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Where we start . . . 

When was the last time you were in conversation with someone and 
it became clear that he or she wasn’t tracking with what you were 
talking about? 

What do you think caused them to get derailed from the real point of 
the conversation? 

What we read . . . 

It is possible, even in reading passages in the Gospels, to miss the 
conversation; we end up listening for the wrong thing. Keep this in 
mind as you read Mark 10:1-12. 

What is it that the Pharisees want? Why do they pose their question 
the way they did? 

What is the most striking thing about Jesus’ reply? What would have 
caught the attention of His questioners in the answer He offered them? 

Looking at the larger setting of this exchange, what has been the focus 
of Jesus’ instruction to those who are with Him? 

How might that “larger conversation” help us hone in on what Jesus is 
really after in the way He answered the Pharisees’ question?  

Why this matters . . . 

How broad an impact, in life and relationship, should Jesus’ call 
to “take up your cross” and to move toward “lastness” and 
servanthood have on all relationships? 

How is this reflected in Jesus’ answer about divorce . . . and in 
all your relationships, whether you are married or not? 
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Diving in . . .

There are times when we come to a passage of Scripture–even those 
passages where we have the very words of Jesus (that stand out in so many 
“red letter” Bibles)–and expect the passage to address all of our questions 
about what it touches on. We can end up reading a passage a bit skewed 
because we want it to speak to things it doesn’t really address at all. When 
we listen in on the conversation that Jesus is having with the Pharisees 
in Mark 10 and realize that He is speaking about marriage and divorce, 
we must use caution to avoid leveraging what we read and make it say 
something it wasn’t intended to say. Jesus does have a point that He is 
making about marriage and divorce . . . but, more central to His intention, 
about following Him! 

Discussing . . . 

We’ve all experienced the challenge in communication in trying to make 
our point or express our view when the person with whom we are speaking 
is listening for something altogether different. That’s where our discussion 
begins this week. And it is that experience of “not tracking” that will help us 
keep on track as we read Jesus’ exchange with the Pharisees. 

Jesus is addressing a question raised by the religious leaders. But they don’t 
simply ask Him for His “theology of marriage” or His “understanding of 
divorce.” It is important to pay close attention to what they specifically ask 
of Him. 

First, give attention to Mark’s comment about the intent of the Pharisees’ 
question. In 10:2 Mark highlights that the Pharisees ask their question 
in order to “test” (ESV; the idea is “trap” or “tempt”) Jesus. And, 
additionally, pay close attention to their specific question; they ask about the 
“lawfulness” of divorce. They don’t really want to know what He thinks; 
they are simply hoping to catch Jesus on the horns of a dilemma! 

In the Jewish culture of the day, there were two prevailing positions on 
divorce; both seemingly drawing on the one provision in the Old Testament 
law that addressed the matter (Deuteronomy 24:1). There we find a 
provision for writing a “certificate of divorce;” the debate was about the 
grounds for providing such a certificate. Some rabbis of Jesus’ day argued 
that what was being stressed was the necessity of writing the certificate and 
that it could be written for any kind of offense. Others insisted that the 

emphasis was on the “indecency” and that the certificate could be written 
only for sexual infidelity. What was common to both views, however, is that 
they were both looking for the “exclusion clause” that would allow people 
to end their marriages. 

Perhaps another aspect of the desire to trap Jesus is to have Him speak out 
about divorce and remarriage in a way that would get Him into trouble 
with Herod, as did John the Baptist. (See Mark 6:14-29.)

In any case, Jesus actually reframes the question. He isn’t interested in 
focusing on an exclusion, a way out, but is calling for a radical commitment 
rooted in His call to those who would follow Him. Jesus invites His hearers 
to look at things from God’s perspective, rather than looking at it from their 
perspective (of wanting a way out of a difficult situation). 

When we notice what Jesus has been talking about with His followers, Jesus’ 
emphasis on what marriage is all about takes on powerful and provocative 
significance. Just recall the immediate context of this conversation. 

The disciples were struggling with the idea that their leader was going to 
die. And Jesus tells them that to experience life as He wants them to will 
mean that they will have to deny themselves and take up their cross and 
follow (8:34-35); they won’t be able to enjoy His kind of life on their terms. 

The disciples were arguing about greatness. And Jesus explains the “cross-
life” further, telling them that taking up the cross and denying oneself looks 
like pursuing “lastness” (rather than looking out for “number one”) and 
living out of radical servanthood (instead of wanting others to serve me) 
that prioritizes others (9:33-37).

And when the disciples wonder about how their quest for greatness might 
impact the way they relate to others, Jesus tells them that they need to be on 
guard against causing anyone who is seeking to walk with Him to stumble 
(9:38-42). They should give and support even the simplest of saints rather 
than be party to tripping someone up. 

Within the context of this broader conversation, Jesus addresses the 
marriage issue. He isn’t concerned with the “escape clause;” He is 
concerned with a deep and life-altering call to discipleship in the context of 
marriage. 

If a spouse was given to pursuing lastness, if a spouse had really embraced 
servanthood, if a spouse saw that following Jesus included giving up life on 
one’s own terms, then looking for an escape clause to get out of a difficult 
situation one would prefer not to be in seems counter-disciple-life! 

Keep in mind that Jesus is not addressing everything we might want 
to know or need to know about marriage. But He is calling for a truly 
discipleship-based commitment to marriage. And that kind of call applies 
not only to married people; Jesus’ call to deny ourselves, take up our cross, 
pursue lastness and grow into genuine servanthood ought to flavor every 
one of our relationships. That would be real disciple living. 


