The Story: Week Fourteen – Day One
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Solomon dies and Israel enters another period of transition.  It will lead to division and ultimately to the dispersion and exile of both Israel and Judah.  It will be a time of God disciplining His people for the purpose of turning them back to Him.

Solomon is dead and Rehoboam (his son) goes to Shechem in order to be made king.  The people gather and say to Rehoboam, “Your father put a heavy yoke on us, but now lighten the harsh labor and the heavy yoke he put on us and we will serve you.”  They were a people who had grown tired of heavy taxation and it seems to be a reasonable request.

Rehoboam tells the people to give him three days to consider their request.  He consults with his elders who counsel him to give the people a favorable answer – to show himself to be a servant of the people – and they will always be his servants.

That’s not bad advice for any leader – lead by example – be a servant leader.  Don’t lord it over them.  As Jesus said, “The greatest in the kingdom of God must be servant of all.”  That would certainly apply to Rehoboam.

Unfortunately, he seeks advice from young men who grew up with him.  Their advice is to put an even heavier burden on the people.  And it’s their advice that Rehoboam takes.  He wouldn’t listen to the people.

The people of Israel rejected him as their king.  They returned to their own homes and told Rehoboam to look after his own house – Judah.  The nation is divided.

What would have happened if Rehoboam had listened to the advice of the elders?  We’ll never know.  This was all part of God’s plan to fulfill the word that He spoke to Solomon.  This is a consequence of Solomon’s disobedience – his allowing the worship of other gods to flourish in Israel.

The Story: Week Fourteen – Day Two
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

With this split, the days of the Golden Age of Israel are numbered.  It’s bad enough that the tribes of Israel would be divided against each other.  It’s bad enough that Israel has to deal with the consequences of the rivalry between Rehoboam and Jeroboam.  But it gets worse.

Rehoboam tries to impose his will on the people.  He sends out Adoniram who was in charge of forced labor.  And the people stone him to death.  They were tired of the heavy yoke of forced labor that Solomon had imposed on them.  And they were not about to submit to a king who would not listen to their cry for relief.

In response, Rehoboam won’t listen.  He won’t make any concessions.  He won’t lift the burden of labor from them.  Instead, he gathers an army to go to war against Israel and win back the kingdom by force.  When you refuse to listen – when you refuse to consider the possibility of compromise – when you aren’t interested in serving the needs of the people – power politics become the solution.

Jeroboam, rather than looking for ways to remove the barriers – to find a solution for the division that has taken place, he fortifies the city of Shechem.  He prepares for war.  He builds his walls.  And because he fears that the people will, over time and by their traveling to Jerusalem to offer sacrifices, turn back to the house of David he makes plans to keep them from traveling to Jerusalem.

So he builds shrines for the tribes of the north and appointed priests to conduct the sacrifices for the people.  He made golden calves and told the people that these were the gods who delivered them out of Egypt.  That is a familiar picture in a lot of ways.  It recalls the mighty deeds that God did to deliver Israel from their slavery in Egypt.  It recalls His mighty hand and outstretched arm.  But it also recalls the sin of the people when they asked Aaron to make them a god that they could follow.  And he made them a golden calf.

There is nothing new under the sun.  After all these years, they are still quick to turn to other gods – to golden calves like the gods of Egypt.  Even though allowing Jeroboam to ascend to the throne of Israel was God’s plan – the fulfilling of the consequences God brought on Israel because of Solomon’s sin – these worship practices set up by Jeroboam are a continuation of Solomon’s sin.  And it marks the beginning of the end for the northern kingdom of Israel.

When men follow their own paths and work to fulfill their desires, the end is never good.  The gap will continue to grow between north and south because neither side wants to do the hard work of reconciliation.  That involves putting aside personal agendas and submitting to God’s agenda.

It could be argued that this was God’s agenda – the strife and divisions within Israel.  God Himself said that this was His doing when He spoke to the people of Judah to convince them not to go to war against Israel.  That would seem to not give Israel much choice in the matter.  If this was God’s plan, then they were locked in to it with no way out.

Another possibility is that God is simply speaking what He knows will come to pass.  It’s like standing on a street corner and seeing two cars approaching the intersection.  You know there is going to be an accident.  You could even tell those standing there that these cars will collide.  Did you cause that accident?  Did the drivers not have other choices to make?

The rivalries between Rehoboam and Jeroboam didn’t happen overnight.  The dissatisfaction of the people – their resentment of the heavy burdens imposed by Solomon – didn’t suddenly develop at Solomon’s death.  These things had been building for some time.  God could see it coming.  And before Solomon died, He told him so.

The Story: Week Fourteen – Day Three
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Things go from bad to worse in both the north (Israel) and in the south (Judah).  Jeroboam continues to rebel against the Lord.  He continues to lead the people to worship other gods – to set up Asherah poles on all the high places.

The punishment that God speaks to Jeroboam is very severe.  God will cut off his name forever.  None of Jeroboam’s male heirs will survive.  God will do this because of Jeroboam’s sins.  He has turned his back on God and His blessings.

This shows how important it is that the kings be faithful men.  The people will follow them – their example.  If they walk in the ways of David, then the people will follow.  If they walk after other gods, the people will follow.

Rehoboam was no better.  During his reign, the people set up for themselves high places and Asherah poles.  They adopted the detestable practices of the nations around them.  The king of Egypt became God’s arm of judgment against Judah.  He attacked Jerusalem and carried off the treasures of the royal palace.

Within one generation, the wealth and dominance of Israel is reduced to an afterthought.  Conflict and warfare will be the norm.  Rebellion against God will also be a common part of life in both Israel and Judah.  It is a sad time in the history of God’s people.  In many ways, it’s a return to the time of the Judges when every one did what was right in their own eyes.  The exception is that, in the majority of cases, the king is the one who leads the way in rebellion.

The Story: Week Fourteen – Day Four
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

After seventeen years as king of Judah, Rehoboam died.  He was succeeded by his son Abijah.  Abijah was no better than Rehoboam.  His heart was not fully devoted to the Lord.  His mother Naamah was an Ammonite and that might help to explain Abijah’s turning away from God.  Whatever the case, the heart of the king was turned away from God.

But God did not destroy Judah.  For the sake of David, the Lord gave Abijah a son who would succeed him as king and He made Jerusalem strong.  That son was Asa and he did what was right in the eyes of the Lord and as David had done.

For much of this time, Jeroboam reigned as king in Israel.  This time was marked by continual warfare between Judah and Israel.  If the wisdom of Solomon and the prosperity of Israel was to cause the neighboring nations to know that there is a God in Israel – that the Lord is God – then the continual warfare during this time would certainly have the opposite effect.

That’s how it works with us.  When there are divisions and conflicts in a congregation, the witness to God’s love and His salvation is at best clouded and too often invisible.  The fate of the world becomes secondary to the concerns for being right and wielding power.

That’s why forgiveness is of such critical importance.  It is the bond of peace that keeps us united.  It removes the sin that clouds or destroys our witness.  When we turn to God and His power to reconcile and restore, then the witness to God’s love and His salvation is restored.

The Story: Week Fourteen – Day Five
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Chapter Fourteen ends with a summary of the kings that reigned in both Israel and in Judah.  Some did what was right in the eyes of the Lord, but most did not.  At the death of Jeroboam, his son Nadab became king.  He followed in his fathers footsteps.  Baasha plotted against Nadab and killed him and Jeroboam’s entire family.  And while that’s not uncharacteristic for the times, it’s still terrible.

The last king mentioned is Ahab.  He became king in Israel in the thirty-eighth year of Asa’s (one of the good kings) reign in Judah.  He married Jezebel the daughter of the king of Sidon.  He built a temple of Baal in Samaria.  He did more to arouse the anger of the Lord than all the kings before him.

This provides a bridge to the next chapter when we will be introduced to the prophets of God.  God was not without a witness during these times.  The good kings who reigned both in Israel and in Judah were indeed witnesses to the Lord.  But even in those times when wicked men became kings in Israel and Judah, God raised up men to speak the truth of His Word in the hope that His people might hear His voice and return to Him.

