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“WHAT GOD HAS JOINED TOGETHER”
(Mark 10:1-11)

SUBJECT: Defeating temptation.
F.C.F.: Why do we love to sin so much?
PROPOSITION: Since God has provided true joy, we must rejoice in his wisdom.   
INTRODUCTION

A. “How many rules can I break and still go to heaven when I die?” This was a question put to me long ago when I worked with youth. I now appreciate the honesty of the inquiry. I think this high school student expressed the sentiment of many professing Christians. “Sin brings pleasure and makes me happy. But the threat of eternal punishment is scary. So how can I enjoy the best of both worlds, ‘have my cake and eat it, too’? How much sin can I get away with and still make it through the pearly gates?” 

It is this mindset that was evident in Jesus’ day and revealed in the question posed by the Pharisees to test Jesus. Divorce, and the rules regarding it were a hot topic of the day, widely debated. The Pharisees recognized that there was a deep division on this matter among their best scholars. And they reasoned that if they could bait Jesus into weighing in on the controversy, they could get him to offend at least a sizeable minority of his followers. If he took the hard line then the more liberal party would reject him. But if he went soft on this issue, then the staunch stalwarts would dismiss him. It was a no-win situation for Jesus, they reasoned, and so would be a partial win for them. 


B. Christians today are faced with similar tests. In our age of what pretends to espouse universal tolerance for every whim and opinion, believers seem at a great disadvantage. We follow the God of the Bible who is clearly, absolutely intolerant of every sin, and who will surely punish every sin with the eternal destruction of the offender. As a result, Christians are consistently condemned as “unloving,” intolerant, judgmental, haters.  

But our Lord’s response is highly instructive! We would do well to examine it closely and imitate it meticulously. The question placed before Jesus is still an issue today, though for many it may seem completely passe. But anytime we consider God’s precious, sometimes fragile gift of marriage, we need to think first of what our Creator has told us regarding his design for us as male and female, and his creation ordinance of marriage. 
I. WE MUST RECOGNIZE THE RULES.


A. The Pharisees came asking about the rules, and most, perhaps, are interested in this aspect. “What are the specific rules about marriage? How strict and how binding are they? What happens when things do not go well, or become difficult? 


“10 And he left there and went to the region of Judea and beyond the Jordan, and crowds gathered to him again. And again, as was his custom, he taught them.” Notice that the times of private instruction up north have come to a conclusion. Jesus is now moving south along the Transjordan area east of the river. He is heading closer to Jerusalem where he will give his life as a sacrifice for sin, as he has already explained to the twelve.  

“2 And Pharisees came up and in order to test him asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” So, here’s the tricky, no-win question. If he agrees with the conservative view, the liberals will reject him. If he agrees with the liberal view, the conservatives will dismiss him. 


B. This is not to suggest that there are no rules, of course. Marriage between one man and one woman is to be permanent, “till death do us part.” But there are biblical exceptions. There are two specific instances where it would be permissible to end a marriage before death intervenes, and each involves a violation of the terms of the covenant of marriage. For marriage is a covenant, a solemn, binding, lifelong contract between wife and husband, witnessed by others, which includes both stipulations (rules) and sanctions (rewards and penalties). 


For the sake of time, I will read a section on Christian marriage from our Westminster Confession of Faith, which, I think perfectly captures the biblical rules on marriage, divorce, and remarriage. 


“5. Adultery or fornication committed after a contract [engagement], being detected before marriage, giveth just occasion to the innocent party to dissolve that contract. In the case of adultery after marriage, it is lawful for the innocent party to sue out a divorce, and, after the divorce, to marry another, as if the offending party were dead. 


“6. Although the corruption of man be such as is apt to study arguments unduly to put asunder those whom God hath joined together in marriage: yet, nothing but adultery, or such willful desertion as can no way be remedied by the Church, or civil magistrate, is cause sufficient of dissolving the bond of marriage: wherein, a public and orderly course of proceeding is to be observed; and the persons concerned in it not left to their own wills and discretion in their own case.” (WCF 24)

So, only adultery or willful desertion that cannot be remedied should be recognized as biblical grounds for divorce. And when such a lawful divorce has been granted, the offended spouse is at liberty to marry another. These are the rules. And, of course, the easy, relaxed, no-fault view of divorce and remarriage that prevails in our day will despise this view. This will be one area where God’s people must stand firm and simply repeat what the Creator and Designer of marriage has declared. This is not all that we can say about marriage. But it is not less than we must say about marriage. 

II. WE MUST RESPECT THE RULER.


A. We cannot say otherwise without offending the Lord our Maker. This is a point that is completely lost on our culture. God has been dismissed almost entirely. Polite people would never invoke God’s authority in public. The sinful self and its desires now reign supreme. The only concern is for the perceived wellbeing of people (as they define it). But, of course, there is no human well-being, no human flourishing apart from faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and submission to him. So, this is where we need to toughen up a bit, if we really love people as we profess. Apart from Christ, there is only misery.

The mortal wound that makes every person mortal runs deep, to the very heart and soul. It is not a lack of people skills or a deficiency in self-esteem. It is the moral offense against our Maker, the righteous Judge of all people. And there is no other remedy than the gospel. 

B. The wonderful Christian ministry known as Harvest USA has developed an analogy to the Christian life they call the “tree model.” It includes the seed, roots, soil, trunk, and fruit. The seed or the heart determines the kind of tree it will be. The roots of the tree are nourished by the soil, the person’s life experiences which may be loving and godly, or hateful and abusive. The trunk then represents the worldview, the expectations, goals, and practice of the life. And the fruit is the outflow of the life. 


Now get this: neither the tree nor the fruit can possibly be good if the seed is bad. If the heart is unregenerate, still enslaved in the clutches of the sinful self, then nothing can possibly make the tree or its fruit good. 


And this underscores the vital role of the church, proclaiming the gospel of salvation in Christ and making disciples. The tree cannot be good, it’s fruit cannot be wholesome unless the seed, the heart is regenerate, born again. And that’s because the unregenerate heart is hostile to God, hates God, and lives only for self. And so, it will always reject the rules of the Ruler, and the result will be chaos, brokenness, and misery. 


C. Do you see how useless it is when well-meaning Christians try to soften God’s commands? We are not authorized to speak more harshly or more restrictively than God does, of course. But we will neither be faithful to God nor helpful to others if we refuse to speak the truth in love, to call sinners to faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and to repentance from the emptiness and shame of sin and self. And all of that is unnecessary anyhow, because God’s message, even God’s rules are positive and hopeful through and through. 

III. WE MUST REJOICE IN THE REASON.


A. There’s an old joke that explains a lot. Moses comes down from the mountain carrying the two tablets. He tells the people, “I have some good news and some bad news. The good news is that I talked him down to only ten. The bad news is that adultery is still forbidden.” What’s telling is that the joke only works because of the universal assumption that rules are bad, and that adultery, sin is good. 


And here’s where the Lord Jesus answers the Pharisees so masterfully and so instructively to us. He exposes their devastatingly false assumption, an assumption that is widely shared today. The Pharisees came asking a question about divorce. “2 And Pharisees came up and in order to test him asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” 3 He answered them, “What did Moses command you?” 4 They said, “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of divorce and to send her away.”

B. The sticking point in the contemporary debate concerned the grounds for issuing that certificate of divorce. Deuteronomy 24:1 states: 
“When a man takes a wife and marries her, if then 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 of his house, and she departs out of his house, 2 and if she goes and becomes another man’s wife, 3 and the latter man hates 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 man dies, who took her to be his wife, 4 then her former husband, who sent her away, may not take her again to be his wife, after she has been defiled, for that is an abomination before the Lord. And you shall not bring sin upon the land that the Lord your God is giving you for an inheritance.” 

At issue was the definition of “some indecency,” the sole justification for a husband dismissing his wife. The strict view said it meant only adultery as the ground for divorce. The liberal view pointed to anything that might displease the husband: her cooking or cleaning skills, for example. Moses’ main concern was to protect the woman from being passed around from one man to another and back again, as wicked men might do. 


But Jesus leads them back to the main issue. He basically asks, “Why are you talking about divorce? Shouldn’t you first focus on God’s good gift of marriage?” 


“5 And Jesus said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart he wrote you this commandment. 6 But from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male and female.’ 7 ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, 8 and the two shall become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two but one flesh. 9 What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” 

C. “You are totally missing the point!” he says. “In wisdom and in great kindness, God made us male and female. And he equipped male and female to join together in a real miracle, the union of body and soul into one flesh, one new being, a brand new organism. Why are you not focusing on and celebrating the goodness of this blessing?”

And the reason they missed this was because of the hardness of their hearts. They were abusing this good gift, imagining the wife as a thing to be used as long as she remained pleasing and beneficial, and then discarded when she was that no longer. In their hardness of heart, they rejected God’s wonderful design of marriage as the opportunity to nurture and care for another, to serve another in the lifelong safety, the covenant of security and faithfulness, leaving father and mother and creating, with God’s blessing, a family of their own. And this is truly one of God’s choicest blessings, not a thing to be used up and discarded, but a new, living organism to be protected, nurtured, and blessed. 


And, if you doubt this, just remember that this chapter concludes with the supreme affirmation of the goodness and rightness of our calling to serve one another: “42 You know that those who are considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. 43 But it shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, 44 and whoever would be first among you must be slave of all. 45 For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” Here in Mark 10 is a conversation that begins with marriage and ends with serving others. That is not an accident.


Mark includes this discussion at this point to show how the religious leaders had so corrupted the true faith, even the fundamental matter of our creation as male and female, and God’s design in marriage. The self had totally perverted God’s purpose, from serving and caring for the other to being served and pleased by the other. And what is needed is the fundamental renewal and restructuring of the heart that could only come through his atoning and reconciling death and resurrection. 
CONCLUSION


So, how do we approach a world gone wild that counts any rule or restriction as an abusive act of cruelty and exploitation? Well, by reminding the sad creatures of this world, through our words and our deeds, of the beauty and benefit of the blessing of God’s creation order in marriage and family. With great patience, and in great mercy and kindness, we respectfully demonstrate to the world in its misery the incomparable superiority of God’s design. There is a better way than slavish devotion to the empty abyss of sin and self and shame. 

It comes in reconciliation to the living God through faith in Christ and repentance from sin. It continues, then, in imitating the Son of God who came not to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many. 


Why would they argue about divorce when God had handed them the sublime treasure of marriage and family? It was due to the hardness of their sin-enslaved hearts. And to break free from that bondage, we need a Savior. J 
____________________________________________________________________________________________


