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In the name of the Father, and of the † Son, and of 

the Holy Spirit. Amen. In this morning’s Gospel a 

group of Pharisees approached Jesus and asked: “Is it 

lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” As I pondered 

these words I couldn’t help but notice how timely they 

are – not because they address the thorny issue of di-

vorce, but because they ask the age-old question: “Is it 

lawful?” Because of the incredible complexity of our 

legal system, it’s becoming so that almost anything a 

person does might possibly open them up to some sort 

of legal action. Hardly a day goes by that you don’t hear 

about someone being sued or arrested for something 

they supposedly did to someone else. You’ve undoubt-

edly heard of a murderer allowed to go free because of 

a technicality, or a cat-burglar who hauls the victim of 

his crime into court to sue him for negligence because 

he tripped on a crack in the sidewalk and hurt himself 

in the commission of his crime. And on a lesser level, 

lives of people everywhere are ruined when vindictive, 

false or inaccurate accusations are brought against them 

by someone trying to earn a name for them self, or 

nursing some sort of grudge – a case in point, perhaps 

being the events of the past few weeks in the selection 

of a new Supreme Court Justice. 

So, this morning’s Gospel strikes us right where we 

live as these Pharisees ask Jesus the very same question 

you and I are prone to ask: “Is it lawful?” Now to be 

sure the examples I offered up are of an entirely differ-

ent nature than the question posed by these Pharisees. 

For up until now we’ve only considered issues of a 

purely civil nature, whereas the question asked of Jesus 

had a definite theological twist. These Pharisees 

weren’t inquiring of Jesus purely about a matter of civil 

law. What they wanted – or so it seems on the surface – 

was what God had to say about the subject of divorce – 

or was that really what they wanted to know? 

Jesus’ answer – “What did Moses say?” – is a fairly 

strong indication that they weren’t all that concerned 

about God’s opinion. For as teachers of the Law, they 

already knew what Moses had to say – not to mention 

the fact that the Law is also written on the hearts of us 

all. We know intuitively that God’s intention for those 

who marry is that they permanently live together as 

husband and wife for as long as they both shall live. 

The problem facing the Pharisees – and all of us, for 

that matter – is that sin and our inbred love of sinning 

has rendered the human heart totally unreliable in mat-

ters of judging the Law – or in a more practical way, in 

deciding between what’s right and what’s wrong. 

As you can see quite plainly from this text, even 

when you and I come before God with a good question, 

we often do so for the wrong reason. For as Scripture 

and experience amply attest, our hearts, being thor-

oughly sinful from the time of our conception and birth, 

quite frequently override our otherwise good intentions. 

Like the Pharisees, we often come to our Lord in order 

to test Him – to try and trip Him up with our words. We 

don’t do it intentionally, of course. No child of God 

would ever do such a thing on purpose! But, if you 

think you’re better than the Pharisees in this regard 

you’re only fooling yourself. While they had come to 

Jesus with a supposed concern about the intricacies of 

the Biblical prohibition against divorce – which is 

abundantly clear – you and I often try to weasel our 

way out of a particular sin by trying to convince our-

selves that there’s a perfectly good reason for what 

we’ve done or want to do. 

Yet we all know quite well what the Law has to say 

even before we voice our objections. For instance, 

though you know better, don’t you sometimes think it’s 

OK, under certain circumstances, to put God in second 

place while you cater to your own desires? The prohibi-

tion against using God’s name in vain is quite unam-

biguous, but has that ever stopped you from using His 

name to suit your own purposes? How many times have 

you made an excuse for a lack of attention to – or a 

wrong priority concerning your worship and study life – 

as you attempt to persuade yourself that God “under-

stands” when you have other things to do on those oc-

casions when you ought to be attending to God’s 

Word? 

Because God has given us our parents to watch over 

and care for us, He therefore gave us the Command-

ment that we are to honor them and treat them with re-

spect – and that this same honor is to be extended to all 

who are in authority over us. Yet, when the mood 

strikes, is that what you do – especially when you think 

those parents or other authorities are acting stupid, or 

you don’t like what they’re doing? And in spite of the 

fact that God hasn’t given us any loopholes, aren’t you 



tempted, just the same, to try and find some? How 

about the prohibition against murder? I trust none of 

you have violated that one – or have you? Have you 

ever hated someone, wished them evil, or plotted 

against them in some way? Have you ever supported, 

not opposed, or maybe voted for the efforts of those in 

our society who regularly seek to snuff out the lives of 

the unborn? Maybe you aren’t so innocent after all. 

And then there’s that Commandment against adul-

tery. Maybe you think not many of us are guilty of vio-

lating this one. But our Lord Christ challenges us even 

further here, because He knows the inherent danger of 

ignoring this Commandment. Who among us can say 

you haven’t looked at another person with something 

other than noble intentions? Who can say you’ve never 

strayed in your thoughts or actions – by the movies you 

watch, the websites you visit, what you crave in reading 

material, or the kind of entertainment you enjoy? How 

many of you run full speed from this sin when it rears 

its ugly head? 

How about stealing? Have you ever not given your 

employer a full day’s work for your wages? If you’re an 

employer have you always treated your workers fairly? 

Have you ever not returned the overage when a clerk 

gave you the incorrect change? Well, nobody’s perfect. 

But I bet you always tell the truth, don’t you – at least 

as much as you are able? Yet Holy Scripture teaches 

that you aren’t to tell lies about your neighbor, betray 

him, slander him, or hurt his reputation – even if what 

you are saying is true! You are to defend him and speak 

well of him to others even if you don’t think he de-

serves it – yes, even if he actually happens to be a 

complete a jerk. And, you are to explain everything in 

the kindest way, even if there’s nothing kind about his 

actions! And what about those Commandments against 

coveting? Frankly, I can’t imagine anyone not knowing 

they’ve been guilty of coveting, for our fallen human 

nature is such that we always desire more than God has 

given us. 

You see, no matter how hard you might try, there is 

simply no way to avoid the clear implication of the 

question: “Is it lawful?” The Pharisees knew Jesus’ an-

swer even before the question passed over their lips. It 

was not lawful for a man to divorce the wife God had 

given him, nor was it lawful for the wife to divorce the 

husband God had given her. And not only was this not 

lawful, but neither is much of what you and I do. We all 

have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God – and 

because of our many great and grievous sins, we all – 

you and I together – most definitely deserve nothing 

but God’s wrath and hot condemnation. 

But had the Pharisees admitted this was true – just 

as it’s true for you – then they would have had to deal 

with the fact that they were on very thin ice – because, 

hopefully unlike you and me, they had nothing to cling 

to other than a false belief in their own righteousness 

and goodness. Though you have also failed miserably in 

your attempts to do all God commands, our Savior has 

fulfilled the Law in our place. How blessed it is to con-

sider that even though you have failed miserably, our 

Lord Christ has succeeded triumphantly! On the cross 

He dealt finally and fully with your sin and lawlessness 

as “He who had no sin became sin for us so that 

through Him you might become the righteousness of 

God!” 

You see, the answer to the Pharisee’s pointless ques-

tion: “Is it lawful?” is given only in the knowledge that 

Holiness doesn’t come about by one’s own ability to 

uphold the righteous demands and requirements of the 

Law. Holiness is given solely as a free gift from the Fa-

ther, through the Son, by the Spirit, to those who be-

lieve the promise. The life you live here as a child of 

God isn’t a life of righteousness and holiness because 

of what you do or don’t do. Holiness is yours only be-

cause your life is lived in Christ – because you remain 

in Him, and He in you! Can you do that on your own? 

Of course not! That’s why God established the ministry 

of His Church – from which you hear His blessed Word 

of forgiveness, receive the power of the Holy Spirit, and 

partake of Christ’s true body and blood – first given and 

shed on the cross of Calvary, but now distributed, eaten 

and drunk for your soul’s salvation here in the Supper. 

Dear Christian, when you feel the need to ask: “Is it 

lawful?” you must realize that you already know the 

answer. Would it not it be so much better if, instead of 

asking: “Is it lawful?” you freely confessed that you’ve 

blown it and fallen short of what God has called us all 

to do? Would it not be so much better to simply throw 

yourself on Christ’s mercy, drown the old man of sin in 

the waters of Holy Baptism from which he will never 

be able to escape, and then feast upon Him who died to 

save us all? Against this blessed work of God there is 

no Law or prohibition, only an invitation to trust in 

Him who cannot fail to save. To Him be the power, the 

honor, and the glory, forever and ever. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-

standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one 

true faith in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen. 


