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“Be Careful What You Ask For” 

Text: 1Kings 2:10-12, 3:3-14 
 
Although it has been more than 25 years ago since I first read this story, it left an indelible mark 
upon my memory.  I believe the story was included in one of the “Chicken Soup for the Soul” 
collections. The story is about a young boy who wanted a glass of milk.  Thinking he could get it 
himself, he reached high into the refrigerator and pulled at the milk carton.  It was heavier than 
he realized and came crashing down upon the floor.  Milk spilled everywhere.  The little boy was 
upset. 
 
His mother came racing into the kitchen to see the mess on the floor and the young boy in tears.  
This was a wise mother.  She said to him, “This is an incredible mess.  And we are going to have 
to clean it up.  But before we do, would you like to play in it?”  The boy couldn’t believe his 
ears.  She wasn’t mad.  In fact, she was very understanding.  So the mother and young son sat on 
the milk covered floor and played in the mess.  They splashed and laughed together there on the 
floor.  And after a while of doing so, they got a sponge and mop and cleaned it up.  The story 
ends by that young boy saying that this happened many years ago and his mom’s reaction is what 
led him to eventually become a scientist.  From those earliest of days his mother had instilled in 
him a spirit of curiosity and exploration that led him to become the kind of person he would 
become. 
 
The reason that story made such an impression on me was that I was reading that as a new father.  
I wanted to be that kind of parent.  And I knew I wasn’t.  If that had been my child I’m positive 
that I would not have said, “Let’s play in this mess!”  And maybe that is why none of my 
children ever grew up to be scientists.   
 
Instead of that story inspiring me, it actually made me feel less adequate about myself.  I hope 
that I am not alone in this feeling, and if I am, then this sermon will only be aimed at myself, but 
there are a lot of times in life when I have felt very inadequate to the tasks ahead of me.  I 
remember walking out of the adoption agency after my daughter Grace was born and thinking, “I 
don’t have a clue what I am doing!”  I had great parents and they were excellent role models but 
when it came time for me to be a parent, I felt very unprepared for the task. 
 
And despite the fact that I wanted to be a minister since the age of 16, I remember the early days 
of ministry sitting in my study thinking, “God are you sure you called the right person?”   
 
I think such feelings are more prevalent than we care to admit.  We stand in front of the crib 
looking at that newborn infant and wonder, “Am I really able to parent this child?”  We sit at the 
desk on our first week of work and wonder, “What do I do now?”  We step into the 



classroom…whether it is a college dorm or high school or middle school or even kindergarten 
and become overwhelmed with feelings of inadequacy.  I can’t do this.  It doesn’t help that we 
look around at others and think to ourselves, “They seem to do these things with such ease.”   
We cannot see the inner doubts they may be facing, but we look at how they do the things they 
do and we wish it were so easy for ourselves.    
 
Where are those places in your life?  Where are you feeling that you are not up to the tasks ahead 
of you?  Where do you feel inadequate? 
 
We get a glimpse of that mentality in today’s scripture reading.  To give a bit of background, 
David has been a great king.  He was far from perfect and some of those shortcomings are 
recorded in scriptures.  But, by and large, he was a great success.  He was loved by the people, 
honored by God, respected by the people he worked with.  That is all great except for the person 
who has to follow in his footsteps.  And that person is his son, Solomon. 
 
Today’s reading begins by telling us that Solomon was a good man in his own right.  He was 
faithful and humble.  But he had seen his father’ success and worried that he would fall short of 
his father’s example.   
 
Solomon is early in his leadership having gone to sacrifice at Gibeon and has fallen asleep.  God 
comes to him in a dream and says that he can have anything he would like.  God is putting him at 
ease by telling him that he can ask for whatever he needs. 
 
Solomon responds by honestly sharing his doubts about his abilities.  He says that he is like a 
young child.  He doesn’t know what he is doing.  The task he has is important and he wants to do 
it well, but he worries about his capabilities. 
 
Solomon is motivated by the desire to be a good leader.  He wants to do well.  He refers to the 
children of Israel as “good people.”  He wants to be a good leader not because he wants to be 
well remembered.  He wants to be a good leader because he believes these people deserve it. 
 
This pleases God a great deal.  It is important to note that all this is happening in a dream.  The 
importance of this is that dreams were understood to be a time of deep honesty.  All one’s 
defenses were down and dreams are the times when the most real feelings are expressed. 
 
What this means is that Solomon is speaking from the depth of his heart.  He isn’t just saying 
these things because he thinks this is what God wants to hear.  He isn’t saying these things 
because it is what one is supposed to say to God.  This is the honesty of his heart. 
 
And God responds to this with great joy.  It would have been possible for Solomon to say that he 
wanted wealth or a long life or even the death of his enemies.  Any of these things would have 
strengthened his position as a leader.  Having great wealth might have brought him the respect of 
others.  Asking for the death of his enemies might have solidified his power base.  Long life 
would not be achieved without the security of knowing that his enemies would not harm him.  
And yet, he didn’t ask for any of these things.  He asked for wisdom.  And this pleased God. 
 



God was so pleased that he in fact granted this request.  We know of a particularly perplexing 
problem that was brought before Solomon.  Two women claimed to be the mother of a child.  
Both were insistent that Solomon grant them custody.  You may recall how this story turned out. 
 
Solomon made an odd statement.  This being a time before DNA testing, Solomon proclaimed 
that he was unable to determine who the rightful mother of the child was.  So, because of this, he 
ordered that the child be cut in half and each woman be given half.  One woman seemed pleased 
with this decision.  The other was heartbroken and asked that the child be spared.  She would 
rather see the child go to the other woman than be killed.  In that moment, Solomon knew that 
she was the rightful mother.  She had placed the well-being of the child as the most important 
factor.  She would rather lose the child than see him killed.  Because of this, Solomon granted 
that the child be returned to her. 
 
Solomon would be known throughout history for his wisdom.  He had acknowledged his self-
doubts and asked for one thing.  And God granted that with pleasure. 
 
But, here is where I am going to step out on a limb to speculate how God granted him such 
wisdom.  One possibility is that while Solomon was still fast asleep God sprinkled smart dust on 
him and he woke up wise.  I know there were many late nights in college when I prayed that God 
would sprinkle that wise dust on me before a final exam.  I don’t recall a lot of success with this 
method. 
 
More likely, God granted Solomon the ability to learn and grow through his experiences and 
reflections.   
 
I am reminded of a story about a man who made a journey to the top of a mountain to speak with 
the wise woman who lived there.  The journey was long and arduous and she asked him, “What 
is it that you seek?”  He told her that he wanted to be wise.  She nodded understandingly and said 
to him, “What you seek is found in two words: good choices.” 
 
The man appreciated this statement and started to walk away.  But he hesitated, turned back and 
said, “But how do I make good choices?”  She once again nodded understandingly and replied, 
“Two words: Bad choices.” 
 
Wisdom is found in the ability to act humbly and thoughtfully.  But along the way, we will be 
imperfect.  The wise person is not one who always acts perfectly, but someone who has the 
ability to reflect upon their actions and see what went well and what they could do differently.  
Every moment is a chance to learn and grow.   
 
The scriptures tell us that Solomon was a wise king, but they don’t say how God imparted that 
wisdom.  Why would we suppose that it was any different than how other wise people gain their 
knowledge.  He made some good choices and learned from those.  He made some bad choices 
and learned from those.  And each moment in life was an opportunity to grow. 
 
In this regard, the story of Solomon becomes relatable to our own life experiences.  He had his 
doubts and uncertainties.  And he wasn’t given something different from any of the rest of us.  



What he was given was the freedom from having to be perfect, the freedom to make mistakes, 
the freedom to be human.  Thus, this becomes a story about God’s grace.  Solomon could afford 
to be imperfect because he knew of God’s love for him and God’s grace when he fell short. 
 
Friends, none of us here will be perfect parents.  None of us will be perfect students.  None of us 
will be perfect in our chosen field of work.  But the good news is that we don’t have to be.  What 
we are called to be is lifelong learners.  When we make mistakes, we pay attention to what 
happened and learn and grow from that.  This is where wisdom is found.  Not in perfection, but 
in the ability to learn from our mistakes and shortcomings.   
 
In Kent Haruf’s novel, “Plainsong,” he tells about a small town community and the connections 
among the residents.  A teenage girl shows up at the home of one of her teachers.  She is 
pregnant and has nowhere to go.  The teacher takes her in knowing that she cannot stay there 
permanently.  The solution she comes up with is an unlikely one. 
 
There are two bachelor farmers living on the outskirts of town.  The teacher visits them and asks 
if they would be willing to take the girl into their home.  It would be mutually beneficial.  She 
needs the stable home they could provide and they could use some help and company.  The two 
brothers agree to talk about it. 
 
In a delightful conversation they talk about all the reasons this could never work out.  Two old 
men having lived alone most of their lives.  Lonesome, independent, set in their ways.  How 
could they possibly take this girl into their home.  And on top of that, she is pregnant.  What do 
they know about babies and raising children? 
 
Finally one of the brothers settles the discussion saying that his brother is getting “stubborn and 
hard to live with…You’re getting flat unruly and difficult to abide.  And I’ll say one thing more.  
This aint going to be no…Sunday School picnic.”  Feeling inadequate to the task, reluctant to 
change their ways, worried that they don’t know what they are doing, they take the risk to help 
this woman in need.  And despite their doubts, the novel shows what tender and loving care they 
provide. 
 
If the example of Solomon teaches us anything it is that our doubts and uncertainties are normal.  
In that uncertainty, we find the ability to pause, to reflect, to ask God for help, to seek insight for 
where to begin.  And then we take those first tentative steps believing that we have what we need 
and God will continue to provide along the way. 


