NOTES ON THE FIRST READINGS FOR THE FIFTH WEEK OF ORDINARY TIME 

(Cycle 2)

(if a festal day falls on any of these days, the readings of the feast are used instead)

This week we conclude the block of Old Testament readings which cover the reigns of Saul, David and Solomon.   We read of Solomon’s achievements, his ultimate disobedience to God, and the division of the kingdom after his death.

Monday:    1 Kings 8: 1-7, 9-13.   The completion of the Temple.   The Temple was built on the eastern hill of Jerusalem on the spot where David had built an altar after the end of the plague (reading of last Wednesday).   The entrance faced East;  the Debir, or Holy of Holies, was at the Western end.   In the Holy of Holies was the ark, or box containing the two tablets of the Law of Moses which had accompanied the people in the desert during the Exodus, had fallen into the hands of the Philistines and had been retrieved by David.   The ark represented the presence of God, and was itself protected by the ‘Tent’.   During the Exodus this had been a real tent, again indicative of God’s presence, where he hovered “in a cloud by day and in fire by night”, but by the time the Temple was built the ‘Tent’ was probably a large rectangular container designed as a miniature of the whole Temple itself.   The ark was sheltered by two cherubim, representing the escorts of the divine presence, made of wood and plated in gold, with outstretched wings.   Belief in the presence of God is stressed in today’s reading by the image of the cloud filling the Temple, just as the smoke was seen to fill the Temple at the time of Isaiah’s call, described in Isaiah 6.


     The Temple was demolished by the Babylonians in 587BC, rebuilt by the returning exiles, reconstituted and embellished by Herod the Great, and finally destroyed in the Roman sack of Jerusalem in 70AD.   The site is now occupied by the Mosque of Omar and Dome of the Rock.

Tuesday:    1 Kings 8: 22-23, 27-30.   Solomon’s prayer of dedication of the Temple.   In the full form, various different types of supplication are mentioned which might be made in the Temple, asking for God’s favourable response.   The reading contains a veiled hint of the duty of royal obedience to God (“when your servants walk wholeheartedly in your way”), for ultimately even Solomon would stray.

Wednesday:   1 Kings 10: 1-10.   Solomon’s fame is represented by the visit paid to him by the Queen of Sheba.   We have no historical evidence for this lady and it may be that the tale is something in the nature of a parable.   What is noteworthy is that it is this ‘outsider’, the Queen of Sheba, who praises the God of Israel.   As in some other Old Testament stories, a sense of God’s presence is not restricted to the chosen people.

Thursday:    1 Kings 11: 4-13.   Solomon’s sin.   His various marriages were dynastic marriages, intended to cement alliances, but as we see Solomon lapsed into worshipping the gods of his wives and even built a pagan shrine in sight of the Temple, on the opposite hill.   The stage is set for the division of the kingdom.

Friday:    1 Kings 11: 29-32;  12:19.   The division of the kingdom probably resulted from the resentment of the northern tribes at the centralisation of power in Jerusalem.   At any rate, the leader of the rebellion against Solomon, Jeroboam, was a Northerner.   The symbolic gesture of the prophet Ahijah, who tears his cloak into strips, is a typical prophetic action indicating what is to happen.   Ten tribes will follow Jeroboam, and only one, Judah (Jerusalem) will remain with Solomon’s son Rehoboam.   The fact that there are twelve strips but only eleven tribes mentioned is explained by the fact that the tribe of Levi was by then dedicated to the priesthood, and did not own land.

Saturday:    1 Kings 12: 26-32;  13: 33-34.   To give religious focus to the Northern people, Jeroboam offers them alternative shrines to the Jerusalem Temple, at Dan and Bethel, these being the northern and southern limits respectively of his kingdom, Israel.   Although the text seems to indicate that Jeroboam lapsed into worshipping idols, it is probable that in fact he worshipped Yahweh;  the two golden calves would have been indicators of the divine presence, like the cherubim in the Jerusalem Temple.   To make matters worse, however, Jeroboam appointed priests who were not from the traditional tribe of Levi alone.    This root of sinfulness will constantly be referred to by the chronicler of Israel’s history in the years which lie ahead.

Thus the one kingdom achieved by David, probably always a strained unity, breaks up.   Israel would succumb to the Assyrians in 722 with the destruction of Samaria.  Judah would survive until the Babylonian capture of Jerusalem in 587.   After that the monarchy would be no more.   We will resume this history at the beginning of week 10 of this cycle of readings.

