
 

Gospel  Mark 10: 2–16 
 

‘Is it against the law for a man to divorce his wife?’  
Jesus, having left Galilee, was making his way South to Jerusalem. As he 
arrived in Judea, he was met by crowds of people and he began to teach 
them. Some of the Pharisees there took this opportunity to question Jesus 
on the emotive subject of divorce.  
The Jewish law of divorce 
This goes back to Deuteronomy 24: 1. At that time the law was very simple: 
a man could easily divorce his wife, and she would then be free to marry 
again. The divorce bill became more complicated over time, but the process 
was still very easy and always at the discretion of the man. The problem 
was the interpretation of the reason for the divorce: the only condition was 
that the man should find ‘something objectionable’ about his wife. 
Different interpretations 
There were two schools of thought. The House of Shammai (which took its 
name from the first-century Jewish sage Shammai) held that a man could 
only divorce his wife if she were guilty of adultery; while the House of Hillel 
(following Shammai’s contemporary Hillel) interpreted ‘something 
objectionable’ much more widely. This meant that even the smallest fault 
in the husband’s eyes could constitute grounds for divorce. This Hillel 
version was the one that prevailed. Consequently, in Jesus’s time women 
were reluctant to marry, and when Jesus spoke on the subject, he was 
restoring stability to marriage. 
‘What did Moses command you?’ 
Jesus quoted Mosaic law, but also added that this law was written because 
the people at that time ‘were so unteachable’. The fact that the law was 
laid down in a particular situation also meant it was not permanently 
binding. Jesus gave authority to his opinion that marriage should be 
permanent by going further than Deuteronomy and quoting from the 
Creation story in Genesis 1: 27 and 2: 24 (see First Reading: Gen. 2: 18–24). 
Jesus had previously spoken about marriage and re-marriage in teaching on 
the fulfilment of the Law (Matthew 5: 31–2), so the people knew what his 
answer would certainly be. Herod had divorced his wife and re-married, 
and the Pharisees may have wished to provoke his hostility towards Jesus.   
‘Let the little children come to me.’ 
Jewish mothers liked to bring their children to be blessed by a distinguished 
Rabbi, especially on the child’s first birthday.  

Psalm 127 (128) 
 

Today’s psalm is taken from the section of Songs of Ascents (Psalms 119
–133 (120–134 in Hebrew numbering)), which were written for the great 
Jewish festivals associated with annual pilgrimage. It is a companion 
piece to Psalm 126 (127). They share similar vocabulary, both speaking 
of happiness, the house, and the blessings of family life. They both 
reflect on human effort.  

O blessed are all who fear the Lord … 
Today's psalm is essentially concerned 
with the ‘fear of the Lord’, shown by 
devotion to his ways. The ‘blessed’ or 
truly happy people are those who have 
a spirit of reverence and obedience 
towards the Lord. 

By the labour of your hands … 
In Old Testament times, one of the surest ways in which a man showed 
reverence and obedience was by being a good father and husband.  
The change in wording from ‘those’ (plural) to ‘ you’ (singular) seems to 
be the psalmist’s way of saying that he is directing his words to each 
individual who reads or listens to his poem. 

Your wife like a fruitful vine … 
Although family life has changed somewhat since the writing of the 
psalms, the sentiment remains true that a happy family life is a great 
blessing, regardless of the dynamics and who the ‘bread winner’ may 
be. 

May the Lord bless you from Zion … 
This psalm is one of a group that seems to have been sung by pilgrims as 
they made their way up to Zion (Jerusalem) to celebrate the great 
feasts.  The psalmist now addresses all of the people, wishing them to 
be blessed by the Lord, forever, in their happy homeland. 
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