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We always want to know who or what is the best, the biggest, 
the most valuable. TV schedules are filled with competition shows 
designed to crown the best singer, best baker, best comic, best crafts 
person—you name it. And pretty much every day some magazine or 
web site announces the top ten of something.

Some categories are fairly easy to measure. The world’s richest 
person, for example, is currently Amazon founder Jeff Bezos. The 
world’s fastest person is generally accepted as Jamaican sprinter 
Usain Bolt who has held the 100 meter dash record for more than 10 
years and amassed eight Olympic gold medals in three different 
events. The world’s oldest living person is believed to be Kane Tanaka 
who celebrated her 115th birthday in January at the nursing home in 
Fukuoka, Japan where she reportedly spends her days playing Othello
and taking short walks.

Other categories of biggest and best, however, are more 
subjective. For example, the Guinness Book of World Records 
discontinued the category of “World’s Smartest Person” in 1990 on the
grounds that IQ tests “are not reliable enough to designate a single 
world record holder.” Today, a Google search for “World’s Smartest 
Person” will turn up about a half dozen different possible names of 
people with claims of IQ’s in the 220-230 range. You’ll also find 
articles arguing that scores over 200 are theoretically impossible. And
there’s an organization in the UK that does a highly disputed annual 
survey to name the “World’s Most Admired” people. This year’s poll 
interviewed 37,000 people in 35 countries. In the end, the winners of 
the survey were the same as they’ve been since at least 2015. The 
World’s Most Admired Man is purportedly Microsoft founder Bill Gates;
and the World’s Most Admired Woman is allegedly actress Angelina 
Jolie. Others named in the top ten of each category include such 
widely varied figures as Russian President Vladimir Putin, soccer star 
Cristiano Ronaldo, Nobel Laureate Malala Yousafsai and singer Taylor 
Swift.

Given the incredible diversity of contenders for world’s smartest 
and most admired persons, I admit to having a great deal of 
skepticism around any claim for someone to be “the wisest person in 
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the world.” Yet if you Google “wisest person who ever lived,” nearly all
the results will point you toward King Solomon, whose prayer for 
wisdom is featured in our Old Testament text this morning. In this 
passage, young Solomon has just ascended to the throne when God 
appears to him in a dream with a genie-like offer, “Ask what I should 
give you.”(v. 5) 

Solomon wishes for “an understanding mind to govern your 
people, able to discern between good and evil.”(v. 9) God is so 
pleased that Solomon seeks understanding rather than wealth or 
power that the Lord promises, “I give you a wise and discerning mind;
no one like you has been before you and no one like you shall arise 
after you.”(v. 12) In other words, God assures Solomon that he will 
indeed be the wisest person ever. Not only that, God then goes on to 
declare, “I give you also what you have not asked, both riches and 
honor all your life; no other king shall compare with you.”(v. 13)

The chapter that comes after today’s reading elaborates on 
Solomon’s prosperity, and concludes with this report: “God gave 
Solomon very great wisdom, discernment, and breadth of 
understanding as vast as the sand on the seashore, so that Solomon's
wisdom surpassed the wisdom of all the people of the east, and all 
the wisdom of Egypt. He was wiser than anyone else... He composed 
three thousand proverbs, and his songs numbered a thousand and 
five. He would speak of trees, from the cedar that is in the Lebanon to
the hyssop that grows in the wall; he would speak of animals, and 
birds, and reptiles, and fish. People came from all the nations to hear 
the wisdom of Solomon; they came from all the kings of the earth 
who had heard of his wisdom.”(1 Kings 4:29-34)

Indeed, there are various other biblical reports that lay claim to 
Solomon's great wisdom. The best known is found in the verses 
immediately following today’s text. Here we find the story of two 
women who come to him, both claiming to be the mother of the same
baby. Solomon suggests cutting the baby in half and letting each 
woman have part of it. One of the says, “Fine,” while the other cries 
out, “No! Let her have the baby so that it will live!” The king wisely 
discerns that the real mother is the one who wants the child to live 
and grants her custody.(1 Kings 3:16-27)

And when the Queen of Sheba visits Solomon's courts, she 
announces, “The report was true that I heard in my own land of your 
accomplishments and of your wisdom, but I did not believe the 
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reports until I came and my own eyes had seen it. Not even half had 
been told me; your wisdom and prosperity far surpass the report that 
I had heard.”(1 Kings 10:6-7) Finally, tradition holds that Solomon is 
the author of three books of the Old Testament—Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes and, of course, the Song of Solomon—as well as the 
apocryphal book, the Wisdom of Solomon.

Yet in spite of all this evidence for his wisdom, there are many 
things that Solomon does that are pretty unwise. Indeed, the entire 
11th chapter of 1 Kings is devoted to telling of the sordid end of 
Solomon's reign. He turned away from the Lord by establishing 
shrines to other gods.(v. 1-8) God then vowed to take away the 
majority of the Kingdom from his son.(v. 10-13) Adversaries rose 
against him.(v. 14-40) And, ultimately, he dies.(v. 41-43) Then, in 
chapter 12, when Solomon's son, Rehoboam, tries to take his father’s 
place on the throne, the people complain to him, “Your father made 
our yoke heavy. Now therefore lighten the hard service of your father 
and his heavy yoke that he placed on us.”(1 Kings 12:4) When 
Rehoboam fails to respond to their request, ten of the twelve tribes 
split away and recognize his rival, Jeroboam.(1 Kings 2:20) 

There is, then, a stark contrast between Solomon’s reputation for
great wisdom and the very foolish things he does that lead eventually 
to the downfall of his kingdom. This is often explained by saying that 
the wise king was led astray by his lust for power and prestige. His 
desire for wealth and women eventually overcame desire for wisdom. 
Rather than gaining wisdom with age, Solomon seems to have 
become less wise as he grows older. 

Some commentators, however, point to various aspects of 
Solomon's reign that show a distinct lack of wisdom from beginning to
end. Our reading for today, in fact, conveniently skips over most of 
chapter 2. In these verses, we find a very rash young ruler who has 
his own half-brother executed(v. 24-25), banishes the high priest that
his father, David, had appointed(v. 26-27), and orders the murder of 
his father’s top general at the altar in the tabernacle(v. 28-34). And a 
few chapters later, we read that when he undertook the building of 
the temple m, “King Solomon conscripted forced labor out of all 
Israel; the levy numbered thirty thousand men.”(1 Kings 5:13) More 
slaves are later conscripted to build the king’s palace, as well as walls 
around Jerusalem and other key cities.(1 Kings 9:15)

Thousands of slaves. Politically motivated killings. Worshiping 
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multiple gods. These hardly seem like the acts of one who is widely 
proclaimed “The Wisest Man Who Ever Lived.” So I tend to sympathize
with the commentator on today’s text who writes, “The reader is 
asked... to suspend his or her knowledge of Solomon’s real character:
tyrannical to the point of grinding under the basic rights of Israel’s 
people (5:13; 9:15). The reader is asked not to recall that so foolish 
was Solomon’s rule that the first recorded political event after his 
death was the secession of the northern tribes (12:1–19).” This 
commentator concludes, “The sad and ironic truth is that, when 
Solomon’s life is measured by the words of his very own prayer to 
God, he must be deemed a miserable failure.”

In the end, I have to question the traditional understanding of 
Solomon as the wisest person who ever lived. I mean, if there were a 
reality TV competition for “Wise Guys,” would Solomon even make it 
to the finals if he had to go against such figures as Socrates or 
Buddha? Or what about Sojourner Truth? Or Mr. Rogers? Or dozens of 
other wise characters in history?

We are left, then, with the question, “What happened?” How 
does the idealism shown in Solomon's noble prayer in this text 
reconcile with his violent political opportunism? How does the wisdom 
he displays in pronouncing a just verdict in court shift so quickly to 
the enslavement of thousands for public construction projects? How 
does the international reputation he achieves for being so wise 
correlate with the rapid dissolution of his kingdom on his death?

Perhaps we can find some clues to the answers for these 
questions in our New Testament reading for today. Here we find 
advice to the early church to “live, not as unwise people but as 
wise.”(v. 10) The writer then goes on to describe briefly what such 
“wise living” entails.

First, he says, to be wise is to make the most of your time.(v. 
16) Other translations speak of “redeeming” or “exploiting” your time.
The emphasis here is not so much on making sure that all of your 
time is “productive.” Rather, it is a warning against being overly 
frivolous—a caution not to waste time in meaningless pursuits that 
lead to greater injustice. In Solomon's case, his preoccupation with 
building projects that look good but exploit forced labor would be an 
example of his failure to “make the most” of his time.

Second, the writer admonishes the readers to “understand what 
the will of the Lord is.”(v. 17) This seems to be exactly what Solomon 
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asks for. He requests “an understanding mind” and the ability “to 
discern between good and evil.”(v. 9) Note, however, that the 
understanding he wants is only for a specific purpose: the purpose of 
governing. There’s nothing wrong with such a request. I think we all 
want wise leaders in government. The problem, however, is that 
Solomon, like far too many politicians today, appears to confuse 
“governing” with “exercising power.” Solomon asks for “an 
understanding mind to govern” rather than to “understand what the 
will of the Lord is.” So while he may be politically very shrewd, he is 
not really all that wise when it comes to doing what God wants.

Finally, the writer also encourages his readers to “be filled with 
the Spirit.”(v. 18) He then goes on to give two specific examples of 
what he means by this. One is to “sing psalms and hymns and 
spiritual songs among yourselves, singing and making melody to the 
Lord in your hearts.”(v. 19) This is in line with “making the most of 
your time.” Again, it’s the idea of engaging in activity that is 
meaningful, sustaining and fruitful rather than frivolous or superficial.

What strikes me most in this text, however, is the final example 
that is given where the readers are urged to give “thanks to God the 
Father at all times and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus 
Christ.”(v. 20) This is the second time in this chapter that the author 
calls on his audience to give thanks. Back in verse 4 we read, 
“Entirely out of place is obscene, silly, and vulgar talk; but instead, let
there be thanksgiving.” Once again, an act of wisdom is contrasted 
with foolishness and triviality. 

Because of this repeated call to avoid frivolity, some may view 
the writer of Ephesians as a rather stern party pooper. What I see, 
however, is the picture of a church that has lost its sense of direction 
and purpose. When they first formed, they were focused intently on 
following Jesus, on doing God’s will. But over time, they have become 
distracted by the many things that compete for attention in daily life. 
The writer thus calls them to return to the original vision that 
motivated them. And a key part of reclaiming that vision is to practice
thanksgiving and gratitude for all that God has done and continues to 
do for them. Such gratitude is a key element of what it means to live 
wisely.

Likewise I suspect that lack of gratitude was a key element 
leading to Solomon's downfall. Solomon had literally everything: 
wealth, power, prestige. All of it is granted to him by God. But 
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somewhere along the way he seems to have gotten the idea that it 
was all his. That he had earned it. That he deserved it. So he ceased 
to be thankful for it. And he failed to live wisely.

There was a study done a few years ago that lends credence to 
the idea that gratitude and wisdom are closely linked. In 2014, 
researchers in Austria found 47 people who had been identified by 
peers as being “wise” to agree to participate in the study. They also 
found an equal number of people at random to serve as a control 
group. In interviews about their most difficult and best life events, 
those identified as “wisdom nominees” were more than three times as
likely to spontaneously express gratitude in speaking of difficult 
events. They were nearly nine times more likely to mention gratitude 
in relation to their best life events. I also find it noteworthy that the 
biggest difference in what people said they are grateful for is in the 
area of religion. Wisdom nominees were almost ten times more likely 
to express gratitude of a religious nature than were members of the 
control group. All of this leads the researchers to conclude that there 
is indeed “substantial evidence for a positive relationship between 
gratitude and wisdom.” It’s a conclusion that the writer of Ephesians 
seems to have known already nearly 2000 years ago.

Gratitude is indeed a popular topic these days. Search for 
“practice gratitude” online, and you’ll find dozens of web sites like “8 
Ways To Have More Gratitude Every Day” and “31 Gratitude Exercises 
That Will Boost Your Happiness” and “5 Scientific Facts that Prove 
Gratitude is Good for You.” There’s a lot of good suggestions on many 
of these sites. But I can’t help but noticing that most of them are 
pretty self-serving. They promise that those who practice giving 
thanks will be happier, more successful and even have better sex 
lives. And the numbered lists sound far too much like the unreliable 
rankings of smartest and most admired people that I mentioned 
earlier.

There is also a potential dark side to many of the calls for 
gratitude. Like quick calls to forgive an abuser, the insistence that 
someone give thanks “at all times” can be misconstrued in a way that 
is harmful to those in need of healing. In this week when new 
allegations of sexual abuse in the Catholic church have revealed even 
more widespread assaults and systematic cover-up than was 
previously known, it would be irresponsible for me to speak on 
gratitude without recognizing this reality. One commentator on 
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Ephesians reminds us of the example of Job as he writes, “The author
does not have in mind the experiences-individual and corporate-for 
which thanksgiving becomes blasphemy. The wisdom tradition of 
Israel knew the inscrutable nature of suffering and how deeply wrong 
it is to force dishonest gratitude on the suffering.”(Thomas R. Yoder 
Neufeld. Ephesians, pp. 242-243). 

In the end, gratitude is not something that can be required of 
someone. It must be freely and sincerely offered. Nor is gratitude 
merely a means to an end. Thankfulness is not something to engage 
in simply because you’ll feel better, though you probably will. Living a 
life of gratefulness is simply part of what it means to live a life of 
faith. Living wisely is, at least in part, living thankfully.

Church historian Diana Butler Bass writes about her own 
experience of coming to express gratitude in the midst of a deeply 
painful situation and of the wisdom she gains in that process. Bass 
was abused by an uncle in the early 1970’s when she was fourteen 
years old. She writes, “When my mother sent me an email in January 
2007 saying he was dead, I replied, ‘Thank God.’ It was the first time 
that any mention of my uncle and a word of gratitude ever combined 
in a sentence.”

“For decades,” she says, “I wrestled with shame regarding my 
uncle. Those emotions were exacerbated by other incidents where I 
was rejected, hurt, or felt violated. The negative feelings—especially 
the struggle to trust, emotional defensiveness, and wrestling with 
profound self-doubt—were powerful. I often felt hopeless.”

Over time, however, Bass was able to experience healing and 
forgiveness. She compares the lengthy process to tending a garden. 
“Over decades,” she writes, “I learned to work the garden of my own 
soul, and discovered that it was the spiritual work of gratitude… I 
have discovered that hard work on one’s knees is the surest way to 
tend the garden. Both in prayer and rooting around in the soul’s soil, 
recognizing the difference between what will inhibit the growth of 
goodness and that which is fruitful, and then plucking out the invasive
species. If the work is done, the garden flourishes. And there: 
gratitude grows. It is a miracle of a sort. One that takes time. And 
patience.”

She concludes, “One morning, about five years ago, a surprising 
thing happened: I woke up feeling sorry for my uncle. I remembered 
how the pastor who buried him begged my mother to pay for a grave 
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marker. She refused. I wondered why he had made the choices he 
made, and perhaps, who had hurt him that he hurt others. Had he 
been a victim, too? I felt something. Pity? Empathy? I do not know. 
But I saw him as a deeply flawed human being, not a monster, a 
person who had wasted his life, and lived bereft of hope and love.

I felt oddly grateful. Not for his suffering. Not for the injustice 
done to me. No one should ever feel grateful for sin, evil, or violence. 
I do not know if what I felt was forgiveness, but I experienced a 
profound appreciation that my own pain had not taken the same form
as had his. This suddenly seemed the long arc of miracle: the 
awareness that my life has been deeply rewarding. A good family, 
strong faith, meaningful work—my life had grown compassion. 
Through decades, I had cultivated the courage and conviction to make
it to now—a life-giving present—and in midlife had done the work that
enables me to say #metoo to a world of injustice and ‘thank you’ for 
my own journey toward love.”


