
Oct. 27, 2019 – (Reformation 1, Kingdom Divided) 

Sermon Text – 1 Kings 12:1-17, 25-29 

 

- The king [Rehoboam] answered the people harshly. He disregarded the advice that the 

older men had given him and spoke to them according to the advice of the young men, 

"My father made your yoke heavy, but I will add to your yoke; my father disciplined you 

with whips, but I will discipline you with scorpions."  So the king did not listen to the people 

…Then Jeroboam…took counsel, and made two calves of gold. He said to the people, 

"You have gone up to Jerusalem long enough. Here are your gods, O Israel, who brought 

you up out of the land of Egypt."  He set one in Bethel, and the other he put in Dan. -  

 

Political problems.  They’re not a new thing.  In fact, they go way back in the history of 

God’s people.  When the people demanded a king for the nation, the prophet Samuel 

had warned them that it was a bad idea.  God was their king.  They didn’t need 

another.  And, if they got one, eventually the king would demand things from them 

that they would not like.  A king would want their children, for his military and his 

massive construction projects.  And a king would want their money, to finance his 

kingly activities.  A king would take away their freedom, their riches and their land.  All 

this came true under the rule of Solomon, king David’s son, who not only instituted 

harsh labor practices, but demanded high taxes, and eventually built shrines in the 

country for the worship of all his many wives’ foreign deities.  When Solomon dies, his 

son Rehoboam is next in line.  He should become king of the entire country, but he is 

young and inexperienced and foolish.  As our reading begins, he is confronted by 

representatives of the people and their leaders demanding that he ease the harsh 

policies of his father.  Rehoboam cannot make the decision on his own.  He had to 

consult with his advisors.  The old men, experienced leaders from his father’s court, 

advise that he ease the policies.  The young men, his peers, advise that he 

demonstrate how tough he is be doubling down on his father’s policies.  Rather than 

seeing his role as that of being a servant of the people, to care for their needs, he 

continues to see his purpose as being a lord over the people, to rule them by means of 

harsh realities. 

 

 As a result, the people not personally loyal to him as members of his tribe of 

Judah, revolt against his rule.  They name Jeroboam, a respected leader of Solomon’s 

court, as their king.  He establishes his rule in the north, while Rehoboam retains the 

south.  The kingdom is divided, as it will remain, until each of them is eventually 

conquered by a foreign power.  Jeroboam is no perfect ruler either.  Jealousy arises 

between him and his counterpart to the south.  He no longer wants his subjects going 
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to Jerusalem to worship at the temple.  He is afraid that they will somehow become 

influenced by their journeys to switch their loyalties to Rehoboam and join his people 

in the south.  So, to stop their travels to the holy city, he erects two shrines in the north, 

one at Bethel and one at Dan.  In each of those places, he has fashioned a statue of a 

golden calf, which he sets up as a god for the people to worship.  “Here are your gods, 

O Israel,” he tells them, “Who brought you up out of the land of Egypt.”  Either he has 

never read the story of the “Golden Calf” in the book of Exodus, or he didn’t read far 

enough to discover what a disaster that incident became for the people.  I think it may 

be the biblical writer’s way of telling us that poor leadership is bound to repeat the 

mistakes of the past.  Whatever its intention, it seems that the story relates how, like 

Rehoboam in the south, Jeroboam in the north magnifies Solomon’s mistakes.  This 

time by building rival shrines for worship and designating them as shrines to Israel’s 

own gods. 

 

 Today, we celebrate the Reformation begun 502 years ago by Martin Luther, 

when he nailed his 95 Theses on the door of the castle church in Wittenberg, Germany.  

Luther’s reform movement was not about kingly leadership.  In fact, he would need the 

support of the German princes to save his life and support his reform.  But it is about 

poor leadership.  It is about arrogance and self-centeredness and what the Greeks 

would call avarice, an insatiable desire for wealth and riches.  The choice, it seems, is 

always between power and service.  Human leadership has a hard time resisting the 

temptation of power.  God desires leadership that values service.  Jesus could not 

have made it clearer.  In talking about his own purposes, he contrasts the rule of 

tyrants with the service of the Son of Man.  “You know that among the Gentiles those 

whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them,” he tells his disciples, “And their 

great ones are tyrants over them…[But not so among you, for] whoever wishes to 

become great among you must be your servant…For the Son of Man came not to be 

served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”  Luther would put it like 

this, “A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.”  A statement he would 

follow immediately with, “A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all…subject to all.”  

Rehoboam had his chance.  He could have chosen wisely.  But he chose to listen to 

his young and foolish advisors.  As a result, the kingdom was divided, and the unity of 

God’s people was lost.  And still, we struggle to bring it back, unable to put the idea of 

service completely into practice, and instead giving in to the temptation to express 

our strength through our lordship and power.   

 

         Amen. 


