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The 20th Sunday after Pentecost: October 7th 2018 
St. John’s Lutheran Church, Summit, New Jersey 

Mark 10:2-16 (Series B) 
 

 Divorce.  What words come to mind when you think about divorce? Here are some that come 

to mind for me: Vulnerability.  Anger. Grief.  Isolation. Not preaching about it.  But for those who 

have been divorced, or whose parents or grandparents have been divorced; or who have had to 

choose which person to relate to because of a divorce, it’s important for the church to say 

something about it. It’s important to try as best as possible to proclaim the Gospel in the midst of the 

brokenness which so many divorced people feel, and I’m sure that includes some of us who are 

sitting here this morning.   If Jesus can talk about divorce then we ought to be able to as well, no 

matter how agonizing it may be. 

 I was 8 and Donnie was 10 when Dad moved from Detroit to Toledo.  It was hard to see him 

go and my brother and I wondered whether my parents would ever get back together.  Sometimes 

we pleaded with my mother to give Dad another chance, and I still have letters that he wrote to my 

mother during the time that they were separated.  The letters are filled with remorse and phrases 

like “I haven’t had a drink in so many weeks…”  It was a painful time for sure.   

 Thankfully, my parents reunited when our family moved to Philadelphia 2 years later, and 

although there were still some tough times ahead, they stayed together until my father’s death 

parted them in 1985. Alcohol was the demon that nearly led to divorce in our family.  For some 

marriages it’s other addictions or infidelity or adultery or even boredom.  Regardless though, divorce 

hurts --- it hurts the couple, the children if there are any, and the families and friends of those who 

were married.   

 Jesus has left Capernaum and is continuing on his way to Jerusalem, to the place where he 

will be killed. As is often the case, he is surrounded by crowds of people, people who are hungry for 
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whatever he’s offering: food for the body or food for the soul or both.  So once again, he’s teaching 

them.  While he’s teaching, a group of Pharisees come up to him to test him, and what better way to 

do so than to ask him a legal question about the age-old practice of divorce. 

 “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?”, they asked Jesus.  The Pharisees knew the law. 

Their question was not so much about settling a legal question, but rather about trapping this 

bothersome rabbi who was always challenging the status quo. But instead of answering their 

question, Jesus caught them off guard and asked a question.  “What did Moses command you?” 

They said, “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her.”   

 The law of Moses allowed men to dismiss their wives, to write them off, to say they don’t 

matter anymore --- and a man could do so for the smallest, most trivial things --- she burnt the toast; 

she didn’t discipline the children; her kiss wasn’t good enough; any excuse he wanted was good 

enough to dismiss her. 

 Yes, centuries before the Pharisees asked Jesus this question, right up to his own time, 

divorce was often a matter of convenience, especially for the men. And since wives were only 

considered property anyway, divorce was essentially unjust. Women were always the losers in 

divorces, for not only were they humiliated, but they usually suffered political and economic 

consequences too.   

 Jesus’ response to the Pharisees really gets to the heart of the matter. “It was because of 

your hardness of heart that Moses wrote this commandment for you.”  Hardness of heart ---

“sklerokardia” is the Greek word.  It sounds familiar doesn’t it – sclero --- like arteriosclerosis, when 

the arteries get hardened because they’re filled with plaque from cholesterol; or multiple sclerosis, 

when the nerve fibers are damaged and become scarred and hardened.  Jesus says that Moses 

allowed men to dismiss and divorce their wives because their hearts had become hardened – 
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hardened to God’s intention of committed love and relationships; hardened to the reality of what 

happens when a vulnerable woman is written off and dismissed; hardened to the recognition of how 

much power and privilege they had, and their unwillingness to use it justly.  

 The Pharisees wanted to know about what the written law, the Torah said.  But Jesus wanted 

them to know about the laws that God writes on our hearts, the laws of love and commitment; the 

very kind of commitment that God makes with us at our baptism into Christ.  And it is this law, this 

law of love that moves us from hardness of heart to compassion; from self-centeredness to focusing 

on others that God intends for the whole human family.  

 Jesus was concerned about commitment, not convenience, so he told them what God 

desired: “It was because of your hardness of heart that Moses wrote this commandment for you. But 

from the beginning of creation, 'God made them male and female. For this reason, a man shall 

leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh. 

Therefore, what God has joined together, let no one separate.” 

  What God has joined together should not ever be pulled apart, “torn asunder” is the way the 

King James Version of the Bible says it. And of course, that’s what divorce does. It pulls apart, 

breaks that which God meant should stay together, and the severing of the relationship is extremely 

painful.  Please understand that Jesus is not speaking here about people who get divorced because 

of abuse, whether physical or mental.  Rather, he’s talking about men who leave their wives simply 

because they want to. 

 I do want to say a word here about singleness too. While Scripture upholds the gift of 

marriage as God’s intention for the human family, there is also beauty in singleness.  Churches that 

have groups like “Pairs and Spares”, and I’ve known some congregations that do --- seriously need 

to rethink and rename those kinds of groups.  You see, single folks aren’t “spares” in either God’s 
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eyes or ours.  They’re just men and women who have either chosen not to marry for whatever 

reason, or who have not yet found a suitable partner with whom to unite in the bonds of matrimony.   

 Well after he’s sparred with the Pharisees, Jesus and the disciples leave the crowd and go 

into someone’s house. And then, as is often the case in Mark’s Gospel, he has to spell out this 

matter of divorce more plainly for them because they almost always have a tough time 

understanding what Jesus is talking about when it comes to the kingdom of God.  Try as he may, it’s 

hard for him to get through their thick heads just what the reign of God is all about.   

 So he continues.  And when he does, he expands their understanding of the law in a way 

that radically levels the playing field, for it makes the women equal to the men. He says 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.” According to Jesus, the woman can 

divorce her husband too; but when either does so, they commit adultery, he says. 

 We know that adultery is not God’s intention.  It’s what the sixth commandment forbids. In 

the Small Catechism, Luther describes well what the commandment , “You shall not commit 

adultery means: “We are to fear and love God, so that we lead pure and decent lives in word and 

deed, and each of us loves and honors his or her spouse.”   

 In other words, God’s desire for us is commitment in our relationships. If at all possible, 

within the bonds of marriage God wants us to hang in there with each other, just like God hangs in 

there with us.  In spite of our unfaithfulness, our selfishness, our addictions, or the curve balls that 

life sometimes throws our way, God hangs in there with us --- ‘til death do us part.  And that’s what 

God wants us to do with each other, regardless of our circumstances or marital situation.  
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 As he’s teaching them, Jesus looks around the room and the disciples still look confused.  

What’s more, people are trying to get close to him so he can bless their children. Once again, true to 

form, the disciples don’t have a clue about what Jesus is talking about and they become indignant 

and try to shoo the families away. “Let the little children come to me; don’t stop them; for it is to such 

as these that the kingdom of God belongs. Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of 

God as a little child will never enter it.” And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and 

blessed them. 

 Sisters and brothers, when Jesus picks up those children and blesses them, he makes the 

message of God’s kingdom as clear as he possibly can: the reign of God belongs to the little ones, 

the overlooked ones; to the divorced ones; the single ones; it belongs to the marginalized and to the 

weak. It belongs to the ones who have been cut off, divorced from those and that which they love; it 

belongs to the ones who come to God (and to church) with open minds, hearts, and hands, ready to 

receive the blessing that God longs to give to everyone.  

 The blessing of the God who hangs in there with us is profoundly experienced when we 

come to holy communion, to the table of love. For at this table we hear Jesus say, “This is my body, 

given for you.  I love you. I will never let you go. No matter what happens in the world or in your life, 

you are mine – today, tomorrow and forever. So come, come receive the blessing of God’s eternal 

love and grace; come to the open arms of Jesus who longs to heal and restore all the brokenness 

within us and around us. And then go into the world and be the open and welcoming arms of Jesus 

and bring healing to the world.  Amen.  

 

Pastor Gladys G. Moore 


