
Story Number 118

THE REVOLT AND SPLIT

[Prologue]

Some time in the period of the Judges, before the time of Samuel and

Saul, Judah in the south had in a way separated itself from the rest of

Israel. It was called Judah, and the name Israel was used for the tribes in

the north, led by Ephraim. ‘Israel’ and Judah considered themselves parts

of the same people, but different parts. The first king, Saul, came from

Benjamin, a neutral tribe in the middle, 1 and was accepted by all. When

he died, Samuel, on God’s instructions, had arranged that his successor

should be David, a man fit for the job. David came from Judah, who

accepted him, but the northern tribes (and especially Benjamin) did not,

and took instead Saul’s remaining son Eshbaal 2 a weak and pretty

useless king. For two years there were two kingdoms, the south (Judah)

under King David and the north (Israel) under King Eshbaal. When the

latter was murdered, David, an obviously able king, was accepted as king

over the whole country. But there were still under-currents, and David’s

general Joab had to put down a rebellion from a member of Saul’s family

who wanted to break from Judah.

1. The struggle for leadership of the people started with the sons of Jacob, a
struggle between Judah and Joseph, and continued until the latter disappeared.
Moses, the first unifying leader, was from Levi, a neutral tribe, and Joshua from
Ephraim (Joseph) was only accepted because he was Moses’s obvious successor.

2. That was his name (in Chronicles) but as they hated to pronounce the name
‘baal’ they substituted ‘bosheth’ (disgrace) and in the Book of Samuel he is called
Ishbosheth. The same was sometimes done with the names Meribaal and
Jerubbaal.
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Still, eventually under David the country was united, and when he died

his son Solomon was accepted by all as his natural successor, king over

the whole country. He was a very strong king, sadly far too strong.

It was easy to set things up. He decided to build the Temple, as God

had foretold and as had been arranged with his father David. It was a

collossal project, requiring hundreds of workers, so he conscripted

workers from the people, just as Pharaoh had done in Egypt, and the

people were willing to help just as at the beginning they were willing to

help Pharaoh. But power and wealth went to his head. Having built the

Temple he decided to go on with other building projects, starting with his

own palace (which was far more complex and took far longer to build

than the Temple) and going on to build palaces and idolatrous temples for

his wives. He had a labour force, and instead of disbanding it when the

Temple was finished, he kept it, kept up conscription and turned the

people into slaves just as Pharaoh had done. Well, not quite, he treated his

own people a bit, only a bit, better than his foreign slaves. But his chief

officer, Adoniram, oppressed and persecuted the conscripts.

The people put up with this, as they were afraid of him and his

officials, but when he died they decided that it was time for a change.

[The Split]

Solomon’s son Rehoboam was his natural successor, and on his father’s

death he decided to be proclaimed king not in Jerusalem but in Shechem.

This was sound policy. Jerusalem was too near Judah, while Shechem, in

the centre of the country (for easy access to more people), belonged to the

‘North’, and if all the people assembled there and accepted him, he would

have no trouble with Judah in the ‘South’ as he was one of them. So the

people all assembled at Shechem to proclaim Rehoboam as king.

At the same time the people decided to take the opportunity to demand

a change, a let-up in the persecution, ‘Your father treated us as slaves,

ease up, give us back our freedom!’ they demanded.
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Rehoboam did not like the idea, he wanted to be a despot and tyrant

like his father, but the demand was strong and he consulted first his

father’s advisers. ‘Listen to the people’ they said, ‘give in to them now

and they will serve you.’

He then consulted his young friends who gave the opposite advice. ‘Do

not give in and show weakness, be stronger than your father. Show

strength.’ He listened to them.

‘My father ruled over you with ordinary whips’ he told the people, ‘but

I will rule over you with “scorpions”’. 3 This was his mistake, he pushed

them too far.

One of Solomon’s officials, Jeroboam son of Nebat, had once tried to

rebel against Solomon, and when Solomon wanted to have him put to

death he had fled to Egypt. The people now sent for him and he arrived

at Shechem. The majority there were from ‘Israel’, the north. ‘What do we

want of Judah?’ they said. ‘We will not be ruled by their Rehoboam.’ And

they appointed Jeroboam as their king. Rehoboam fled back in panic to

Jerusalem, while the people stoned the hated Ado(ni)ram to death. The

split was complete, lasted hundreds of years, and was never healed.

Rehoboam remained king of Judah (which included Simeon), with half of

the tribe of Benjamin supporting him, but he had learned his lesson and

had to be very careful. Meanwhile Jeroboam 4 was king of ‘Israel’, the

Northern Kingdom, the remaining nine and a half tribes which included

those across the Jordan.

How Jeroboam behaved and what he did we will leave till next time.

3. Barbed whips, called ‘scorpions’ because they sting like scorpions.

4. The split, with two sets of kings, continued for hundreds of years. In these
stories, names of kings of the Northern Kingdom appear in italics to reduce
confusion.
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