
LOVE AND MARRIAGE - GEN. 24:67


FINDING PURPOSE IN LIFE #5
Even though he retired from the playing field 3 years ago, Cal Ripken Jr. is still remembered as the iron man of Baseball.  His playing in 2,632 straight games is an iron man record that will likely never be broken.  It's hard to imagine a ball player today starting in every single game for 16 straight years as Ripken did. He ended his career with over 3,100 hits – the 3,000 hit mark being the standard for the very best hitters in the game.  Cal Ripken, Jr. is a shoe-in entry into the Baseball Hall of Fame on the first ballet when the obligatory 5 year waiting period has passed.   But it is not only his skill on the diamond that has brought him his reputation.  

Cal Ripken is also respected for his courtesy in dealing with people.  In a day when so many autograph seekers hound professional athletes mercilessly, Ripken almost always engaged people in conversation while he patiently signed autographs.  This habit certainly paid off for him in the 3rd year of his major league career.  A middle aged woman approached Cal asking for an autograph for her daughter, Kelly Geer.  Instead of saying O sure, this is for your daughter  as many would, the ball player casually asked about Kelly as he was signing the autograph.  He then made the mother's day by signing, If you look like your mother, I'm sorry I missed you.  Cal Ripken.  Kelly's reaction to her mother's enthusiasm when she got home was Who's Cal Ripken? - obviously not a baseball fan.  But it was month later that Kelly happened to be eating in a restaurant when she overheard someone saying that Cal Ripken was eating at a table across the room.  Gathering up her courage, Kelly walked over to his table to thank him for signing the autograph that meant so much to her mother almost a year before.  Ripken looked up at her and replied, You must be Kelly.  You're about 6 feet tall, blond, you have green eyes, you went to the University of Maryland, and you work for the airlines.   Needless to say, Kelly was impressed.  Cal and Kelly began to see each other socially.  And 4 years later, on November 13, 1987, they became husband and wife.  

Marriage and the traditional family have been under a merciless attack during this past generation.  There is more pressure for the recognition of same gender relationships than ever before in our nation's history.  Legalizing same sex marriage was a major issue in the recent Presidential election.  Happily, a majority of Americans rose to the occasion, polls showing that moral values were the most important in their determination of who the next President would be.  Concern for moral values outweighed even the war in Iraq and economic concerns in the eyes of most voters.  So despite the unprecedented onslaught that traditional marriage has endured during these past years,  the traditional family unit continues to weather the storms as it always has.  A recent USA Today/ CNN/ Gallup poll which was designed to summarize the views of the 77 million baby boomers in our country surprised almost everyone when it showed that 95% of married couples described their relationship with their spouse as either stable or improving.

This should not surprise us - for God created the first man and woman and put them together in a marriage relationship in the Garden of Eden.  Since that time until this very day, societies have found the best way to maintain stability is to follow the instructions of the Creator.  Now the customs of the marriage union are very different from one society to another.  But the basics of love and commitment remain constant.

We have been looking at finding purpose and meaning in life by looking at the various stages of human existence.

*We began by seeing 3 pictures of life from Psalm 39 - life as breath, a phantom and a stranger or pilgrim.  It is important for us to realize the basic nature of life - that this life is just a very temporary part of our eternal existence - in order to find its purpose and meaning.

*We then looked at the prenatal stage from Psalm 139 and learned that God has ordained all of our days before we were even born.  It is important to realize God's Sovereign hand in our lives in order to find its purpose and meaning.

*We then looked at a passage on Christ’s childhood that summarized the growth of the Lord Jesus Christ, and we saw from this the balance needed to find purpose and meaning in life - growing intellectually, physically, spiritually and socially.  
*Last week we looked at the example of a teenager named David and we saw the courage of faith that is necessary in finding purpose and meaning in life.

*Now this morning we move to the age of finding love and making the commitment of marriage.  And before we look at the examples from the O.T., let me  emphasize the fact that it is not God's will for everyone to be married.  The Lord Jesus Christ made that very clear in Matthew 19:12 when he said that there were some who were single because they were born to be that way; there were others who were single because they were made that way by men; and there were still others who were single for the sake of the growth of the kingdom of God.  The Apostle Paul also makes it clear that the single lifestyle is at times preferable in 1 Corinthians 7.  A missionary that I have maintained close contact with throughout my ministry is Tom Dessoffy.   Tom was a Seminary student when I pastored Trinity Baptist.  God has called Tom to a unique ministry.  He administrates a hospital in Ethiopia.  He lives in a remote area where he is the only non-Ethiopian person.  He is constantly in danger.  I doubt if Tom could fulfill the calling that God has given to him if he were not single.  He is an example of one who has obviously been called by God to a life of singleness for the growth of God's kingdom.  So we are not so much promoting marriage as such as we are noting certain virtues that are necessary for us to learn for finding purpose and meaning in life that are often learned during this time of life when many people who choose married life get married.  And these virtues are illustrated in the marriage relationship.  For during the childhood and even teenage years, while an individual is in the home of his or her parents, most everything is provided.  There is a tendency to depend upon mom and dad for that which is needed.  But then when an individual leaves home, there is a new responsibility that must be assumed.  There needs to be a new commitment to another person if the marriage union is to be secured.  And when a person marries and has a family of his own, he or she learns to love in a new way.  And these 3 virtues - accepting responsibility, committing oneself to another, and learning to love more completely are indispensable to finding purpose and meaning in life.

We are not going to read the passages that we will draw these principles from this morning because of their length, but we will constantly be referring to 2 of the most celebrated stories of courtship and love in the O.T. found in Genesis 24 and 29.  Although they are similar in some ways, they are also very different in others.  In the love story of Rebekah and Isaac, marriage came first.  Then came courtship and love.  You will recall that after the death of Sarah, Abraham recognized the need for his son Isaac to have a wife.  So he sent off his most trusted servant on the mission to secure a wife for his son, Isaac.  Eliezer journeyed all the way to Nahor, prayed to God that the woman who offered water to not only himself but his camels as well would be the Lord's choice for his master.  He then opened his eyes to see God's answer to his prayer right before him.  God sent Rebekah as the answer to Eliezer's prayer.  After hearing of Abraham and Isaac's situation, Rebekah agreed to be Isaac's wife without ever seeing him.  She journeyed back to the Promised Land with Eliezer, and became the wife of Isaac.  Isaac and Rebekah grew to love each other deeply and a stable and enduring family unit was formed.

The love story of Jacob and Rachel found in Genesis 29 was quite the opposite.  In this case, love and courtship preceded the marriage.  Jacob had fled from Esau's threats upon his life.  He came as a homeless wanderer to the city of Haran.  Jacob first saw Rachel at the town well and he soon fell in love with her.  Jacob then negotiated with Rachel's father, Laban, to work 7 years for the privilege of marrying Rachel.  Laban tricked Jacob into working for 14 years, but the Bible says that they seemed like only a few days to him because of his love for Rachel.  Jacob married Rachel and their love grew throughout the remainder of their lives.

2 very different stories in many ways.  In one, marriage preceded love and courtship; in the other, love and courtship preceded marriage.  In our culture, love and courtship almost always precede marriage.  But it is also true that love grows and develops more fully during the years of marriage.  But both Isaac and Jacob fathered  patriarchal families that produced the nation that we recognize today as Israel.  And both of their marriage unions had the common elements of accepting responsibility, making a commitment and loving.  I want to talk with you this morning about these 3 common elements that are so critical in a person's maturity and in finding purpose and meaning in life.

1.  Many people today are struggling in their quest for meaning in life because of their failure to accept responsibility.  We are living in a day where it is in vogue to shift responsibility to someone else and not personally accept it.

Perhaps you heard about the man who had drifted in a hot air balloon and realized that he was lost.  Reducing the altitude, he spotted a man on the ground and decided to descend to shouting altitude.  Excuse me, he yelled out.  I appear to be lost.  I promised a friend I would meet him in a half an hour.  Can you help me know where I am?  
Certainly, the man replied back.  You are in a hot air balloon, hovering at approximately 30 feet about this field.  You are between 40 and 42 degrees North Latitude and between 58 and 60 degrees West Longitude.

You must be an engineer, responded the balloonist.  Well, I am,  the man said surprised.  How did you know?

Well, continued the man in the balloon, everything you told me is technically correct, but I have no idea of what to make of your information, and the fact is that I am still lost.

You must be a manager, the man on the ground answered back.  That I am, how did you know that?  the man in the balloon said in a surprised tone.

Well, you don't know where you are or where you are going.  You have made a promise that you have no idea how to keep, and you expect me to solve your problem for you.  The fact is you are in the exact same position you were before we met, but now it is somehow my fault.

We chuckle at this comical scene.  But it does illustrate the plight of many in the world.  Problems everywhere around us, many people going around in circles without purpose in their lives, and most spending more energy trying to find someone else to blame for the problems than trying to solve the problems themselves.

A mature person accepts responsibility for his or her situation in life and works towards solutions of problems.  Finding someone else to blame does not help correct any circumstance.  A marriage will not be successful unless 2 people come together recognizing their need to accept responsibility.  When God instituted that first marriage union with Adam and Eve, He said they were to leave their father and mother and join fast to one another and they would then become one flesh.  We know that this was a pattern for marriage in general to be passed down because Adam and Eve were the only human beings who didn't have a father and mother.  Adam was created from the dust of the ground and Eve was made from Adam's rib.  But God knew that accepting responsibility was a critical part of growing up, because adults who continue to live as parasites off of their parent's relationship never reach true maturity, and they never find their true purpose in life.

2.  A second indispensable element in marriage that is Commitment.  God said that the man and women were to leave father and mother and join together to one another.  Literally, they were to be glued to each other.  There must be a commitment to each other.  That is what the marriage vows are all about.  

Both of our O.T. examples illustrate this clearly.  Rebekah was willing the leave the security of her home and journey with Eliezer all the way out to this foreign land to marry a person she had never seen.  You talk about a commitment.  Jacob illustrated his commitment to Rachel in his willingness to work 14 years for her hand in marriage.

Part of the maturing process is a willingness to commit.  A mature person is willing and able to commit himself to what he believes in.  Webster defines commitment as the ability to engage or pledge or bind oneself to a cause or an action.  If a man decides that he wants to marry a woman, then he needs to be willing to commit himself to that marriage union.  And if a person is going to find purpose in life, there needs to be a willingness to commit to that purpose.  Many knew their purpose at one time in life, but then lost that sense of purpose as they relaxed their commitment to it and wandered off in other directions.

The famous philosopher, Socrates, was once asked by a young wanna be philosopher How he could be sure to reach Mt. Olympus?  This question was a loaded one, of course.  For Mt. Olympus was the mythical home of the Greek gods.  What the young man was really asking was how he could find the ultimate purpose and meaning for life.  Socrates wisely answered, Just make sure that every step that you take in life is in the direction of Mt. Olympus.
We emphasize speed today.  New computers come out every few months with faster processing abilities.  Faxes allow us to speed reports across the country so that we don't have to wait a few days for mail.  I understand that a new laser microwave is close to the market which will allow us to cook food even faster than is now possible in microwave ovens.  And speed is important at times for greater efficiency and convenience.

But we need to continually remind ourselves that in the final analysis direction is more important than speed.  It doesn't matter how fast a person goes, if he or she is going around in circles, no progress will be made.  The person who is moving slowly and persistently in the direction of the target will make far more progress in the long run.  We need to make sure that every step that we take in life is towards Mt. Olympus, as if were.  We need to make sure that every step that we take in life is towards the accomplishment of God’s purpose in our life.  That takes commitment.  It takes an unwavering commitment in our life goals.  But it is that kind of commitment that brings meaning to life.

3.  Finally,  Learning to Love more deeply is critical to the maturing process of life and is necessary in finding purpose and meaning in life.  Love is a decision that we make to act in the best interests of another person.  When we love our spouses, we decide that our actions will benefit them.  When we love God with all of our being, we choose to obey His commands.  When we love our neighbor as ourselves, we display kindness and generosity towards him.  Very often, of course, there are strong emotional feelings that accompany acts of love - but in the final analysis, the essence of love is a commitment to act in the best interests of another.

Generally, love develops to a new level in our lives when we reach the age of maturity when we marry.  As a child, while we love our parents and family members, many of the decisions that are made are in our own best interests.  Parents are providing for our basic needs.  We can spend much more time looking out for ourselves.

But then we meet that one with whom we want to spend the rest of our lives.  Suddenly, we are thinking more about what he or she likes and desires.  Our own interests become subservient to his or hers.  That's a choice that we make - a choice to love.  And then, if and when children come along, there is a driving concern for their best interests.  Now every decision that is made in life - what job to take, where to live, what car to buy, how large a house to purchase - is made taking their best interests into account.  

Love is an indispensable element to finding one's purpose in life.  Just as God so loved the world that He gave his one and only son, and just as He demonstrated His love for us in that while we were still sinners, the Lord Jesus Christ came and died for us, so we will be lead to follow His example in loving as we grow in our maturity and relationship with Him.  God had a purpose.  That purpose was the provide salvation for a sinful human race.  Love was necessary in fulfilling that purpose.  So Jesus Christ did not come to be served, but to serve and give His life a ransom for many according to Mark 10:45.  The Lord Jesus Christ instructed his disciples that the greatest in the kingdom of God would be the one who most consistently serves others.  So if we are to find purpose in life, we cannot be selfish and self-centered.  The person who is only thinking of himself will not find the meaning that he is looking for in life.  It is through giving of ourselves to others that we save our lives, Jesus said.  It is through losing our life that we ultimately find it.

Isaac and Rebekah and Jacob and Rachel even though their situations were opposite in many ways both model responsibility, commitment and love.

*They both took the responsibility to raise families that would lay the foundation for the nation of Israel.

*They both were committed to their spouses as evidenced in Rebekah being willing to leave her home and security to be Isaac's bride and Jacob being willing to work for 14 years for Rachel and then Rachel being willing to leave her homeland to go back to the Promised Land with Jacob.

*And they both loved their spouses.  The closing words of Genesis 24 say of Isaac, he married Rebekah, so she became his wife, and he loved her.  And Genesis 29:18 reads, Jacob was in love with Rachel and said, I'll work for you 7 years in return for your daughter, Rachel.
Sadly, there are many people walking around in our country in adult bodies who are still children inside.  They have not learned to accept responsibility, they have no consistency of commitment to anything, and they love only themselves.  No wonder they have no sense of purpose or meaning in life.  It is only as we grow up into maturity that we can find the meaning that God created us for in life.  Have you found that purpose and meaning in your life this morning?
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