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The sanctity of marriage is under attack today in Western culture.  It is seen in the move to denounce God’s divine standard of marriage of one man to one woman.  In many states today it is legal for a man to unite with another man or a woman to unite with another woman.  Some states, perhaps out of conscience, hesitate to call these ceremonies “marriage” but prefer the term “civil unions.”  But even this is an attack on the institution of marriage we look at this morning where we see that marriage is the sanctioned by God, not man.  


The sanctity of marriage is also undermined when we note the shift in our culture with some in relation to wedding vows.  Many brides and grooms are trading the traditional “till death do us part” for what they claim is a more realistic promise: “I’ll stay with you as long as our love lasts,” or “… for as long as our marriage shall serve the common good,” or “… until our time together is over.”
  By these actions, marriage is reduced to a personal preference.  


The sanctity of marriage is also undermined in our halls of higher learning.  In 1999, Karla Hackstaff, sociology professor at Northern Arizona University, dismantled the phrase “marriage is forever.”  Divorce, she said, is a useful tool to “enable wives to elicit values such as commitment, responsibility, caretaking, and equality.  In short, it provides a powerful lever to set the terms for marriage.”
  


Given this undermining of God’s institution of marriage, it should not surprise us that in America, for every two marriages there is one divorce.  In the U.K., the annual number of divorces has more than quintupled since 1961.
  The church is not immune to this onslaught as these divorce statistics prove to be nearly identical among professing Christians.


However, this attack on the sanctity of marriage is not a new phenomenon with roots only in Western civilization.  We see in our text this morning that many in Jesus’ day also struggled with the difficult issue of divorce.  How would Jesus address the situation?  Would He, like many pastors today, accommodate their cultural pressure and emotional stress concerning divorce and marriage?  I will let Jesus speak for Himself.  In our text, Jesus clearly sets forth the sanctity of marriage from God’s perspective, not man’s.  What we learn from Jesus is that in spite of man’s sinfulness, God’s divine intent for marriage has never changed.

I.  The Question on Divorce (10:1-5)


Our text begins with Jesus completing His Galilean ministry and approaching His divine appointment in Jerusalem.  In six months from this time Jesus would go to Golgotha and fulfill His Father’s calling on His life, that being to give Himself as a ransom for many (10:45).  Chapter 11 of Mark opens with Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem and the rest of Mark covers in detail the last week of Jesus’ life.  However, we see here that even with the end in sight, Jesus continues His ministry on this earth, His ministry of teaching.  We also notice that the crowds once again gathered around Jesus to hear what this man who proclaimed to be the Messiah had to say.  And wherever the crowds were, so were the Pharisees, the policemen of the Law.  In the midst of one of these times of teaching, the Pharisees approached Jesus with the question, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife.”  Mark is clear that the purpose of the Pharisees’ question was to test Jesus and not to learn from Him.  They once again were attempting to back Jesus into a corner, this time concerning the issue of divorce.  Knowing their intent, Jesus asked them, “What did Moses command you?”  They immediately turn to the Law in Deuteronomy 24, “Moses permitted a man to write a certificate of divorce and send her away.”  There are two things we note concerning the question itself and Jesus’ response to their question.


1.  Judaism and divorce (v. 2)


We read in v. 2, “Some Pharisees came up to Jesus, testing Him, and began to question Him whether it was lawful for a man to divorce a wife.”  On the surface, this might appear to be nothing more than a question for clarification.  After all, Moses allowance in Deuteronomy 24 was rather ambiguous.  However, when we examine the beliefs of Judaism during this time, the motive of the Pharisees is exposed.  There existed two schools of thought on divorce in that day based upon one’s interpretation of Deuteronomy 24.  

Deuteronomy 24:1-4 – 1 “When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out from his house, 2 and she leaves his house and goes and becomes another man’s wife, 3 and if the latter husband turns against her and writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out of his house, or if the latter husband dies who took her to be his wife,  4 then her former husband who sent her away is not allowed to take her again to be his wife, since she has been defiled; for that is an abomination before the LORD, and you shall not bring sin on the land which the LORD your God gives you as an inheritance.”


One interpretation of Moses’ teaching followed the teaching of a famous teacher named Hillel.  These had a rather loose interpretation of Moses’ teaching, believing that if there was anything at all that displeased a man about his wife, then he was permitted to divorce her.  Their focus was on the little phrase “finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her” and they interpreted this phrase rather freely.  What constituted “indecency”?  If a man no longer found his wife to be beautiful or if he no longer liked her cooking, according to this school of thought, he could send her away.  She had lost favor in his eyes and, according to Moses, he was free to divorce her.  The other school of thought, the school of Shammai, focused more on Moses’ teaching in verses 2-4.  They restricted divorce to adultery and to adultery alone.  We might call the Hillel school a liberal interpretation and the Shammai school a conservative interpretation.  Unfortunately, the greater practice in Judaism was based upon the teaching of Hillel.  So divorce was prevalent in Jesus’ day, even among the Pharisees.  Josephus, the Jewish historian and himself a Pharisee in the first century, was a divorcee.  In fact, as it relates to this very law, Josephus wrote, “He that desires to be divorced from his wife for any cause whatsoever (and many such causes happen among men), let him in writing give assurance that he will never use her as his wife any more.”
  Sadly, this is the attitude of our culture today, even within the church.  Divorce is casual and easy, usually determined by one catch all cause, “irreconcilable differences.”


What we note here is the scheming of the Pharisees.  Remember, their question was to “test” Jesus.  If He responded according to Deuteronomy 24, then He would by necessity be offending some of Judaism.  But their motive goes even deeper than that.  Remember that John the Baptist had lost his life for pointing out the impropriety of Herod’s marriage to Herodias.  If Jesus were to take the stand that Moses’ permission was only in the case of adultery, as they assumed that He would, then the outcome for Jesus could be the same as that of John the Baptist.  If He were to proclaim that Herod was an adulterer, then perhaps Herod would also have Jesus beheaded.  Remember, this is the group that wanted to destroy Jesus.  So they come to Jesus with another scheme to have Him permanently removed from their presence so that they might be restored to a place of authority.  Their motive was to have Jesus put to death.


2.  The Law and divorce (vv. 3-5)


What did Moses mean in Deuteronomy 24?  We learn much from Jesus’ response to the Pharisees.  He characteristically replied to their question with a question, “What did Moses command you?”  The Pharisees immediately respond according to the passage in Deuteronomy 24, the only passage in the Old Testament dealing with the grounds for divorce.  And it does not go without notice their insistence on the word permission.  


But Jesus turns it around on them.  He says, “Because of your hardness of heart he wrote you this commandment.”  As we noted, divorce was common in Jesus’ day.  By focusing on this “permission” the Pharisees were missing the intent of Moses’ teaching.  When Jesus asked them, “What did Moses command you?” the Pharisees run to this exception in Deuteronomy 24 rather than the teaching of Moses concerning marriage.  In other words, their focus was on divorce, not God’s divine institution of marriage.  As Geoff Thomas points out, 

What happened was this, that God had set a divine and unchangeable standard for marriage from the very beginning. It was a holy, just, and good standard, but the people were taking the precious gift of marriage and they were exploiting and abusing it. Weren’t they an extraordinarily stubborn people? How long were they out of Egypt before they were making a golden calf and falling down and worshipping that idol? If they could dismiss the Lord himself then they certainly weren’t afraid of throwing out their wives and getting a younger model. So God looked at these rejected wives and children and he took action; he instructed Moses to write the words of Deuteronomy 24. Those words don’t change the validity and obligation of the divine institution of marriage. The problem was not with the abiding sanctity of marriage; the problem was with the people’s hearts, their inability to control their lust and impatience and hatred.


So here, Jesus reminds the Pharisees that Moses’ allowance was because of their hard, sinful, wicked hearts.  But this allowance did not abrogate God’s original intent of marriage.  What was written in Deuteronomy 24 in no way promoted divorce, but laid out the procedure for divorce should it occur.


Further, there was a divine purpose behind God’s command through Moses in Deuteronomy 24.  God was not going to allow the hardheartedness of a man to harm the wife.  If there was a divorce, God required the man to certify in writing that he was leaving his wife.  This was to provide protection for the wives.  It guarded against a man simply saying, “Get out!”  In this command, God tolerated divorce because of the hardness of man’s heart, but He never sanctioned it.  It was out of sync with God’s divine intention in marriage.  The exception was given to keep a woman from being treated with indignity.  The fact of the matter is that these hardhearted men were rather loose with their marriage vows.  The permission granted by Moses was not so much to permit divorce but to restrict the ease with which divorce was taking place.  As Sinclair Ferguson suggests, “What was intended to be a barrier against license, some of the Pharisees had turned into a bridge to easy divorce.”
  So Jesus takes them back to the truth of God’s divine institution of marriage.  Where the Pharisees wanted to focus on divorce, Jesus focus was on marriage.

II.  Jesus on Marriage (10:6-9)


Unfortunately, many look to our passage and focus on what it says concerning divorce.  But the emphasis of Jesus is not on divorce, but on marriage.  He focused on the positive, God’s intent, not the negative, God’s permission because of man’s sinfulness.  Jesus contrasts the teaching of the Pharisees with the word “but” in v. 6.  What follows is Jesus teaching concerning marriage.


1.  Creation ordinance (v. 6)


“But from the beginning of creation, God MADE THEM MALE AND FEMALE.”  Jesus here quotes Moses from Genesis 1:27.  In this statement, God established the sanctity of marriage as a creation ordinance.  Marriage was a divine institution.  When God created them “male and female” He established His divine intent for marriage.  Woman was created to complete man in the marriage union.  It should not be necessary for us to be reminded of the truth that marriage, as instituted by God, is always and forever to be one man to one woman.  Marriage of a man to a woman was God’s design at creation.  Man is not at liberty to make the rules.  


Jesus is reminding the Pharisees of God’s intent for marriage.  As John Piper states, “The issue of divorce and remarriage, Jesus says, is not mainly about the way God regulated the hardness of the heart in the law; it is mainly about the meaning of marriage designed by God in creation.  ‘God created man male and female.’  This is the basis of marriage.  God’s action, and God’s design are at stake here, not man’s.  Marriage is not man’s idea.”
  God’s intention from the beginning was for one man to be married to one woman until death do them part.  That is God’s design for marriage.  Therefore, Jesus is saying to the Pharisees, “Rather than asking what you can get away with you need to be asking what God desires of you as one of His creatures.” The Pharisees had a faulty starting point.  

2.  Physical intimacy (vv. 7-8)


Jesus continued by quoting Genesis 2:24, “FOR THIS REASON A MAN SHALL LEAVE HIS FATHER AND MOTHER AND THE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH; so they are no longer two, but one flesh.”  Based on God’s creation ordinance of marriage, it follows that a man and a woman should seek to fulfill that ordinance in obedience to God’s intent.  The intent of leaving and cleaving as given in Genesis 2 directly relates to the physical intimacy that comes in the marriage union.  There is an intimacy between a man an a woman in marriage that cannot be found in any other earthly relation, not even in their relationship with their parents.  The parent/child relationship, also instituted by God, is a different relationship than that between husband and wife.  The husband and wife come together and grow together as one.  They know each others thoughts and talk on a different level than in their relation to their parents.  By God’s design, marriage provides the deepest intimacy possible in earthly relationships.  


This intimacy is shown beautifully in God’s own words in Genesis 2:20-24:

Genesis 2:20-24 – 20 The man gave names to all the cattle, and to the birds of the sky, and to every beast of the field, but for Adam there was not found a helper suitable for him.  21 So the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept; then He took one of his ribs and closed up the flesh at that place.  22 The LORD God fashioned into a woman the rib which He had taken from the man, and brought her to the man.  23 The man said, “This is now bone of my bones, And flesh of my flesh; She shall be called Woman, Because she was taken out of Man.”  24 For this reason a man shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and they shall become one flesh.


Do you see the intimacy involved in this union?  “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh.”  Literally, Eve was part of Adam.  She completed him.  He is “joined” to her and her alone.  Edmund Hiebert reflects on this intimacy, “It is based on a supreme reciprocal affection between husband and wife.  Leave is a strong term, the compound form meaning ‘to leave behind, to abandon.’  Many a marriage has floundered because the young husband or wife was not willing to accept the responsibility of independence from the parental home.  Cleave literally means ‘to be glued to’ and serves to stress the closest possible relationship of adherence.”


This physical intimacy is further stressed by the words, “AND THE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH; so they are no longer two, but one flesh.”  Again we note Hiebert’s comments:

Shall become one flesh asserts the intimate union established between them. Created as biologically complementary beings, in the sexual union in marriage their duality gives place to structural unity. The two form one complete whole, one flesh. Accordingly, their marriage is not a business partnership that may be dissolved at will, but a union of two lives fused into one. They now form a unit, each forming part of the very existence of the other… Their oneness demands that they remain together.


When we consider how close and strong this union is, to divorce is like ripping your arm off or renting any part of one’s body.


 3.  Divine permanency (v. 9)

Jesus next offers a commentary on the divine institution of marriage, “What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate.”  Now let’s be honest here.  Does it appear from Jesus words that divorce was ever a thought with Jesus?  The answer is no because the thought of divorce is not in His Father’s vocabulary.  Marriage is a work of God!  He joined them together and the only way that they should ever be separated is also by divine action.  Death and death alone separates them.  It is not left to the whims of man.  Kent Hughes rightly points out, “God’s ideal was, and is, a monogamous, intimate, enduring marriage.  Anything less is a departure from the divine model.  The Fall did not change the ideal.”
    
III.  Jesus on Divorce  (10:10-12)


Having set forth that the belief of the Pharisees was completely out of sync with God’s divine plan for marriage, Jesus addresses the concerns of the disciples.  Basically they were left with the same question we might have this morning, “Is divorce lawful?”  This question reveals the extent to which they, and perhaps we, had been influenced by culture on this matter.  Matthew recorded that the disciples actually suggest that Jesus is describing some sort of unattainable standard.  They said, “If the relationship of the man with his wife is like this, it is better not to marry” (Mt. 19:10).  


Jesus answers them in verses 11-12.  First He addresses the man who might be contemplating leaving his wife for another woman, “And He said to them, ‘Whoever divorces his wife and marries another woman commits adultery against her.”  He then turns it around and offers the same for a woman who is thinking about leaving her husband for another man, “And if she herself divorces her husband and marries another man, she is committing adultery.”  Jesus did not change His stance simply to pacify the ignorance of His disciples on this matter.  Marriage was too important to be taken lightly and divorce was a serious matter.  He was not hesitant to assert that someone who divorces his partner and remarries is committing adultery.  It represents an affront to God’s divine purpose for marriage because it destroys the intimacy and the union that God ordained in the institution of marriage.


But what about the exceptions?  While Mark does not mention the teaching on divorce elsewhere in Scripture, he assumes them.  Jesus Himself gave an exception in Matthew’s account of this scene.  In Matthew 19:9 we read, “And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery.”  Immorality here refers to marital unfaithfulness.  Another exception is recorded by Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:15ff where Paul asserts that desertion may end a marriage.  In either of these cases a Christian may act as though their spouse is dead.  According to the Old Testament, punishment for marital sins such as these was death.  But these exceptions are simply permissions, not commands.  Again, they are permissions predicated by the sinfulness of man’s heart.  Sinclair Ferguson states, “Such exceptions simply recognise the reality of sin, they do not excuse it.  Indeed, they underline the deep solemnity of marriage.”
  

Conclusion

1.  Remember God’s intent in marriage.  It is always the ideal (Ephesians 5:22-33)

J. C. Ryle – It is clear, from the whole tenor of the passage, that the relation of marriage ought to be highly reverenced and honoured among Christians.  It is a relation which was instituted in paradise, in the time of man’s innocency, and is a chosen figure of the mystical union between Christ and His Church: it is a relation which nothing but death ought to terminate.  It is a relation which is sure to have the greatest influence on those whom it brings together, for happiness or for misery, for good or for evil.  Such a relation ought never to be taken in hand unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly, but soberly, discreetly, and with due consideration.

2.  Remember that, even considering the exceptions, divorce is never the ideal.  

3.  Remember there is forgiveness for sin in Christ!

· For the offender for the sin of adultery – repent!

· A reminder to the offended – reconciled to Christ!
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