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Read Mark 10:1-12 
This is the Word of the LORD. 
Prayer of Invocation 
 
There is a temptation for a preacher – including this one – to skip texts like the one that we have 
this morning. These are hard words in modern ears. The next alternative to skipping it is to explain 
it away; arguing that the words do not mean what they say.  
 
So…as we begin, I would appreciate any prayers of, “help him, Jesus,” or any other intercession 
along a similar line. The presenting issue in our sermon text is divorce. I say it that way – presenting 
issue – because that is the issue some Pharisees presented to Jesus. As far as we know he had not 
been covering divorce as he taught the crowds about the kingdom of God. Ultimately, the 
foundational issue here was not divorce, as we will see, but that may sound like I am about to 
explain it away. I am not.  
 
Let me start with a simple statement: God hates divorce.  
 
That is not my opinion. Those are God’s words. We find that in the Old Testament, Malachi 2:13-16,  
 

“Another thing you do: You flood the LORD’s altar with tears. You weep and wail 
because he no longer pays attention to your offerings or accepts them with pleasure 
from your hands. You ask, “Why?” It is because the LORD is acting as the witness 
between you and the wife of your youth, because you have broken faith with her, 
though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant. Has not [the LORD] 
made them one? In flesh and spirit they are his. And why one? Because he was 
seeking godly offspring. So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith with 
the wife of your youth. “I hate divorce,” says the LORD God of Israel, “and I hate a 
man’s covering himself with violence as well as with his garment,” says the LORD 
Almighty. So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith.” (Malachi 2:13-16 
NIV) 

 
Hear this carefully: although God hates divorce, He does not hate those who have been divorced. 
He hates the faithlessness that results in divorce. He hates the consequences that results from sin 
and broken covenants. Metaphorically, Malachi was addressing the marriage covenant between 
Israel and God, and how Israel had broken that covenant while God had been faithful. At the same 
time, Malachi also was addressing the laxity and faithlessness with which men were treating 
women. 
 
So, as we approach our text this morning in Mark, we need to hear this encounter with that in the 
background. God hates divorce.  
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Our text does not change that proposition; however, it also is important to see that Jesus 
recognized the dishonesty at the root of the Pharisees’ question.  
 
 Context 
 
Our text picks up the narrative as Jesus left Capernaum. There he had been teaching, and from 
there he went into the land beyond the Jordan. He had set his sights on Jerusalem. He and the 
disciples began walking the road that pilgrims would have taken in order to get to Jerusalem. They 
would have been traveling from the south, and at some point would have crossed the Jordan River 
into an area called Perea. The location is an important detail to our text today because Jesus had 
entered into the land governed by Herod Antipas. The Pharisees’ question about divorce was 
directly related to Herod; and the Pharisees were trying to set Jesus up in a confrontation with 
Herod. 
 
Refer back to Mark 6 for a moment. There, Mark reported how Herod married Herodias, who had 
been his brother Philip’s wife; but the problem was that Philip was still alive at the time. In other 
words, Herodias had deserted her husband and divorced him – presumably under Roman law, 
because women did not have that right under the law of Moses discussed in our text today.  
 
Herod, for his part, had divorced his wife. What Mark’s readers knew that we might not is that that 
Herod’s divorce led to war. Herod’s ex-wife was the daughter of the king of Nabatea. She went 
home, told her father what happened. Her father, insulted, got angry and attacked. If Rome had not 
intervened to stop the war over Herod’s divorce, Herod probably would have lost the kingdom.1 
 
So, yes, divorce was the presenting issue, but you now see that there was something much more 
sinister afoot. Divorce was just the surface of something much larger. In short, the Pharisees were 
trying to get Jesus speak against the king like John had – and thus to risk being beheaded like John 
had been.  
 
Subtle, eh? 
 
Look for a moment at the dialogue between Jesus and the Pharisees. It was a pretty quick 
conversation. Apparently, they interrupted Jesus as he was teaching the crowds to ask this loaded 
question. Jesus indulged the question and simply asked back, “What did Moses command you?” 
Lost in the translation is Jesus’ annoyance with the Pharisees, expressed in the “you” of his question 
– it is not, “what did Moses command?” It is, “what did Moses command you?”  
 
They responded with a summary of Deuteronomy 24:1-4, which addressed the situation where a 
man wrote his wife a certificate of divorce if “she does not please him because he finds something 
objectionable about her.” Basically, the Pharisees were arguing that divorce was lawful because 
Moses allowed for it; whether they believed it or were simply taking Herod’s position in order to 
bait Jesus is tough to tell.  
 

                                                 
1
 Craig Evans, Word Biblical Commentary, Volume 34B, Mark, p. 82.  
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But take note of what happened: Jesus was not fooled, either by the text or subtext of their 
question. Friends, Jesus is not subject to our manipulation. Jesus is not fooled by our clever 
machination. We cannot put God in a corner and play “gotcha.” When we try, it does not end well 
for us.  
 
How often I find this – particularly in critics of the faith. They try to outsmart God. They act as if 
being cleverer than Jesus’ disciples is the same thing as outwitting God. It is not. God is not mocked. 
God is not fooled. And God does not throw up his hands and say, “Ok, you win.” Attempts to trick, 
manipulate, or be cleverer than God just do not work out well.  
 
It did not work out well for the Pharisees here. Jesus asked them a question, “What did Moses 
command?” They quoted from Scripture. Yes, they quoted from Scripture. But they quoted from 
Scripture that was meant to protect a woman from being treated as property to be exchanged and 
abused. A man could not marry her, return her, and then change his mind yet again. The point was 
that a man could not be faithless in the covenant of marriage.  
 
Jesus acknowledged their citation of Moses’ words and then stated that Moses allowed the 
exception because of the hardness of their hearts. Jesus lumped the Pharisees in with the 
generations in the desert that had seen the mighty acts of God and refused to abide by the 
covenant they had entered with God. That phrase, “hardness of heart” rings like the words of a 
prophet; specifically, Ezekiel, to whom God said, “They will not listen to you, for they are not willing 
to listen to me; because all of the house of Israel have a hard forehead and a stubborn heart.” 
(Ezekiel 3:7).  
 
The Pharisees knew the Scriptures. Knowing the text of Scripture did not mean they had embraced 
the heart of Scripture: God’s heart, that is.  Clearly they had not. That is a wake-up call for all of us: 
are you reading Scripture for the purpose of growing closer to God or are you reading Scripture to 
find ways to justify yourself before God?  
 
We often lament about Scriptural illiteracy these days – and it is real, we need to be better about 
learning and teaching the Word of God. However, we do not do this for the purpose of head 
knowledge or academic interest; we do so to draw closer to the heart of God.  
 
The Pharisees were not really interested in Jesus’ answer to the question; they were more 
interested in putting him in harm’s way by having Jesus alienate Herod. Jesus cut through their 
pretense and, like a laser, focused on the flaw in their understanding. Moses’ command on divorce 
was not a command or license; rather, it was a reflection of human sinfulness and designed to 
protect women from hard-hearted men – hard-hearted men like the Pharisees.  
 
Jesus talked about the created order. From the beginning, he said, with echoes back to Genesis 1:1 
(“In the beginning”), then he quoted the Genesis passage about God’s purpose in marriage. God’s 
purpose in marriage, Jesus was saying, was the command; not the permission to get out of it 
because of faithlessness. 
 
Jesus’ road to the cross was a constant battle with faithlessness. “You faithless generation, how 
much longer must I be among you? How much longer must I put up with you?” Those were the 
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words he spoke to the father who was asking, “Are you powerful enough to help me?” “I believe; 
help my unbelief,” cried the father.  
 
Contrast that with the Pharisees who were arguing for faithlessness with one another. Again, 
whether they actually believed what they were saying or were simply trying to take the bait of a 
trap is really the same thing. Jesus’ rebuke pointed out that God’s plan was for faithfulness.  
 
Later, in the house with only the disciples, they were curious about Jesus’ response. Jesus answered 
more directly. The phrasing is important: “whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits 
adultery against her,” leaving one for the other was a manifestation of faithlessness. The same was 
true for a woman who left her husband for the purpose of marrying another. Jesus was rebuking 
both Herod and Herodias for their faithlessness. There was no royal exception to God’s purpose. 
Leaving the marriage relationship for another was adultery. 
 
What is the point? In responding to questions about divorce, Jesus was not so much giving an 
exhaustive dissertation on marriage and divorce as much as he was stressing God’s heart for 
faithfulness. Yes, it was a condemnation of the hardness of heart that leads to breaking faith. But in 
these few words, he was not addressing all questions of abandonment or abuse, or what to do if 
someone has left you. The Pharisees were asking him generally about this specific situation to trap 
him; Jesus showed that God views situations differently than we do.  
 
While it is easy to point fingers and condemn the Pharisees here, we also need to see how we do 
the same thing. Our faithlessness may not show up in terms of infidelity, but – if we are honest with 
ourselves – we are prone to attempts to negotiate away our faithfulness to God.  
 
This is how I find that I try to put God in a box: “God, I have been faithful to you, so you owe me. I 
have worked really hard for you in all these areas, so you need to just let me have this one. I have 
been good enough, right?” 
 
For others, it is the prosperity gospel, “God, I have been faithful, so give me riches.”  
 
For others, it is the desire to justify themselves in something they know is wrong, “God, it’s not like 
I’m murdering someone, it’s only a little thing and I really need it.” 
 To Such As These 
 
Mark followed up this episode with the report of people bringing children so that Jesus could touch 
them, only to have the disciples speak “sternly to them.” Once again, the disciples fell into the trap 
of acting like the Pharisees; as if only those who earn an audience with Jesus should be allowed to 
approach. Jesus got indignant. 
 
The contrast was stark. This was the exact opposite situation of the Pharisees. The Pharisees knew 
Scripture and, at least intellectually, knew the power of God. They came to Jesus seeking to trap 
and destroy him – a mark of utter unfaithfulness. The people bringing little children wanted to get 
close to Jesus just to touch him. Their hearts were completely different and the disciples missed the 
point. “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them,” Jesus said, “for it is to such as these 
that the kingdom of God belongs.” Who are the “such as these”? The such as these are those who 
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come with no standing, seeking only to be close to Jesus; those with no sense of deserving an 
audience, but who yearn to be with him and desire his blessing. These are the ones Jesus wants to 
come to him; these are the ones he lifts in his arms, lays his hands on, and blesses. 
 
Now, finally, a word of comfort and hope for many of you out there who have experienced the 
trauma of divorce. Do not mistake God’s judgment on divorce to be an eternal rejection of those 
who are divorced – even for reasons of adultery.  In the Old Testament texts, God’s expressed 
hatred of divorce and adultery is coupled with calls for renewed faithfulness. The prophet Hosea 
married a woman who was unfaithful to him on God’s command and God used that marriage to 
proclaim his redemptive plan for Israel. 
 
But this is where the context is so critical in understanding this morning’s text. Jesus was walking 
the road to redeem those who have been divorced from God through sin. That is all of us – we are 
all sinners who have broken our covenant faithfulness to God. We are all unfaithful. Jesus was 
walking the road of faithfulness, the road that would lead him to suffering, to rejection, to abuse, 
and to the cross. He walked that road because God loves you and God loves me.  
 

A well-known speaker started off his seminar by holding up a $20 bill. 

In the room of 200, he asked, "Who would like this $20 bill?" Hands started going 
up. 

He said, "I am going to give this $20 to one of you but first, let me do this." He 
proceeded to crumple the dollar bill up. He then asked, "Who still wants it?" Still the 
hands were up in the air. 

"Well," he replied, "What if I do this?" And he dropped it on the ground and started 
to grind it into the floor with his shoe. He picked it up, now crumpled and dirty. 
"Now who still wants it?" Still the hands went into the air. 

"My friends, you have all learned a very valuable lesson. No matter what I did to the 
money, you still wanted it because it did not decrease in value. It was still worth 
$20." 

"Many times in our lives, we are dropped, crumpled, and ground into the dirt by the 
decisions we make and the circumstances that come our way. We feel as though we 
are worthless. But no matter what has happened or what will happen, you will never 
lose your value in God's eyes. To Him, dirty or clean, crumpled or finely creased, you 
are still priceless to Him." 

 
Scripture is abundantly clear that God is faithful and true, just and righteous, and his steadfast love 
endures forever. Understand the distinction: God does not say “divorce is OK, and, sin is OK.” God 
hates sin. But God reaches out and embraces the sinner. God takes the action while we are still 
hard of heart, while we were yet sinners: He acts in redeeming us, washing us clean in the blood of 
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the lamb, adopting us as his children, restoring his covenant with us by writing it upon our hearts, 
and preparing us to be citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven, the Kingdom of God.  
 
Jesus was now fully engaged in his role of fulfilling the work of the Son of God. You will notice for 
the remainder of the gospel that there are fewer miracles and more pronouncements and teaching. 
Jesus had his eyes set on Jerusalem.  
 
So, what should you take from this morning’s sermon?  
 
God values faithfulness. Hardness of heart causes sin. 
 
Jesus’ faithfulness redeems us from unfaithfulness. When we realize that, when we hold fast to 
that, when we seek out Jesus because of who he is and not because of whom we think we are, we 
find that we are like “such as these.” He is waiting with open arms to lift us, lay his hands on us, and 
bless us. What we say each Sunday is true: when we repent of our sins and trust in God’s mercy 
through his son Jesus Christ, we are assured of the good news of the gospel: In Jesus Christ, we are 
forgiven. 
 
Thanks be to God. Amen. 

 
 
Questions: 
 

1. Why does God value faithfulness? 
 
2. What are the areas of your life in which you experience hardness of heart? Can you 
identify them and why they are important to you? How do you wrestle with them (and 
with God over them)? 
 
3. What does it mean to be among the “such as these”? Do you believe/trust that to be 
true or is there still an element in you that suggests that you have to earn your audience 
before Jesus? 

 
 


