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Cut the Baby in Half:
What Was So Wise About Solomon's Solution?
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A. Introduction to Solomon’s Judgment
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2) I Kings 3: 16 Later, two women who were harlots came to the king and stood before him. 17 The one
woman said, “Please, my lord, this woman and | live in the same house; and | gave birth while she was in the house.
18 Then on the third day after | gave birth, this woman also gave birth. We were together; there was no one else
with us in the house, only the two of us were in the house. 19 Then this woman’s son died in the night, because she
lay on him. 20 She got up in the middle of the night and took my son from beside me while your servant slept. She
laid him at her breast, and laid her dead son at my breast. 21 When | rose in the morning to nurse my son, | saw that
he was dead; but when | looked at him closely in the morning, clearly it was not the son | had borne.” 22 But the
other woman said, “No, the living son is mine, and the dead son is yours.” The first said, “No, the dead son is yours,
and the living son is mine.” So they argued before the king.
23 Then the king said, “The one says, ‘This is my son that is alive, and your son is dead’; while the other says,
‘Not so! Your son is dead, and my son is the living one.”” 24 So the king said, “Bring me a sword,” and they brought a
sword before the king. 25 The king said, “Divide the living boy in two; then give half to the one, and half to the
other.” 26 But the woman whose son was alive said to the king—because compassion for her son burned within
her—“Please, my lord, give her the living boy; certainly do not kill him!” The other said, “It shall be neither mine nor
yours; divide it.” 27 Then the king responded: “Give the first woman the living boy; do not kill him. She is his
mother.” 28 All Israel heard of the judgment that the king had rendered; and they stood in awe of the king, because
they perceived that the wisdom of God was in him, to execute justice.



B. The Traditional Perspective on Solomon’s Judgment
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C. Alternative Perspectives on Solomon’s Judgment

1. [Possibility of alternative outcome?]
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2. Recognizing Human Fallibility?
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3. Learning from Precedent?
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4. Communicating One’s Reasoning? ’
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4. Deterrence? ’
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5. Administrability? ’
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6. Dispute Resolution?
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7. Expanding Access to Justice?

16) R. Hayyim Angel, “Cut the Baby in Half,” Jewish Bible Quarterly, XXXIX (3):

But another element in the narrative has not yet been addressed. The aforementioned interpreters all focus

on a conflict between two women. None considers significant the fact that the litigants are prostitutes.

During his prophetic encounter with God (3:5-15), Solomon is always referred to by his name (four times)

and never as "king". When rendering judgment to the prostitutes (3:16-28), he always is referred to as "the king"

(ten times) and never as "Solomon". Part of the reason behind this appellation shift is to show that before God, all

people are equal and nobody else may be called "king". In the episode with the prostitutes, it is specifically Solomon

fulfilling an important role of kingship — rendering justice in a difficult case.

Prostitution is a lowly occupation in any society... The tenfold repetition of the term "the king" in contrast to

these prostitutes, then, is striking. It appears that a primary message of this narrative is that anyone could gain an

audience with Solomon and receive a fair hearing. Biblical "wisdom" does not refer only to having a high IQ or

superior problem-solving abilities. It includes the ability to judge with fairness and to live righteously in accordance

with the principles of wisdom. Just as all people — even kings — stand as equals before God, the true King; so too a

king's having divine wisdom means that all people can gain a fair hearing before him in justice. That prostitutes could

gain an audience with Solomon and that he would listen so attentively to their arguments that he could solve their

case with no witnesses demonstrate Solomon's true wisdom...




