that prescribe how much is enough. But there are some solid biblical principles that will help us in wisely establishing a prudent lifestyle.

1. First, God owns it all. It all belongs to him, including our own bodies. God entrusts these things to us for a time, but he will call them back to himself in the end. This helps to mitigate the pain of losing things. It never was yours in the first place. I hate losing things almost more than anything else. Consequently, I have become pretty skilled in finding things. I was walking on the street in Portland, Oregon last week. I found an envelope with an uncashed personal check in it for one thousand, nine hundred dollars. I mailed it back to the one who wrote it. God owns it all. If he wants his Chevy to die, as it will, if he wants to tank his financial portfolio, if he wants to burn his house to the ground, it’s his. Hold everything he has entrusted to you loosely, for he will call it back eventually. 


2. God owns it all, and God calls for the tithe. Tithing your increase is an act of submission, whereby the lesser honors the greater. It reminds us every pay-period that God owns it all and that what he has provided is from his gracious, merciful hand. As we said, the two most precious commodities on earth aside from people are time and money. And in my experience, those who practice the one-day-in-seven rest are able to manage well their time, the other six days, and those who tithe of their increase are able to manage the other 90%. 

3. God has ordained work, labor for us to meet our daily needs and so that we can support those who depend on us. And this need for being productive is woven deeply into our souls. The Proverbs often lampoon, ridicule the slothful, the lazy, who work hard to get out of work. But this sinful response is utterly self-defeating, because it’s not just the fruits of our labors that are a blessing, but the labor itself. 

Several years ago, I was on the board of a helping organization. They referred to their disabled clients as “consumers.” But basic sociology in regards to any ecosystem distinguishes between “consumers” and “producers.” It is disrespectful to label the disabled as “consumers,” the opposite of “producers.” The first chapter of the Bible presents God as the supreme producer who worked to fashion all creation. And then he created us to become producers as well. Many stumble in retirement because they lose the sense of productivity, of bringing value to the table. I honestly never, ever gamble, not lottery or mega millions. And part of the reason, aside from it being a violation of the eighth commandment, I think, is because I would be afraid to win! Sudden wealth almost never goes well. Work preceded the fall in the garden. It is a marvelous blessing from God!
CONCLUSION


But I want to go back to a single verse I quoted earlier as holding a great key for unraveling all of this. It is Hebrews 13:5: “Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have, for he has said, ‘I will never leave you nor forsake you.’”  See the contrast there? The alternative to the absolute dead end of the “love of money” is “I will never leave you nor forsake you.” 

The true promise of the Promised Land was not the milk and honey. It was not the promised prosperity or security from enemies, the long life or the fruitfulness of the womb. It was the tabernacle and the temple. It was God himself dwelling in their midst. 


Of sheer grace, through faith, God promised that he would give himself to his people. “You shall be my people, and I will be your God.” The rich and prosperous benefits, the “shalom” of peace and blessing only pointed to the goodness of God himself. 


And both the distraction and the enticement of extravagance, the wealth, luxury, and the false security it may promise, rob us of the true prize: God himself. What we’re really talking about is idolatry, substitutes for God that may seem to promise the quick fix of instant gratification, the universally sought after prizes of power, prestige, and possessions. But these are just empty calories with no real sustaining nutrition. 


God promises us himself. God gives us his Son. The true prize is the Son of God. The Christian faith is not a philosophy, a moral code, a self-help program, or even a way of life. It is a Person. It is Jesus Christ himself, knowing him, walking with him being found in him, and eternal union with him. And if God the Father has declared that he is well-pleased with his Son, Jesus, well, just think of how well-pleased we will be! J
____________________________________________________________________________________________


