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1 Kings 12:1-24

When Solomon’s son Rehoboam arrived at Shechem for his coronation after his father’s death,
he refused to lighten his father’s heavy tax/ consription burden on the people, and the 10 northern tribes
revolted and set up Jeroboam as their king.  The northern kingdom would now be known as Israel and
the southern kingdom as Judah.  Five years later, Shishak (also called Sheshonq) king of Egypt invaded
Judah and Israel and captured a number of towns.  Rehoboam will avoid Jerusalem’s destruction by
paying off Shishak with many of the treasures Solomon had placed in the temple.

1. When you were young, what advice from your parents did you reject in favor of advice from
your peers — advice that you later wished you would have taken?

What hard, manual labor have you done?  Do you have fond or not so fond memories?

2. Rehoboam was made king at Shechem, about 35 miles north of Jerusalem (12:1).  It would
have been normal to anoint the new king in Jerusalem, the capital city, but one reason for the
choice was Rehoboam likely saw trouble brewing with Jeroboam and went north to try to
maintain good relations with the northern tribes.  That said, what was so special about
Shechem?  It was a city of great historical importance in the hill country of Ephriam. 
Situated where main highways and ancient trade routes converged, Shechem was first
mentioned when Abraham came to Shechem — the LORD appeared to him and
announced that this was the land He would give to Abraham's descendants (Gen 12:6). 
This fulfilled God's promise to Abraham at the time of his call (Gen 12:1-3).  In response,
Abraham built his first altar to the LORD in Canaan at Shechem (Gen 12:7).  Upon his
return from Padan Aram, Jacob also built an altar to the LORD at Shechem (Gen
33:18-20).  This marked Jacob's safe return to the Promised Land from the land of
self-imposed exile.  According to Jewish tradition, Jacob dug a deep well here (John 4:12). 
Jacob's Well is one of the few sites visited by Jesus that is identifiable today.  After the
Israelites conquered Canaan under the leadership of Joshua, an altar was built at
Shechem.  Its building was accompanied by a covenant ceremony in which offerings were
given and the blessings and curses of the Law were recited (Jos 8:30-35).  This was done
in obedience to the command of Moses, given earlier in Dt 27:12-13.  Because Shechem
was situated between Mount Ebal and Mount Gerizim, this covenant ceremony took on a
symbolic meaning.  To this day Mount Gerizim is forested while Mount Ebal is barren, so
the blessings of faithfully keeping the covenant were symbolized by and proclaimed from
Mount Gerizim, while the curses of breaking the covenant were symbolized by and
proclaimed from Mount Ebal.  At the close of his life, Joshua gathered the tribes of Israel
at Shechem and reviewed God's gracious dealings with Israel and performed a
covenant-renewing ceremony on behalf of the nation.  He closed his speech with his
famous statement, "Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve...but as for me
and my house, we will serve the Lord" (Jos 24:15).  This history of “covenant-making” is
probably why Rehoboam chose Shechem.

Are all the tribes of Israel sold on Rehoboam (12:1-4)?  Representatives of the Northern
Tribes had made David king on the basis of a covenant (2 Sam 5:3).  This suggests that
their commitment to a unified nation was to be renewed with each new king and that it
was subject to negotiation.  

How do the people view Solomon’s Golden Age”?  They were smoldering with
discontent about Solomon’s “heavy yoke” of taxation and conscription of labor/ military
forces. 
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3. Rehoboam received conflicting advice from the elders and from his peers.  What rationale
lies behind the counsel of each group?  The elders want Rehoboam to make a good first
impression by treating the people better than his father Solomon had, revealing his care
and concern for them, and winning their “service” and loyalty by “serving” them (7).  The
peers, relatively young insecure men, were offended that the people didn’t automatically
fall in line under Rehoboam (“Who do they think they are?!”).  They believed that as
king, he should do as he pleased.  If the people were going to respect him, he would have
to get aggressive and ruthless because compromise was for wimps.  

4. How does Rehoboam respond to each? He refuses to listen to the elders and “the people”
(12:15), and follows instead, the counsel of his peers.

Why does Rehoboam favor the young men’s advice (10-14)?  He was one of them —
young, 41 years old, inexperienced, insecure, cocky.  It reflected the kind of dictatorial
attitude that Samuel warned Israel about (1 Sam 8).  Perhaps he thought it was the best
way to keep the kingdom together.

What did the peers mean by “'My little finger is thicker than my father's waist ...” 
Rehoboam’s measures will be much stronger than his father’s strongest measures.
Moreover, his response is the course and crude stuff of young men and the world.  The
foolish advice of the younger men to Rehoboam is literally in the Hebrew “my little one is
thicker than my father’s thighs,” most likely a reference to his sexual organ rather than a
literal finger.  Power and sexual potency were very much connected in the ancient Pagan
Near East (remember chapter 1, David and Abishag the Shunammit).  

What about, “My father scourged you with whips; I will scourge you with scorpions.” 
“Scorpions” were metal spiked leather lashes; not only would the burden on the people be
harder, but the punishment for disobedience would be intensified.

5. What is meant by attributing this to the Lord (12:15; 11:9-13)?  Is the author of Kings
endorsing either Rehoboam’s harshness or the people’s rebellion?  This statement does not
condone either Rehoboam’s foolish despotic act, or the Northern Tribes’ spirit of
rebellion.  It reminds the reader that all these things occurred as a result of the sovereign
will of God, to punish Solomon and Israel for their slacking faith, and to accomplish His
redemptive purposes in Jesus.

6. How do the Israelites express their rebellion here (12:16)?  Similar to the response of
Sheba during the rebellion he led: “We have no share in David, no part in Jesse's son!
Every man to his tent, O Israel!” (2 Sam 20:1)  The representatives of “all Israel”
responded, "What share do we have in David, what part in Jesse's son? To your tents, O
Israel! Look after your own house, O David!” (12:16).  

What does it mean that “the Israelites who were living in the towns of Judah, Rehoboam
still ruled over them” (12:17)?  People originally from the Northern Tribes who had settled
in Judah, stayed to serve and worship YAHWEH at His Temple.  They would be joined
later by others from the North who desired to do the same (2 Chr 11:16-17). 

What does Rehoboam learn from Adoniram’s chilling reception (12:18)?  When
Adoriram, who served in the capacity under David and Solomon was killed, Rehoboam
knew the northern tribes meant business, and there would be no short-term easy
resolution to the division.

7. Why does Judah remain faithful to Rehoboam (20-21; Mt 1:2-7)?  In order to serve and
worship God in the way He prescribed.
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8. What role and risks does Shemaiah take (12:22): a. brave diplomat who forestalls a bloody
civil war?  b. faithful wise prophet who convinces the king to swallow his pride and go home
because he would be fighting against what God had done?  c.  a father-figure or big-brother
figure in Rehoboam’s life?

9. Why did his word carry the day?  “So they obeyed the word of the LORD and went home
again, as the LORD had ordered” (12:24).  There was no stomach for war against family
and there was still some willingness to follow the Word of the LORD.

What do you suppose is the mood of people of Judah: resentment; resignation; relief?  All
of the above?

10. Who was most responsible for Israel’s breakup?  Rehoboam?  Jeroboam? Solomon? 
Rehoboam’s peers?  The northern tribes?  The southern tribe (Judah)?  God?  No one — it
would have happened anyway?

11. When have you either followed some advice you wish you hadn’t or not followed some
advice you wish you had?

12. Where do you go for advice?
How do you determine whether to follow someone’s advice?

1 Kings 12:25-33

13. Do you sit in the same place at church, Bible study, a restaurant you regularly visit, a
friend’s home you regularly visit?

When did you last break out of the mold and sit somewhere else?
Have you heard of a church/ denomination or a church leader taking a non-Biblical stand on

an issue based on politics or popular sentiment?

14. What threats are on Jeroboam’s mind (12:25-27)?  He felt threatened militarily at his two
most important cities — Shechem and Peniel (a place north of the Jabbok River where
Jacob wrestled with "a Man" until daybreak. Hos 12:4 calls the "man" an "Angel."
Jacob called the place Penuel, "For I have seen God face to face" Gen 32:30. It is 40 miles
northeast of Jerusalem, and not far to the east of Succoth. When Gideon and his band of
300 men pursued the Midianites, the people of Succoth and Penuel insulted Gideon,
refusing to give supplies to his army.  Gideon later killed the men of the city Jdg 8:17). 
Jeroboam also felt threatened by the possibility of the Northern Tribes “reverting back to
the House of David” because of their worship of YAHWEH in Jerusalem, and then killing
him (12:27).  Jeroboam’s fears were a result of his lack of faith in the LORD’s promises
given to him through the Prophet Ahijah (11:23-25).

How does he address each?  He “built up”/ fortified the cities, and he instituted worship
sites in the north and in the south of territory belonging to the Northern Tribes.

15. Who does Jeroboam echo (12:28-30; see Ex 32:4)?  Both the faithless willful rebellious
Israelites of Moses’ day, and Solomon, who also constructed shrines to false gods on high
places (11:7).

Do the golden calves replace or represent God?  In an attempt to represent YAHWEH,
they actually replace Him.
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Why two calves (check the map)?  For the convenience of the people, to “cover the
market,” Jeroboam built one shrine in the north at Dan and one in the south at Bethel.  A
ritual complex from the  9th century B.C. has been discovered at Tell Dan, consisting of a
square enclosure with a raised platform inside, perhaps as a base for a temple, and a
sacrificial altar. This sacred center is quite possibly what remains of what Jeroboam
erected at the site of Dan.  

Bethel — 12 miles to the north of Jerusalem, but within the Northern Tribes’ border;
Abraham “pitched his tent with Bethel on the west and ... built an altar to the Lord” (Gen
12:8; 13:3); Jacob had a vision of a staircase reaching into the heavens with the angels of
God "ascending and descending on it" there, erected a pillar to mark the spot of his
vision, and later built an alter and worshiped the LORD there (Gen 28:12,19,22, 35:1-16);
the Ark of the Covenant was once located there, (Jdg 20:26-27) — is the more important
of the two sites for authors of Kings, for it is at Bethel that Jeroboam will invest the major
part of his effort to set up his new worship arrangements.  He will build a temple at this
high place, appoint priests to service it who hadn’t been set apart by God for such service,
and invent a central feast to celebrate in it (a version of the Feast of Booths/ Tabernacles,
celebrated in Jerusalem in the seventh month, Lev 23:33-43, but now in northern Israel in
the eighth month).  It is idol worship, pure and simple, and Jeroboam’s sin in leading the
people into it will constantly be referred to for the rest of Kings. 

The bottom line to all of this syncretism was that the people of the northern tribes
wouldn’t have to travel to Jerusalem to worship, and they wouldn’t be tempted to return
their allegiance the House of David.

16. How else does Jeroboam’s do-it-yourself religion compete with the religious system of
Judah (12:31-33)?  Pagan gods of the Arameans and Canaanites were often represented as
standing on calves or bulls as symbols of their strength and fertility.  Like Aaron,
Jeroboam attempted to combine the pagan calf symbol with worship of YAHWEH, though
since no “god” stood on top of the calves, he did not attempt to depict YAHWEH.  His
words to the people about them, “Look Israel, these are the gods who brought you up out
of Egypt” (12:28), are virtually the exact same words of the people greeting the Aaron’s
calf (Ex 32:4).  These bull icons were unacceptable as representations of the LORD, since
His revelation through Moses requires a clear distinction between the Creator and the
created.  The worship of bull icons as representations of other gods were worse yet.  They
eliminate the distinction between the LORD and other gods, and that equivalence was
already being practiced (11:4-10, 14:15).  The high god of the Canaanite pantheon, El, is
frequently called “the bull” in ancient texts from Ugarit in Syria, and his son Baal-Hadad
(the Biblical Baal) is himself also represented as a bull.  The bull is further associated in
Sumerian and Akkadian texts with the worship of the moon god Sin, and in Egyptian
texts with the high god Amon-Re.  A cult site from ~1200 B.C. has been found on a hill in
northern Samaria.  Among the remains was a bull figurine with well-defined genitalia,
representing fertility and potency.  Baal worship was probably occurring at this high
place.  Pockets of paganism, including Baal worship, remained throughout Israel, from
early on to the time of King Saul (Jdg 6:25; 1 Sam 28:7-24).

Additionally, Jeroboam “built shrines on high places,” appointed non-Levites as
priests (many of the priests and Levites of the Northern Kingdom migrated to Judah
because of this), and by offering sacrifices himself during an imitation of the Feast of
Tabernacles, he also tried to assume the role of priest.
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By what authority were the changes made?  Jeroboam’s.  Certainly not the LORD’s.  The
changes violated YAHWEH’s Ten Commandments, the 2nd Commandment which led to 
violation of the 1st, and opened the door to full pagan practice (16:29-22:39).  Jeroboam
abandoned faith in and faithfulness to the LORD purely for political expediency.  In doing
so, he forfeited the promise of a lasting dynasty like David given him by the LORD through
Ahijah (11:38).  Tragically, every subsequent Northern king followed in the ways of
Jeroboam — this would be the reason for the nation’s demise.

17. What prevents churches/ denominations from pursuing do-it-yourself religion? 
How do you tell True Religion from false religion?
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