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Mark 10: 2-16 
2Some Pharisees came, and to test him they asked, “Is it lawful for a man to 
divorce his wife?” 3He answered them, “What did Moses command you?” 4They 
said, “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her.” 
5But Jesus said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this 
commandment for you. 6But from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male 
and female.’ 7For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined 
to his wife, 8and the two shall become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two, but one 
flesh. 9Therefore, what God has joined together, let no one separate.” 
 
10Then in the house the disciples asked him again about this matter. 11He said to 
them, “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against 
her; 12and if she divorces her husband and marries again, she commits adultery.” 
 
 13People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; 
and the disciples spoke sternly to them. 14But when Jesus saw this he was 
indignant and said to them, “Let the little children come to me; for it is to such as 
these that the kingdom of God belongs. 15Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive 
the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.” 16And he took them up in 
his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them.   
 
 I had been pastoring at the church for a few years. Long enough to know who 

sat where, who didn’t talk to whom, which families were dealing with what 

challenges, which people thought they were calling the shots and which were 

actually calling the shots … long enough to know most of the basics and some of 

the details of people’s lives.   

 While in the office talking with a colleague, a member of the church, a woman 

in her early 70’s, came into the office asking to talk with the pastors. We invited 

her into the office and she burst into tears as she sat down at the table with us.  

My colleague and I swapped alarmed looks as we waited for her to catch her breath 

enough to be able to tell us what had her so upset. “My son and his wife are getting 



   

a divorce,” she choked out between sobs.  Some relief washed over the two pastors 

in the room as we realized that there hadn’t been a horrendous accident, a child 

hadn’t died, and no one was just diagnosed with a terrible disease. Our own fears 

not realized, we quickly turned to a fruitful pastoral conversation with this 

distraught mother. In the midst of our conversation, we heard about the pain and 

anguish of broken relationships, the harm that people can inflict upon one another 

in the midst of that pain, and the ripples of impact on broad circles of people. But 

one of the most heart-wrenching things this parishioner said in our time together 

was, “We,” (meaning she and her husband), “We don’t know anyone who has been 

divorced.”   

 After she left the office with the understanding and prayers of two pastors 

and a referral to a counselor we trusted, my colleague turned to me and said, “They 

have sat in the same pew, every Sunday, for over thirty years.” And I nodded my 

head, and finished the thought, “Right next to a couple who married one another 

after they were each divorced.”  It was one of those moments, early in my career, 

where I vowed to talk about difficult things … because difficult things exist in our 

lives and they impact how we see one another and how we see God.   

Let’s be honest. I don’t know any preachers out there who want to write a 

sermon on this Gospel text. When I’ve said before that I enjoy preaching according 

to the Lectionary, which assigns texts to each Sunday of the year because it forces 

me to preach texts I wouldn’t pick on my own … this is one of those texts I was 

talking about. This is a text that has been used and abused in so many ways 

throughout the history of the church.   

 As I connected with one of my online Lectionary preaching communities this 

week, it became clear that there are many preachers who decided not to preach on 

this text today. “I’m focusing on ‘receiving the kingdom of God as a little child’ from 

the end of the text,” one said. Another reported, “I’d rather preach on the passage 

from Job,” which is really saying something because in today’s text from Job, Job’s 



   

life is so bad that he’s been told by those close to him that he’d be better off to 

“Curse God, and die.” The misuse and abuse of this text on divorce, the avoidance 

of it as if it’s the plague … that is precisely why I think it’s important for us to talk 

about it. Because this text sounds bad, especially when Jesus is the one talking … 

and yet, Jesus was always teaching about the good news of the kingdom of God, so 

something must be happening here that we need to better understand because the 

popular use of this text does not sound like good news!   

 The Pharisees have shown up and asked Jesus a question to test him; 

nothing new there. They ask about the legality of divorce and they phrase their 

question in general and abstract terms. “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” 

It’s easily seen as a test because all of them already know that it is legal for a man 

to divorce a woman. Jesus, however, seems to respond with a suspicion that they 

are the ones wanting permission to divorce. So, he doesn’t respond by asking, 

“What did Moses command him?” but instead, “What did Moses command you?” 

The Pharisees go back to the abstract, “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate 

of dismissal and to divorce her.” Jesus responds again more directly, “Because of 

your hardness of heart he wrote this commandment for you.”   

 This is important because what humans often do to avoid our own issues, is 

to throw the spotlight on someone else who we feel is worthy of attack. It is far 

easier when we feel guilty, or fragile, or unsure of ourselves – to turn the tables 

and seek to attack or blame someone else. We are only a few verses into the text, 

but already it is clear that Jesus is not going to allow those with power to make 

such attacks on those who are vulnerable in an attempt to disguise their own 

fragility or guilt. “Is this legal?” they ask. And Jesus responds by saying, “Look into 

your own hearts to see if it is right.” In a quick call and response with the 

Pharisees, Jesus makes it clear that he is standing with the vulnerable and that he 

is unwilling to support the abuse of power by those with power. You can’t simply 

hide behind the law, with Jesus.     



   

 The Pharisees then disappear and Jesus goes inside to spend some time with 

the disciples. Just as we know that if the Pharisees are showing up, there’s a TEST 

coming, we know that if Jesus has just taught something, the disciples didn’t quite 

get it! So, they ask him to clarify and his response is one that’s laden with over 

2,000 years of baggage. Verse 11 reads, “He said to them, ‘whoever divorces his 

wife and marries another commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her 

husband and marries another, she commits adultery.’”   

 To our ears, this sounds so harsh and, frankly, pretty damning. But it would 

have been heard differently in the first century. This ancient world was patriarchal 

in every way. Wives were regarded as the property of their husbands. Marriages 

weren’t based on love between two people, but upon property, status, power, and 

honor between two families. A woman, her body, her sexuality - was the property of 

her father, then of her husband. Among the Jews, only the husband could divorce 

his wife and he could do so if he simply wasn’t “pleased with her because he found 

something objectionable about her.” I mean, seriously, in this setting, Steve 

probably would have divorced me once he learned how terrible my cooking really 

was! The law required that the man give her a certificate of divorce, which was her 

only hope to a defense against rumor and slander because, for women at the time, 

survival depended upon being a member of a household and divorce had the 

potential to leave a woman with nothing. No shelter. No food. No security network. 

No ability to gain safety. Her reputation was likely tarnished and her honor gone. 

Because the marriage was probably a way to ensure economic stability and social 

privileges through inter-family alliances, she would lose not just her current 

marital relationship, but also her connection to her own family. A woman in this 

situation was about as vulnerable as a small child.   

 As Jesus teaches the disciples, he challenges the view of women as property 

by placing them in a position of greater equality in the marriage relationship. All 

of a sudden, men are not the only ones with the ability to safely end a marriage. 



   

Jesus has just recognized the autonomy of women by giving them the power to do 

the same. He is recognizing a woman’s humanity by asserting her ability and 

power to leave an unhealthy relationship.   

 He then goes on to further overturn the assumption that women are the 

property of men by his teaching on adultery. Remember, this sounds harsh to us, 

but it is a liberating teaching at the time. When he speaks of a man committing 

adultery against a woman, instead of saying it’s against her father, or her past or 

present husband, to whom she belongs, it is a radical shift of mindset. Jesus 

implies that adultery involves more than violating the property rights of another 

man. Instead, it concerns accountability to a partner, and equally to a female 

partner as to a male partner. In a couple of quick statements, Jesus has just 

overturned a multitude of cultural assumptions. And, as is always the case, he 

does so to equalize the power dynamics, protect the wellbeing of the vulnerable, 

and to point toward the ideal community that God desires for us.   

 If we read this text as a cut and dry statement of Jesus that creates a new 

law – we have missed his point altogether. In many ways, this text that we hear so 

harshly against divorce – isn’t really about divorce at all. Divorce is simply the 

topic pushed upon him, which gives him the opportunity to teach something 

different. To take this text out of context and use it as a weapon against others, or 

against ourselves, is to misrepresent the teaching of Jesus and the heart of God. 

Remember, Jesus isn’t concerned about what is legal, but about what is right.   

This text, at its core, is about right relationships and God’s intention for how 

we interact with one another. This text is really about how we use and abuse 

power, about how we treat the vulnerable, and about how we are accountable to 

one another and to God.   

The Gospel according to Mark begins with John the Baptist crying out in the 

wilderness. The Gospel begins in a lonely place. Then, Jesus enters into those 

lonely places in people’s lives by healing those on the margins of society, by lifting 



   

up children as examples of how we are to be open to God, by restoring life and 

giving power to those who are not even seen as human. All of it, all the teaching, 

all the healing, all the overturning of assumptions – all of it is to point toward the 

Kingdom of God – toward the hope that God has for us for a perfect community 

where all are welcomed, all are valued, all are in right relationship with one 

another and with God.   

We fall short, my brothers and sisters. We, collectively and individually, do 

not live into perfect relationships or the ideal of community. We fail by not talking 

about hard things. We fail when we sit next to others for years upon years and yet 

do not know the basics of their lives. We fail when those with power are able to use 

it to harm those without. We fail when we, even unconsciously, dismiss others as 

less important or less worthy than ourselves. We fail when we do not hold 

ourselves and others accountable for speaking well to and of one another. We fail 

when we do not work for the liberation and wellbeing of the vulnerable. We fail 

when we rest on what is legal without giving much thought to what is right. We 

fail one another in so many ways that lead to broken relationships and broken 

community.   

And yet, Jesus enters into these broken and lonely places in our world and he 

offers us a vision of a different kind of life – a life that is what God intends and 

hopes for us. Jesus enters into these broken places and overturns our assumptions 

and continually calls us to work toward the ideal – toward the kingdom of God – 

here and now – in our relationships with one another and in the world outside our 

doors. May we LOVE GOD enough to work with God toward THAT REALITY for 

ourselves and for others. Amen.   

  


