Egypt - King Solomon

Was King Solomon a real historical figure?

If so, was a an emperor of a great and powerful nation, as the bible portrays him?

Let’s have a look.

===================================

Who was Solomon?

Like everything else in the bible, the story of King Solomon is a combination of truth and fairy tales.

While there was never a great Israelite empire in ancient times, there was, nevertheless, some truth to the story of King Solomon.

The archaeological record shows, as we shall see, that there was an actual person, who served as the local tribal chieftain of the Hebrews, and whose story matches up, to a large degree, with that attributed to King Solomon in the bible.

The bible portrays the reign of Solomon as being marked by a period of peace, and indeed, that is just what the name Solomon means in Hebrew--peace, from the word shalom.

The bible says that Solomon served as the middle man for important trade deals between Egypt and Ophir, which is said to have also involved the great maritime trading empire of the Phoenicians.

We know there must be some truth to this, as this tribe was heavily involved with the Phoenician trans-oceanic copper trade all during the Bronze Age.

Here’s how the bible describes the Solomonic trade network:

“King Solomon also built ships at Ezion Geber, which is near Elath in Edom, on the shore of the Red Sea.  And Hiram sent his men--sailors who knew the sea--to serve in the fleet with Solomon’s men.  They sailed to Ophir and brought back 420 talents of gold, which they delivered to King Solomon.  When the queen of Sheba heard about the fame of Solomon and his relationship to the Lord, she came to test Solomon with hard questions.  Arriving at Jerusalem with a very great caravan--with camels carrying spices, large quantities of gold, and precious stones--she came to Solomon and talked with him about all that she had on her mind.  Solomon answered all her questions;  nothing was too hard for the king to explain to her.  When the queen of Sheba saw all the wisdom of Solomon and the palace he had built, the food on his table, the seating of his officials, the attending servants in their robes, his cupbearers, and the burnt offerings he made at the temple of the Lord, she was overwhelmed.  She said to the king, ‘The report I heard in my own country about your achievements and your wisdom is true.  But I did not believe these things until I came and saw with my own eyes.  Indeed, not even half was told me;  in wisdom and wealth you have far exceeded the report I heard.  How happy your people must be!  How happy your officials, who continually stand before you and hear your wisdom!  Praise be to the Lord your God, who has delighted in you and placed you on the throne of Israel.  Because of the Lord’s eternal love for Israel, he has made you king to maintain justice and righteousness.’  And she gave the king 120 talents of gold, large quantities of spices, and precious stones.  Never again were so many spices brought in as those the queen of Sheba gave to King Solomon.  (Hiram’s ships brought gold from Ophir;  and from there they brought great cargoes of almug wood and precious stones.  The king used the almug wood to make supports for the temple of the Lord and for the royal palace, and to make harps and lyres for the musicians.  So much almug wood has never been imported or seen since that day.)  King Solomon gave the queen of Sheba all she desired and asked for, besides what he had given her out of his royal bounty.  Then she left and returned with her retinue to her own country.  The weight of the gold that Solomon received yearly was 666 talents, not including the revenues from merchants and traders and from all the Arabian kings and the governors of the territories.  King Solomon made two hundred large shields of hammered gold; six hundred shekels of gold went into each shield.  He also made three hundred small shields of hammered gold, with three minas of gold in each shield.  The king put them in the Palace of the Forest of Lebanon.  Then the king made a great throne covered with ivory and overlaid with fine gold.  The throne had six steps, and its back had a rounded top.  On both sides of the seat were armrests, with a lion standing beside each of them.  Twelve lions stood on the six steps, one at either end of each step.  Nothing like it had ever been made for any other kingdom.  All King Solomon’s goblets were gold, and all the household articles in the Palace of the Forest of Lebanon were pure gold.  Nothing was made of silver, because silver was considered of little value in Solomon’s days.  The king had a fleet of trading ships at sea, along with the ships of Hiram.  Once every three years it returned, carrying gold, silver and ivory, and apes and baboons.  King Solomon was greater in riches and wisdom than all the other kings of the earth.  The whole world sought audience with Solomon to hear the wisdom God had put in his heart.  Year after year, everyone who came brought a gift--articles of silver and gold, robes, weapons and spices, and horses and mules.  Solomon accumulated chariots and horses;  he had fourteen hundred chariots and twelve thousand horses, which he kept in the chariot cities and also with him in Jerusalem.  The king made silver as common in Jerusalem as stones, and cedar as plentiful as sycamore-fig trees in the foothills.  Solomon’s horses were imported from Egypt and from Kue--the royal merchants purchased them from Kue at the current price.  They imported a chariot from Egypt for six hundred shekels of silver, and a horse for a hundred and fifty.  They also exported them to all the kings of the Hittites and of the Arameans.” - I Kings 9:26-10:29.

Obviously there’s great exaggeration here.

For example, Solomon did not have a great fleet of ships.

Instead, he muscled in on the Phoenicians’ turf when it came to sea-faring enterprises.

But did Solomon have lots of gold and other riches?

Were his people and his officials happy?

Did he have lots of “wisdom”?

Indeed, he had lots of “wisdom”--he was a tremendous scam artist who knew how to pilfer away the wealth of surrounding nations to fatten his own coffers.

For example, in I Kings 9:10-13, we read:

“And it came to pass at the end of twenty years, wherein Solomon had built the two houses, the house of the Lord and the king’s house.  Now Hiram the king of Tyre had furnished Solomon with cedar-trees and cypress-trees, and with gold, according to all his desire, that then king Solomon gave Hiram twenty cities in the land of Galilee.  And Hiram came out from Tyre to see the cities which Solomon had given him:  and they pleased him not.  And he said:  ‘What cities are these which thou hast given me, my brother?’  And they were called the land of Cabul [worthless], unto this day.”

Here we see that Solomon took King Hiram for a ride.

Whether this story is true or not, it demonstrates what the real meaning of Solomon’s “wisdom” actually was.

And where did Solomon get this wisdom from?

- “And the Lord gave Solomon wisdom, as he promised him.  And there was peace between Hiram and Solomon, and the two of them made a treaty.” - I Kings 5:12.

- “God gave Solomon wisdom and very great insight, and a breadth of understanding as measureless as the sand on the seashore.” - I Kings 4:29.

It was through this “great wisdom” of Yahweh that Solomon was able to scam people like King Hiram.

And it was surely this same “wisdom” that facilitated Solomon amassing so much gold, as the biblical record describes.

Another method of wealth accumulation that he surely employed is revealed by the archaeological record.

Considering that Solomon appears to have reigned during the Amarna period, after the Hyksos were expelled from Egypt, let’s take note of something very interesting that appears in the Amarna Letters.

The Kassite king of Babylon, Kadashman-Enlil, wrote a letter to Pharaoh Amenhotep III, saying:

“Moreover, you, my brother…as to the gold I wrote you about, send me whatever is on hand, as much as possible, before your messenger [comes] to me, right now, in all haste….If during this summer, during the months of Tammuz or Ab, you send the gold I wrote you about, I will give you my daughter [in marriage].”

But what happened to this gold?

Did it make it to this Babylonian king?

Understand that the great Nubian gold mines, at this time, were under Egyptian control.

Even though the Hebrews had close connections with Nubian mercenaries, the Nubian government itself had allowed Egypt to control the gold mines on their turf.

So what were the Jewish supremacists of the day, under Solomon, to do about this dilemma?

Well, in a follow-up letter to Amenhotep III, Kadasman-Enlil wrote:

“You have sent me as my greeting-gift, the only thing in six years, 30 minas of gold that looked like silver.”

This Babylonian king’s successor, Burna-Buriash II, similarly wrote to Amenhotep III’s successor, Akhenaten, saying:

“Certainly my brother [Akhenaten] did not check the earlier [shipment of] gold that my brother sent to me.  When I put the 40 minas of gold that were brought to me into the kiln, not [even] 10 minas, I swear, appeared.”

In another letter, he further said:

“The 20 minas of gold that were brought here were not all there.  When they put it into the kiln, not 5 minas of gold appeared.  The [part] that did appear, on cooling off, looked like ashes.  Was the gold ever identified [as gold]?”

In yet another letter, he further stated:

“The gold that my brother sends me, my brother should not turn over to the charge of any deputy.  My brother should make a [personal] check [of the gold], then my brother should seal and send it to me.  Certainly my brother did not check the earlier [shipment of] gold that my brother sent to me.  It was only a deputy of my brother who sealed and sent it to me.”

Clearly, this deputy was robbing these gold shipments.

Now who do you suppose he was?

Could he have been a Jewish supremacist?

Is not this their modus operandi?

It’s important to note that Solomon would have been in the most ideal position to have “inside information” about gold shipments out of Egypt, whether or not pharaoh had a Jewish advisor, since the biblical record tells us that his wife was pharaoh’s daughter.

Was Solomon using his wife to get information from her regarding gold shipments from Egypt?

And do you suppose that pharaoh’s deputy (probably Hebrew) was stealing gold on behalf of his tribal chief, Solomon?

Anyway, let’s look at the archaeological evidence that Solomon did, in fact, exist, and that he did possess great wealth (stolen wealth).

=================================

The archaeological evidence for Solomon and his wealth

In I Kings 9:15-20, we are told:

“This is an account of the forced labor levied by King Solomon for building the Temple of Yahweh, his own palace, the Millo and the fortifications of Jerusalem, Hazor, Megiddo, Gezer,…all the storage towns owned by Solomon, all the towns for his chariots and horses, and whatever Solomon was pleased to build in Jerusalem, in Lebanon and in all the countries under his rule.”

Here we find that Solomon engaged in major construction projects during his reign.

Is there any archaeological evidence for such constructions?

Do note, by the way, how it says that these projects were built through FORCED LABOR.

Was this another example of his great “wisdom” at work, which Yahweh had given him?

Anyway, what evidence exists of major building projects like those described in the I Kings passage we just read?

Ё The city of Megiddo

- The late Bronze Age palace

Archaeologists have uncovered the remains of a late Bronze Age palace at the ancient site of Megiddo, which was 50 meters in length and had 2-meter-thick walls.

This certainly sounds like the type of elaborate construction mentioned in the biblical record, which we would expect from a wealthy chieftain.

Archaeologists found an entrance gate that led visitors into a large courtyard with a plastered floor, which was surrounded on three sides by palace apartments.

The largest hall (possibly a throne room) was found to have an imposing portico flanked by two basalt pillars.

One of the palace rooms was paved with seashells and has a square basin at its center--obviously a bathing room.

- A royal treasure

In room 3100 of this palace, archaeologists found a royal treasure.

This magnificent hoard included gold vessels, jewelry of different styles (including gold and lapis-lazuli beads), and a collection of ivory plaques.

- The ivory hoard found in the palace treasury

Over 200 items of carved ivory were found in the palace treasury, which were of the finest craftsmanship.

This find represents the largest collection of ancient carved ivory artifacts ever found in Palestine.

Some of the artwork on these ivory pieces depicted Egyptian motifs, including papyrus plants, lilies, and lotus flowers, as well as palm trees and winged sphinxes.

This only makes sense, since, once again, Solomon is said to have married the pharaoh’s daughter, as we read in I Kings 3:1:

“Solomon made an alliance with Pharaoh king of Egypt and married his daughter…”

The most famous ivory artifact found among this Megiddo palace hoard is a panel depicting a scene of palace life at the time.

To the right, the king is shown arriving in his chariot, with some captives arriving just ahead of him.

In the center is a scene of the king sitting upon his throne, with his queen and lyre player standing before him.

To the left, the scene depicts, standing behind the king, two courtiers attending to the royal couple’s needs.

Interestingly, above the chariot horses is portrayed is an unmistakable Egyptian winged sun disk.

The queen is shown offering a lotus flower to her husband--yet more Egyptian imagery.

And then, the king is shown seated upon his throne, the sides of which are guarded by winged sphinxes--obviously more Egyptian symbology.

Doesn’t all of this sound like the description given in I Kings 10:18-20 of Solomon’s throne, which we read earlier?

“Then the king made a great throne covered with ivory and overlaid with fine gold.  The throne had six steps, and its back had a rounded top.  On both sides of the seat were armrests, with a lion [sphinx?] standing beside each of them.  Twelve lions [sphinxes?] stood on the six steps, one at either end of each step.  Nothing like it had ever been made for any other kingdom.”

Anyway, also on this ivory panel, surrounding the monarch, are three doves--a well-known motif of peace.

And, again, does not the name Solomon mean “peace”?

- The triple-entry gateway to the city

This fine ashlar gate was located just to the east of the palace, and must have looked quite majestic to observers in the ancient world.

By the way, the ashlar style of construction, employing intermittent layers of stone and cedar timbers, was commonly used in the late Bronze Age period at sites in Palestine and Phoenician territories such as Byblos.

- The great Migdol temple

This temple, now destroyed by excavators, had a single large chamber measuring 11 meters by 10 meters, with exterior walls 3 meters thick.

Two massive towers flanked the entrance, with a pair of columns erected in the entrance portico leading to the great cella.

These two columns, by the way, sound so reminiscent of the columns said to be erected in the front of the alleged temple of Solomon in Jerusalem, known as Jachin and Boaz.

Ё The Jerusalem Millo 

The size of the city of Jerusalem was said to have been expanded by Solomon, through the construction of huge platform terracing that increased the building area of the crest around the narrow “Hill of Ophel.”

This stone-filled terracing was known as the Millo (“filling”), which is described in the following biblical passage:

“Here is the account of the forced labor King Solomon conscripted to build the Lord’s temple, his own palace, the terraces, the wall of Jerusalem, and Hazor, Megiddo and Gezer….After Pharaoh’s daughter had come up from the City of David to the palace Solomon had built for her, he constructed the terraces….Solomon had built the terraces and had filled in the gap in the wall of the city of David his father.” - I Kings 9:15, 24;  11:27.

This structure has actually been found by archaeologists.

On the eastern slopes in the ancient city of Jerusalem, in its southern spur between the Kidron and Tyropoean valleys, remains of this elaborate ancient terracing system have been found.

It’s estimated that this construction added some 6,000 square meters to the occupational area of ancient Jerusalem.

===========================

The pharaoh at the time of Solomon

The Egyptian pharaoh that fits in with the late Bronze Age time-frame for Solomon would be Haremheb.

And it just so happens that an archaeological find confirms that this pharaoh did marry off someone important from his royal court to a significant but unnamed ruler of a then-powerful city state of Western Asia.

We know about this from an inscription on an alabaster vase excavated from the palace of King Nikmaddu of Ugarit.

This inscription reveals that the bride was a certain lady named Sharelli of Pharaoh Haremheb’s court (almost certainly a princess).

Was Sharelli Solomon’s wife?

It’s important to point out that, up until Haremheb’s reign, it was unheard of for an Egyptian princess to marry a foreign ruler.

For example, we know that Amenhotep II (Tutankhamen’s grandfather) had once been asked by the king of Mitanni to supply one of his daughters to seal an alliance.

But the pharaoh had staunchly refused, complaining that no Egyptian princess had ever suffered the indignity of being married off to a foreign ruler.

So the marriage of Haremheb’s daughter to Solomon was a rare thing indeed, and thus Sharelli must indeed have been this rare exception mentioned in the biblical record.

----------------------------------

So there you have it.

Solomon was indeed a real historical figure.

And he was indeed a major thief and scam artist that was given his wisdom to pull off his shenanigans, according to the bible, by Yahweh himself.

So how do you like the “heroes” of the bible now?

