
9
a Rehoboam Asserts 

His Strength  
(I Kings 12:111)

“My father laid on you a heavy 
yoke; I will make it even heavier. 
My father scourged you with 
whips; I will scourge you with  
scorpions.” —I Kings 12:11

After Solomon died, his son 
Rehoboam went to Shechem for 
his public coronation as king of all 

Israel. Shechem lay in the northern 
part of the territory of Ephraim. It 
was a city steeped in spiritual and 
historical significance for every 
Israelite. 

Representatives from the north-
ern tribes had gone to Hebron in 
southern Judah to ask David to 
become their king (see II Sam. 5:3). 
Solomon went to Gibeon in Benja-
min, a border town between Judah 
and the northern tribes, to address 
the leadership of the northern tribes 
as their new king (see II Chron. 
1:2, 3). Rehoboam, however, found 

The Kingdom 
Divides
I Kings 12:1—16:28; II Chronicles 10—16

Sacred Shechem
Rehoboam must have chosen Shechem as the site of his corona-

tion in part because of historical associations with the place. Shechem 
was where Abraham first camped, heard from the Lord, and built 
an altar in Canaan (Gen. 12:6, 7). Jacob did the same thing when 
returning from living with his Uncle Laban (33:18-20). When Joshua 
led Israel into the promised land, the people held a covenant renewal 
ceremony on mounts Ebal and Gerizim, hilltops on either side of 
Shechem (Josh. 8:30-35). 
   At the end of his life, Joshua called Israel to Shechem once again 
(Josh. 24:1, 25, 26) to say, “Choose for yourselves this day whom 
you will serve. . . . But as for me and my household, we will serve 
the Lord” (vs. 15). Joseph’s bones were buried at Shechem (vs. 32). 
Shechem was one of three cities of refuge west of the Jordan (20:7) 
and one of four Levitical cities in Ephraim (21:21).
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11:26, 40). When he heard that 
Solomon had died and that Reho-
boam would meet with the northern 
tribes as part of a coronation ritual, 
he came home to Eph raim (12:2; see 
11:26). The leaders of the northern 
tribes asked Jeroboam to join them 
and help them articulate their griev-
ances to the new king (12:3). They 
had not forgotten how capably 
Jeroboam had represented them to 
Solomon (see 11:28).

At the beginning of Solomon’s 
reign, “the people of Judah and 
Israel were as numerous as the sand 
on the seashore; they ate, they drank 

and they were happy” (4:20). 
By the time Solomon died, the 
northern tribes were complain-
ing about the “heavy yoke” 
of “harsh labor” the king had 
laid on their shoulders (12:4). 
For 36 years, from the fourth 
year of his reign, Solomon had 
demanded labor from work 
crews and heavy taxes from 
the 12 districts (which exclud-
ed Judah) to expand Jerusalem 
and fortify the kingdom. 

Jeroboam’s presence as a 
former threat to Solomon’s 
rule must have compelled 
Rehoboam and his advisers 
to take the complaint of the 
leaders of the northern tribes 
seriously. Rehoboam probably 
would have liked to arrest 
Jeroboam on the spot and 
execute him. The fact that he 
didn’t suggests that he knew 

he needed to go to Shechem, in 
the heart of the northern tribes, to 
address the concerns of his subjects 
(I Kings 12:1). The northern tribes 
had covenanted to serve David (see 
II Sam. 5:3). The sacrifices at Gibeon 
may indicate the renewal of that 
covenant (see II Chron. 1:6, 13). The 
northern tribes certainly approached 
Rehoboam as though they could 
negotiate some of the terms of their 
allegiance to him (I Kings 12:4). 

Jeroboam had been living in exile 
in Egypt as the guest of Shishak 
the pharaoh after leading an abor-
tive rebellion against Solomon (see           
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tive term. Rehoboam was 41 years 
of age at the time (see 14:21), 11 
years older than David and about 
21 years older than Solomon when 
they began their reigns. Rehoboam’s 
advisers were probably about his 
age; they were young in comparison 
to Solomon’s advisers and certainly 
less mature. 

When Rehoboam asked his friends 
for their counsel, they advised him 
to boast that his weakest force was 
stronger than Solomon’s strongest 
and to threaten the northern tribes 
with more forced labor and higher 
taxes (12:9-11). Further, the young 
advisers wanted Rehoboam to make 
clear that this policy was in retalia-
tion for the request for leniency.  
Solomon’s policy had hurt like a 
whip; Rehoboam’s would tear like 
“scorpions,” perhaps a type of whip 
with multiple lashes studded with 
bits of metal or sharp stones.

 
Israel Divides  
from Judah  
(I Kings 12:1224)

When all the Israelites heard that 
Jero boam had returned, they sent 
and called him to the assembly and 
made him king over all Israel. Only 
the tribe of Judah remained loyal to 
the house of David. —I Kings 12:20

Three days later the Israelite del-
egation, with Jeroboam as its leader, 

Jeroboam enjoyed greater support in 
the north than he did. So Rehoboam 
asked for three days to consider how 
to respond to the demand made of 
him through Jeroboam (vs. 5).

Rehoboam had two groups of 
advisers to appeal to: (1) the expe-
rienced, incumbent cabinet of his 
father, Solomon, and (2) the younger 
officials who had served him as the 
crown prince (vss. 6, 8). First, he 
consulted his father’s administra-
tors, who knew the affairs of state 
well. They instantly recognized the 
justice of the complaint by the north-
ern tribes and urged Rehoboam 
to win the loyalty of his subjects 
by reducing the work projects and 
the accompanying taxes (vs. 7). 
The experienced leaders wanted 
Rehoboam to show himself a servant 
of Israel as the king in order to earn 
their trust as his subjects. 

Ignoring the experience of older 
people has also been a problem in 
the church. As Christians we would 
be wise to seek out the advice of 
those more experienced and mature 
than ourselves. 

Rehoboam rejected the advice of 
his father’s elders even before he 
had an alternative (vs. 8). He went to 
the advisers he had known for years 
with confidence that their advice 
would align more closely with his 
preferences. These foolish men flat-
tered Rehoboam’s vanity by urging 
him to be tougher than his father 
(vss. 10, 11).

Ask Yourself . . . How do I know when 
I’m getting bad advice? 

“Young men” (vs. 8) is a rela-

b
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your own house, David!” (I Kings 
12:16) as a way of emphasizing the 
separation between the 10 tribes of 
Israel and the one tribe of Judah.

The leaders of Israel left Reho-
boam to ponder the folly of the 
king’s ridiculous posturing about 
his great power. 

Parenthetically, the writer of 
Kings pointed out that there were 
many northern tribespeople living 
in Judah who remained loyal sub-
jects of Rehoboam after the division 
of the kingdom (vs. 17).

Rehoboam remained at Shechem 
and sent out Adoniram to gather the 
laborers for the next season of work 
on royal projects. The king must 
have expected many, if not all, the 
Israelites to fall into line obediently 
behind the decrees and officials of 
the central government. Instead, the 
rebels stoned Adoniram (vs. 18a). 
He must have been a rather elderly 
man, having served Solomon for 
40 years and David for some time 
before that as the director of forced 
labor (see II Sam. 20:24; I Kings 4:6).

After killing Adoniram, the rebels 
marched on Shechem, and Reho boam 
had to flee for his life by chariot  
(I Kings 12:18b). Verse 19 is one more 
“to this day” reference in Kings (see 
8:8; 9:21); it probably reflects the point 
of view of the source the writer used 
rather than of the author himself. The 
northern kingdom had ceased to exist 
in 722 b.c., at least 150 years before 
Kings was written.

When word got around that 
Jeroboam had returned from Egypt 
and led a successful forced labor 
and tax rebellion against Rehoboam, 

returned to keep its appointment 
with Rehoboam. Rehoboam made 
the speech of a harsh tyrant rather 
than a servant-king. The elders who 
had advised the king probably felt 
despair as Rehoboam acted unwisely. 
The young advisers may have felt 
powerful and important as they 
listened to Rehoboam repeat the 
speech they had composed for him 
(vss. 12-14). Little did they know how 
soon they would be running for their 
lives and losing most of the kingdom.

Ultimately, Rehoboam did not 
listen to the just complaint of the 
people of Israel and the wise advice 
of his older counselors. Instead, 
he succumbed to the flattery of his 
younger advisers. This happened 
because God had purposed to tear 
10 tribes from the house of David in 
fulfillment of the prophecy by Ahi-
jah to Jeroboam (vs. 15; see 11:29-36). 
Rehoboam and his advisers on one 
side and Jeroboam and the leaders 
of the northern tribes on the other 
acted in keeping with their charac-
ters and interests. At the same time, 
these characters and events precisely 
fulfilled the sovereign will of God.

Ask Yourself . . . Have I ever retali-
ated when I should have compromised? 
If so, what were the results? 

Upon hearing Rehoboam’s answer, 
Jeroboam and the northern tribes 
shouted a ready-made rebel cry 
(12:16). A Benjamite named Sheba 
had used this chant in a failed seces-
sion attempt that he hitchhiked onto 
Absalom’s rebellion against his father 
David (see II Sam. 20:1). Jeroboam’s 
group added the line “Look after 
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Ask Yourself . . . Am I holding any 
grudges against anyone in my biological 
or church family? 

Finally, the Lord told Rehoboam 
and all the people remaining sub-
ject to him that He was ultimately 
responsible for the division of David 
and Solomon’s domain into two 
kingdoms. On the basis of Shem-
aiah’s word from the Lord, the sol-
diers who were ready for civil war 
obeyed God by disbanding and 
going home.

Jeroboam  
Sets Up Rival  
Worship Centers  
(I Kings 12:2533)

After seeking advice, the king 
made two golden calves. He said 
to the people, “It is too much for 
you to go up to Jerusalem. Here are 
your gods, Israel, who brought you 
up out of Egypt.” 
 —I Kings 12:28

From the beginning of his reign 
as king of the northern kingdom of 
Israel, Jeroboam showed himself 
to be a skillful administrator. He 
addressed issues of national secu-
rity, identity, worship sites, rituals, 
and holidays. He reacted with bold 
and decisive initiatives that estab-
lished Israel as a proud, satisfied 
society that felt no need for reuni-
fication with Judah. But Jeroboam 

a popular assembly gathered and 
asked him to become king of Israel 
(12:20). It’s likely that the assembly 
met in Shechem since that is the site 
Jeroboam first made his capital (see 
vs. 25). Only one full tribe, Judah, 
remained loyal to Rehoboam and 
the dynasty of David.

Rehoboam’s instinct was to crush 
the rebellion of the northern tribes 
before they could organize effective 
resistance. As soon as he arrived in 
Jerusalem, he mustered all of the 
troops of Judah and the loyal faction 
of Benjamin (vs. 21). Jerusalem was 
right on the border between Judah 
and Benjamin, so many of the south-
ern towns of Benjamin were more 
closely tied to Jerusalem than to the 
north.

Rehoboam had a force of 180,000 
soldiers to crush the rebels. But 
the Lord sent a message through 
Shemaiah, a prophet who appears 
in Kings only at this point (vs. 22). 
The Chronicler recorded another of 
his spoken prophecies concerning a 
later battle with the Egyptians (see 
II Chron. 12:5-8) and mentioned a 
written account Shemaiah made of 
Rehoboam’s reign (vs. 15).

The Lord addressed Rehoboam 
in Shemaiah’s prophecy as “king 
of Judah” (I Kings 12:23). He also 
spoke directly to the people of Judah 
and Benjamin and to the remnant of 
northern tribes in Judah. The Lord 
commanded both king and people 
to refrain from going to war against 
their brothers (vs. 24). In this mes-
sage, God Himself distinguished 
Judah as a nation from Israel as a 
nation.

c
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the Israelites, “Here are your gods, 
O Israel, who brought you up out 
of Egypt” (vs. 28). That is what 
Aaron had told Israel after making 
the golden calf at Mount Sinai (see 
Exod. 32:4). God was as upset with 
Jeroboam as He was with Aaron.

Ask Yourself . . . Have I ever attrib-
uted my successes in life to anyone but 
God? 

Jeroboam put one golden calf 
in Dan, a town in the far north of 
Israel that once before had been 
a deviant Israelite worship center 
(see Judg. 18:30-31). The other he 
put in Bethel, a southern town in 

consulted only with himself and 
other people (vss. 26, 28). He virtu-
ally ignored God, God’s covenant 
with Israel, and the promises God 
had made him through Ahijah the 
prophet (see 11:37, 38).

For security, Jeroboam fortified 
Shechem as his first capital and 
Peniel east of the Jordan as a buf-
fer against the Syrians (12:25). At 
some point, Jeroboam seems to have 
transferred his capital to Tirzah  
(see 14:17).

Jeroboam did not trust the word 
of the Lord that promised his fam-
ily perpetual rule over the 10 tribes 
of Israel if he and his descendants 
obeyed the law. He trusted his 
knowledge of human nature that 
told him he had to keep Israelites 
from regular spiritual contacts 
with the temple (12:27). Jeroboam 
was convinced that the worship of 
the Lord would result in Israel’s 
reverting to Rehoboam’s rule and 
in his own death (vss. 26, 28).

Jeroboam asked for human advice 
about worship and, 
not surprisingly, 
ended up making 
idols. Many biblical 
scholars point out 
archaeological finds 
in Ugarit revealing 
that Canaanites made 
images of gods stand-
ing on bulls. They 
suggest that Jero-
boam’s calves were 
supposed to be pedes-
tals on which an invis-
ible Yahweh stood. 

But Jeroboam told 

Jeroboam did not want the Israelites 
to worship in Jerusalem, so he set up 
two golden calves as objects of devo-
tion in Bethel and Dan. Jeroboam’s 
bulls were probably similar to this 
Canaanite gold-plated bull.
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He installed the new priests for the 
Israelite worship.

Finally, Jeroboam acted as high 
priest by offering the sacrifices on 
the altar at Bethel that instituted the 
new feast (vs. 33). In everything the 
first king of the northern kingdom 
did, he demonstrated how far his 
heart attitude toward the Lord and 
His promises were from the heart 
attitude of David.

 I Kings 13:1—16:28; 
II Chronicles 10—16 in Brief

The Lord sent word to Jeroboam 
that his alternative worship system 
was abominable to God and would 
be destroyed. Through a variety 
of signs, God made it clear that his 
people must have nothing to do 
with Bethel and what was going 
on there. Then the Lord revealed to 
Jeroboam through Ahijah (the same 
prophet who had told him that 
God would make him king over 10 
tribes) that his son and his dynasty 
were dying.

Under the influence of the influx 
of northern priests and Levites 
fleeing Jeroboam’s apostasy, Reho-
boam’s reign over Judah flourished 
spiritually for three years. In the 
fourth year, the king led the people 
away from the Lord, and in the fifth 
year of his reign Shishak of Egypt 
invaded Judah and plundered the 
wealth of the temple and the mon-
archy accumulated by David and 
Solomon.

After Rehoboam’s 17-year reign, 
his son Abijah succeeded him for 

Benjamin where God had appeared 
to Jacob, who named it Bethel, “the 
house of God” (see Gen. 28:16-22). 
The sin associated with the calves 
was not worshiping the Lord in 
ways and places of human device. 
The sin was offering worship to the 
golden calves (I Kings 12:29, 30). 

Jeroboam also merged the wor-
ship system he devised with 
popular Canaanite practices. He 
promoted worship on local high 
places by building shrines through-
out the land (vs. 31). He designated 
priests for the shrines from every 
tribe. This resulted from the flight 
of priests and Levites from Israel to 
Judah when the calves were set up 
(see II Chron. 11:13, 14). The priest-
hood became available to any man 
who brought the sacrificial animals 
prescribed for the consecration 
ritual (see 13:9). 

Jeroboam was quick to appoint 
religious leaders, to Israel’s detri-
ment. As Christians we must not 
hastily put people in places of lead-
ership just because they’re available. 
Better to go without leadership for 
awhile than place people in those 
positions who are not spiritually 
qualified. 

The law of Moses called for the 
Feast of Tabernacles to be celebrated 
in the seventh month as a memorial 
of God’s protection of Israel through 
the wilderness wanderings (see Lev. 
23:34). Jeroboam initiated a festival 
for the northern kingdom in the 
eighth month to mimic the Feast of 
Tabernacles in Judah (I Kings 12:32). 
The king personally led the first 
festival with great pomp at Bethel. 
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In Israel, Jeroboam was succeeded 
by his son Nadab, who was assas-
sinated by Baasha. Baasha executed 
all of Jeroboam’s family and ruled 
for 24 years as wickedly as Jeroboam 
had. Baasha’s son Elah reigned two 
years before a general named Zimri 
assassinated him and usurped the 
throne. Within a week, the army 
had proclaimed Omri (AHM-rye), 
its commander, king and besieged 
Zimri, who committed suicide. 
For four years Omri battled Tibni, 
another pretender to the throne, 
for control of Israel. Omri ruled 
eight more years after Tibni’s death, 
during which time he constructed 
Samaria on an easily defended hill-
top as the capital of Israel. All of 
these kings were wicked men.

a three-year rule characterized by 
spiritual failure. The one notable 
exception was his clear statement to 
the citizens of Israel of the spiritual 
issues involved in the war that broke 
out between the two kingdoms.

Asa succeeded his father Abijah 
as king of Judah and reigned for 
41 years. During the first 10 years 
of his reign, he enjoyed peace. He 
used this time to promote needed 
religious reforms and to strengthen 
national defenses. This preparation 
enabled Asa to repel an invasion of 
Egyptian troops under an Ethiopian 
commander.

Then Asa instituted even more 
stringent spiritual reforms. In the 
15 year of his reign, he assembled 
Judah and officially renewed the 
Mosaic covenant between the people 
and the Lord. Although his devotion 
faltered at the end, Asa was the best 
of Judah’s kings to this point.

2409222-DBSS_SB.indb   802409222-DBSS_SB.indb   80 5/7/21   1:38 PM5/7/21   1:38 PM


