
Sermon 17: 1 Kings 8:31-53: Praying about sin

OUTLINE

Oaths
Defeat by enemies
Rain
Disasters
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INTRODUCTION

Ps. 103:8-14, ‘The LORD is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast 
love.  He will not always chide, nor will he keep his anger forever.  He does not deal with us 
according to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities.  For as high as the heavens 
are above the earth, so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear him; as far as the 
east is from the west, so far does he remove our transgressions from us.  As a father shows 
compassion to his children, so the LORD shows compassion to those who fear him.  For he 
knows our frame; he remembers that we are dust.’  This is the nature of God’s covenant 
love towards us.  There is hardly a more tender and encouraging portion of scripture in the 
bible as we think about our sinfulness.  On the other hand God is also holy, He judges sin 
with Hell, and the only payment that will satisfy His violated law is the death of the God-
man Christ in our place as both priest and sacrifice.  It can be hard to hold these two truths 
in tension.  Some people err on the side of holiness and as a result think of God and present
a God to others who is harsh and judgemental and who will punish at the drop of a hat.  
Some err on the side of grace making sin a smaller thing than it is painting a picture of God 
who is not just or holy.  Both are errors.  When we approach God in prayer we need to 
remember both of these truths His grace and His holiness.  As we continue looking at the 
prayer of Solomon we will see that Solomon has a clear sight of both.

We are entering into the main body of Solomon’s prayer v31-53.  It is made up of seven 
requests for future grace from God.  7 requests for God to be a prayer answering God 
whenever anyone turns to God by praying at/towards the temple.  Solomon prays with 
reality recognising the many potential sins in Israel’s future, but with hope because he is 
expectant that God will forgive those many sins.  He prays honouring the holiness of God 
recognising the seriousness of sin and God’s judgement against them.  But He also prays 
remembering the grace of God asking that whenever there is repentance that there would 
be a reconciliation and restoration of blessing.  We will look at each of the seven petitions in
turn.

Oaths: ‘"If a man sins against his neighbor and is made to take an oath and comes and 
swears his oath before your altar in this house,32 then hear in heaven and act and judge 
your servants, condemning the guilty by bringing his conduct on his own head, and 
vindicating the righteous by rewarding him according to his righteousness.’

Israel’s main form of legal transactions were in the form of oaths.  God’s name was used to 
bind one to one’s word.  Solomon is asking that God stand as witness at the temple as it will
become the new centre of these legal transactions. That He would judge between those 
who were guilty and righteous.  Although we no longer have this practice of binding 
ourselves by the temple, we do still have to commit matters to the Lord.  We are reminded 



here that there are times when men will lie and we will be victims of injustice and how God 
is the one who meets out justice.  We can apply this request by being people of integrity, 
and by trusting God to be the one who will be the faithful judge.  

Defeat by enemies: ‘"When your people Israel are defeated before the enemy because 
they have sinned against you, and if they turn again to you and acknowledge your name 
and pray and plead with you in this house,34 then hear in heaven and forgive the sin of 
your people Israel and bring them again to the land that you gave to their fathers.’

Several of these requests are Solomon reflecting on God promising to punish Israel in a 
particular fashion when she sins.  Lev. 26:17 and Deut. 28:25 reflect the reality that in the 
OT when the people of Israel sinned like the idolatrous nations, they would suffer war and 
defeat as Joshua inflicted upon the Canaanites.  Israel would not suffer defeat unless they 
sinned.  Solomon suspects that they will, and so he prays pre-emptively and expectantly for 
God to hear Israel’s repentance and forgive.  We have spent a lot of time talking about war 
in Israel and how God used it to judge.  So let me move on and talk about the repentance 
that Solomon mentions here.  Solomon talks here about turning to God, remembering His 
name possibly because they had begun to call on other gods, and praying and pleading for 
mercy.  In verse 35 he adds turning from sin as part of his definition.  In verse 47 he speaks
about Israel turning their hearts, as well as owning and confessing their sins, ‘We have 
sinned and have acted perversely and wickedly.’  Even with all their hearts and minds, v48.  
Taking all these ingredients together we get a pretty good picture of repentance.  It is a 
turn towards God, a turning from sin, an act of the heart and mind and mouth.  Repentance
is to agree with God against yourself and your sins.  It is not an exterior performance of 
self-affliction, but to join in with God’s condemnation of ourselves and our actions, calling 
sin what He calls it, owning that we are sinners who deserve punishment and setting our 
hearts against sin and for God.  It is a return not only in heart and mind and mouth but also
in deed to the ways of God.  

Solomon is asking God to forgive us when we truly repent, to restore us when we truly 
repent.  The devil can get one up on us through sin, it is through repentance that we have 
God’s favour and He restores us to a position of spiritual strength.  So we had also get to 
know what false repentance looks like so we can root it out of our lives.  I was reading an 
article recently by Jim Elliff called, How to Repent Without Repenting.  He gives several 
forms of false repentance.  Listen to see if these are in your life.  ‘You may reform your 
actions without repenting in heart.’  ‘You may experience the emotion of repentance without
the effect of it.’  In other words you feel guilty but you don’t follow through with action.  
‘You may confess the words of true repenter and never repent.’  This is a case of the words 
without action.  ‘You may repent for the fear of reprisal alone and not for the hatred of sin.’ 
‘You may talk against sin in public like a true repenter but never repent in private.’  ‘You 
may repent primarily for temporal gains rather than the glory of God.’  ‘You may repent of 
the lesser sins without repenting of the greater sins.’  ‘You may repent so generally that 
never repent of any specific sin at all.’  He writes, ‘Sin has many heads, like the mythological
Hydra.  It cannot be dealt with in general, but its heads must be cut off one by one.’  ‘You 
may repent for the love of friends and religious leaders and not repent for the love of God.’  
‘You may confess the finished action of sin and not repent from the continuing habit of sin.’ 
‘You may attempt repentance of your sin while consciously leaving open the door of its 
opportunity.’  ‘You may make an effort to repent of some sins without repenting of all the 
sin you know.’  And when we do confess this is our confidence, Ps. 51:17, ‘The sacrifices of 
God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.’  1 John 
1:9, ‘If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness.’  



Rain: ‘When heaven is shut up and there is no rain because they have sinned against you, 
if they pray toward this place and acknowledge your name and turn from their sin, when 
you afflict them,36 then hear in heaven and forgive the sin of your servants, your people 
Israel, when you teach them the good way in which they should walk, and grant rain upon 
your land, which you have given to your people as an inheritance.’  
     
Solomon is reflecting on promised judgements given at Sinai, Deut. 11:13-14, 28:23-24.  
When Israel sins, a lack of rain is a sign of His judgement. Eden was well watered, the curse
upon sin creates wildernesses.  When Israel sins they do not experience sin but a 
wilderness.  New Zealand is a land of many rivers, but we are not to think that the amount 
of rain we get is any indication of God’s happiness with our holiness.  God deals with us on 
the basis of common grace where He gives His rain to the good and evil alike, God dealt 
with Israel on the basis of the Mosaic Covenant.  Droughts result as long terms effects of sin
from the fall, but whether the weather is always a barometer of God’s anger with us is not 
always clear.  But it was in Israel.  We don’t have this particular effect when our land sins, 
but spiritual dryness is indeed an effect of sin that every Christian feels. When we sin we 
quench the Spirit, harden our hearts, and generally remove ourselves from those things that
speak against our sin.  In this case, repentance is the means by which we have our hearts 
softened and the Spirit returns in manifest ministrations.  

Disaster: v37-40.  Solomon prays something very similar next but with regards to a 
number of different calamities all due to sin.   

Foreigner: v41-43, ‘"Likewise, when a foreigner, who is not of your people Israel, comes 
from a far country for your name's sake42 (for they shall hear of your great name and your 
mighty hand, and of your outstretched arm), when he comes and prays toward this 
house,43 hear in heaven your dwelling place and do according to all for which the foreigner 
calls to you, in order that all the peoples of the earth may know your name and fear you, as 
do your people Israel, and that they may know that this house that I have built is called by 
your name.’

This request is most interesting.  Solomon anticipates that God’s name will become known 
outside of Israel and prays an OT missionary prayer.  He prays that God would have mercy 
on those people from other nations that turn to Him.  He asks that God would hear their 
prayers that they too would fear and worship God.  Solomon sees all sinners as equal and 
expects that God can forgive any sinner who turns to Him.  This missionary concern is also 
seen in Christ in the NT when He cleanses the temple, Mark 11:15-17, ‘And they came to 
Jerusalem. And he entered the temple and began to drive out those who sold and those 
who bought in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money-changers and the 
seats of those who sold pigeons.16 And he would not allow anyone to carry anything 
through the temple.17 And he was teaching them and saying to them, "Is it not written, 'My
house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations'? But you have made it a den of 
robbers."’  Jesus saw the temple as the place where the nations would come and pray, and 
the moneychangers had set up their loud and smelly market in the place where the Gentiles 
would pray.  Christ’s anger reflects the desire of God for all nations to worship Him.  

There is another application we can make from this.  The church is a temple that like 
Solomon’s temple has an attractional ministry that outsiders because of our love, and good 
deeds and message will hear about the gospel and come to hear more.  Jesus gives us the 
new commandment so that the world would know we are His disciples.  



Victory: "If your people go out to battle against their enemy, by whatever way you shall 
send them, and they pray to the LORD toward the city that you have chosen and the house 
that I have built for your name,45 then hear in heaven their prayer and their plea, and 
maintain their cause.  

Solomon anticipates armed skirmishes in Israel’s future.  He acknowledges that without 
God’s power and blessing they are nothing.  Solomon reminds us here of our frailty and our 
need for God’s hand and strength.  I cannot help but think of Paul’s discussion of the 
spiritual armour in Eph. 6 where he calls the Ephesians in 6:10, ‘Finally, be strong in the 
Lord and in the strength of his might.’  And of course one of the ways we do that is by 
praying.  Praying is not only a way of saying sorry and asking forgiveness, it is what we do 
as a foundation before any endeavour.  For without the Lord those who labour they labour 
in vain. 

Exile: v46-53.  The longest and most serious prayer request is about exile.  God promised 
Israel that if they turned to idols they would be kicked out of Israel as Adam was from Eden,
Deut. 28:36-37, 41, 49-50, etc.  it is this last portion which reveals firm hold on the truth of 
God’s holiness and grace.  We see in v46 that Solomon believes in the total depravity of 
man, ‘for there is none who does not sin.’  And God’s unchangeable holiness against sin, 
‘and you are angry with them,’ and His justice, ‘and you give them over to their enemy.  But
he also believes in the God who will not chide forever and who remembers our dust and so 
asks that when there is genuine repentance, that God would hear their prayers, maintain 
their cause and forgive their sin.  He even feels so bold to ask that God would mix mercy 
with His judgements and requests that God would ‘grant them compassion in the sight of 
those who carried them captive, that they may have compassion upon them.’  He makes 
argument before God arguing that if God has saved them, then let them not be destroyed, 
he thinks that God does not save in order to destroy but to finish what He has started 
keeping stedfast love through all ages.  

Let me ask you, was Solomon’s confidence presumptuous or informed?  Did God do what 
Solomon asked?  Over and over again we see the faithfulness of a holy and gracious God 
who forgives those who repent, who restores those who return and who mixes mercy with 
His judgements.  We see God granting favour with those nations that took Israel captive.  
Nebuchadnezzar and Cyrus are testimony that Solomon’s praying was not to an idol but to 
the holy God who is gracious.  But we have a clearer picture of a holy and gracious God 
than in the return from exile.  We see a holy God being gracious in the giving of His Son.  
He fully satisfies all the law requires while being able to satisfy His love to His enemies.  
When we pray our view of God shapes how we come.  Solomon came believing in a God 
who is both holy and gracious, will you?       

  

 


