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Mark 10:2–16 (NKJV)
2 The Pharisees came and asked Him, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” testing

Him.
3 And He answered and said to them, “What did Moses command you?”
4 They said, “Moses permitted a man to write a certificate of divorce, and to dismiss her.”
5 And Jesus answered and said to them, “Because of the hardness of your heart he wrote you

this precept. 6 But from the beginning of the creation, God ‘made them male and female.’ 7 ‘For this
reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, 8 and the two shall become
one flesh’; so then they are no longer two, but one flesh. 9 Therefore what God has joined together,
let not man separate.”

10 In the house His disciples also asked Him again about the same matter. 11 So He said to
them,  “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her. 12 And if a
woman divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.”

13 Then they brought little children to Him, that He might touch them; but the disciples
rebuked those who brought them. 14 But when Jesus saw it, He was greatly displeased and said to
them, “Let the little children come to Me, and do not forbid them; for of such is the kingdom of
God. 15 Assuredly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will
by no means enter it.” 16 And He took them up in His arms, laid His hands on them, and blessed
them.

It’s a trap! No matter what Jesus says, they got Him, or so they think. The Pharisees have
placed the bait of whether divorce is lawful before Jesus. For them, divorce is just a legal matter to
get right. They know their rabbis have made divorce law hopelessly complicated, so whether Jesus
answers yes or no, they’ll be able to say He’s wrong somehow.

But they don’t get it. Divorce isn’t just a legal matter to get right. It hurts. Like way back
then, marriage is still a thing today; the sinful brokenness of our world and our relationships is still a
thing; therefore, sadly, divorce is still a thing. The sad question of whether divorce is an acceptable
way for a Christian to proceed should be asked with tears in our eyes, sorrow in our hearts, godly
counsel in our ears, and the Word of God ever before us.

The desire to learn God’s will regarding marriage and regarding divorce should lead us to
bow before what is revealed in holy Scripture regardless of the cultural trends of the day. But this
was not the Pharisee’s approach. They had no sorrow over the broken marriages that are in view
when the question of divorce is raised. They had no humble submission to the holy Word of God
and what the Lord’s will truly is. In their attempt to trap Jesus, they expose their hard hearts and
their disregard for God’s Word.
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If Jesus answered, “No, divorce is not lawful,” then they might accuse Him of contradicting
Moses. They knew that in Deuteronomy 24 Moses referred to a man giving his wife a certificate of
divorce. If Jesus answered, “Yes, divorce is lawful,” they might call Him a false teacher for that
since Malachi 2:16 says, “God hates divorce.”

Instead of giving them an answer to twist and misquote, Jesus asks them a question. Mark
10:2, “The Pharisees came and asked Him, ‘Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?’ testing Him.
3 And He answered and said to them, ‘What did Moses command you?’”

And here the Pharisees expose their error. Regarding marriage and divorce, the foundational
Old Testament text is what Moses records in Genesis 2 where God institutes marriage, starting with
Adam and Eve. The Pharisees’ error is that they go instead to Deuteronomy 24. That’s the place
where Moses referred to a man giving his wife a certificate of divorce. The Pharisees answered in
Mark 10:4, “Moses permitted a man to write a certificate of divorce, and to dismiss her.”

And it’s true that Moses did permit that, but go ahead and read Deuteronomy 24 this
afternoon and you’ll find that Moses wasn’t making a point or a command about divorce there.
Under Old Testament ceremonial law, it was not allowed for a divorced wife who had married
someone else to go back and marry her first husband after either her second husband died or
divorced her.

When Moses related this strangely particular command to the Israelites in which a certain
type of remarriage was forbidden, he acknowledged that husbands who divorce their wives give the
wife a certificate of divorce and send her away. It reads like it was a practice already happening in
sinful Israel that Moses was allowing to stand because of their hard hearts.

Divorce still happens because of hard hearts. Moses allowed divorce and Jesus and Paul
mention exceptions where divorce is allowed, so divorce itself is not always a sin, but divorce
always involves sin. Divorce exists because we live in a sinful world with sinful people who do not
always confess their sins to God and to one another.

There is hope though. If a husband and wife live in daily repentance before God and in a
humble daily repentance before one another, acknowledging their shortcomings and seeking mercy
from the other and demonstrating the will to love one another as God in Christ has loved them,
divorce just isn’t possible. It won’t happen.

But the marriage begins to break down when one or the other or both spouses cease to love
their neighbor as themselves. In marriage, the neighbor God gives you is your spouse. In marriage,
according to Ephesians chapter five, the husband is to love the wife like Christ loved the Church,
even laying down His life for her. The wife is to receive the husband’s love like the Church receives
Christ’s love and love her husband in response just as the Church loves Christ in response to Him
first loving us. Just as Christ has taken the Church unto Himself as His body with Christ as the head,
so too the husband and wife are one flesh, one body, in the sight of God, with the husband as head.

When the husband refuses to love in a Christ-like way, the wife suffers and the marriage
suffers. When the wife refuses to love in a Church-like way, the husband suffers and the marriage
suffers. Jesus referred to this hardness of heart in Mark 10:5–7, saying, “Because of the hardness of
your heart [Moses] wrote you this precept. 6 But from the beginning of the creation, God ‘made
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them male and female.’ 7 ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to
his wife, 8 and the two shall become one flesh’; so then they are no longer two, but one flesh. 9

Therefore what God has joined together, let not man separate.”
The Pharisees wanted Jesus to give a case by case study of when it’s lawful and when it’s

not lawful for a man to divorce his wife. What did Jesus do instead? He went to the root of God’s
love for the family. He took them to Genesis chapter two where God established the family by
instituting marriage: a man and a woman for life.

God loves your family. At the wedding it might look like it’s the pastor that makes the man
and woman married by leading them through the vows and pronouncing them husband and wife.
But the union of husband and wife is actually an act of God. God takes the man and the woman
from their respective families, joins them into one flesh by the vows and the consummation, and
establishes them as a new family unit. How often and for what cause would it be good for men to
separate this union? To that question Jesus answers, “what God has joined together, let not man
separate.”

If you want a list of when it’s okay and not okay to get a divorce, Jesus doesn’t give it. I1

will only say that at this point in my study, it is my understanding that the Gospels are not intending
to give a complete case list of when a divorce is justified. If they were, it seems to me that the
exception for sexual immorality mentioned in Matthew 19 would have been included in Mark.
There’s another exception mentioned by the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 7. These exceptions are
helpful to those facing these exact situations, but should they be taken as the only two possible
justifications for a Christian to proceed with a divorce? What about abuse? What about
endangerment through addiction? Dive into God’s Word yourself, visit with your pastor, find
professional Christian counseling help.2

2 Some of the truths that Jesus shares in this passage pertain to hurting hearts that are dealing with family
issues. But there is more that Scripture teaches on hurting families, on marriage, on divorce, and on remarriage than
what we find in this passage. We should not diminish anything in this passage since it is the Word of God, but we should
recognize it for what it is—a conversation between hard-hearted Pharisees who are setting a trap and Jesus who will
reframe the entire conversation toward the truth. That is to say, this passage is law.

The correct application of law and gospel is really the Holy Spirit’s work, so applying a passage of law to
someone should be done with great care. The spouse who is just looking for a way out of the marriage but does not have

1 How many exceptions does Jesus make to “let not man separate” in Mark 10? Zero. How many exceptions
does He make in Matthew 19 where Matthew recounts this same scene but with fuller dialogue? One—in the case of
sexual immorality. What Mark wants you to know is there is no time ever when God likes divorce. It is a tearing apart
of what He united. What Matthew wants you to know is the same as Mark, but by including the sexual immorality
exception, Matthew shows that Jesus understands there are cases where a divorce may be justified. Divorce is still never
good and holy, but there may be cases where it is less wrong than remaining married, such as in the case of sexual
immorality Jesus mentioned in Matthew 19:9.

Matthew and Mark are not in contradiction. They are aiming at two different targets and both hit bullseyes. The
fact that a divorce may be justified in the case of sexual immorality does not then make the divorce a good and pleasing
thing. It is still something to be mourned over. If a man is unfaithful to his wife, or the other way around, and the
unfaithful one continues in unrepentance, divorce is justified, but it is still a tearing apart of what God joined together.
Or if a man is unfaithful to his wife, then repents and wishes to return to his wife, he may be forgiven before the Lord
but if his wife is unable to go on with him, then it is possible that a divorce may be justified because he has fractured the
marriage beyond healing. Forgiveness cannot be demanded by another sinner. It is a miracle given by God. The
forgiveness of marital infidelity is only possible because all things are possible with God.
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God loves your family. He established your family by uniting husband and wife as one. He
knows how you struggle. He is with you. If your family is hurting, please come talk to me. We can
pray together and seek counsel in God’s Word and I will do what I can to find good help for you
through pastors and counselors wiser than myself. If your marriage is hanging on by a thread, please
talk to me. If you have been divorced and are desiring to move forward according to God’s will,
please talk to me.

There is guidance in God’s Word to be found. And it begins with repentance. Whether you
are troubled in your marriage or if you aren’t even married at all, daily repent and believe the
gospel. Does Christ’s word about adultery trouble you? There may be cause to repent! Whatever the
sin is, confess it to God, hear the word of forgiveness from holy Scripture or from me your pastor or
from your spouse, and believe it. God loves your family. He loves to establish you and forgive you
and sustain you.

He loves to receive you into His arms just like He suffered the little children to come unto
Him in the very next verses. The disciples were rebuking parents in Mark 10 for trying to bring their
children to be touched by Jesus. Maybe the disciples thought Jesus rebuking the Pharisees was way
more important than the runny-nosed kids dangling from their mothers’ arms. But they were wrong.

As children receive their parents’ love and Jesus’ love through baptism without doing
anything to deserve it and in simple faith before their reason can even comprehend, so too are we to
enter the kingdom of God. It’s all God’s doing and His love for you and your family through Jesus.

In our sin and unbelief we were estranged from our holy groom Jesus Christ, but He has
sought us out and forgiven our sins and presents us spotless before Him as a radiant bride. And just
as the disciples tried to bar the way for the children to be brought to Jesus, our sin and unbelief held
us captive and apart from Christ. But He rebuked our sin, our death, and the devil, defeating them at
the cross and the empty tomb, making us children of God, co-heirs with Christ who is unashamed to
be called our brother, as the epistle lesson said in Hebrews 2:11.

God loves your family so much that He brought you into His family. Whether your family is
functional or dysfunctional, a present blessing or a historical mess, you are at home in the body of
Christ. May the peace of God which surpasses all understanding guard your hearts and your minds
in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen.

Scriptural grounds for it probably needs to hear the law of marriage being for life. They probably also need to hear the
gospel that God loved us and loves us still despite our unworthiness, and this type of love should be reflected by us to
our spouses.

But what about the hurting spouse who has been cheated on, or whose spouse wants to leave them, or who is
suffering abuse, or whose kids are in danger from physical threats, drug threats, or whatever threat? They probably do
not need to hear law. They need the gospel and law enforcement intervention when necessary. They need to hear about
the faithful groom Jesus Christ who has taken the unworthy Church and cleansed us by water and word and made us His
spotless bride whom He cherishes. They do not feel loved, but they are loved beyond what we can even imagine by our
bridegroom savior, Jesus. Counseling is needed, and divorce may sadly be appropriate.

If a spouse is tired of the marriage and looking for a way out, he or she will be tempted to find a list of lawful
reasons for divorce and try to make one of them work. Jesus didn’t provide that for the Pharisees, so I don’t think the
simple list is there for us either. Is being tired of being married a valid exception? No: for better or worse; ‘till death do
us part. Are financial stresses a valid exception? No: for richer, for poorer; ‘till death do us part. These are real problems
and real stresses, but not grounds for divorce. Please, call me. (218) 280–7410, Pastor Amiot.
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