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Genesis 24 – The Marriage of Isaac and Rebekah

Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe


It’s a tale as old as time. Boy meets girl; girl meets boy. There is an attraction. They fall in love, marry and live happily ever after. At least that’s the modern fantasy. But for most of human history it hasn’t happened that way. Even in some cultures today, marriages are still arranged. The choice of a marriage partner is not made by young, inexperienced people with raging hormones. It is made by parents or others who have more objective considerations in mind. In an arranged marriage you get to know your spouse after the wedding. Love for your partner grows over time. 


That’s very much the pattern we see in our story of the marriage of Isaac and Rebekah. Abraham’s most trusted servant found a suitable wife for Abraham’s son Isaac. Rebekah just happened to be in the right time at the right place. She was willing to leave home and family, travel to a foreign land and marry a man she had never met. And somehow through it all God was at work. There is a touching end to the story. It says that Isaac brought Rebekah “into his mother Sarah’s tent. He took Rebekah, and she became his wife; and he loved her” (Genesis 24:67).


We all enjoy a good love-story. When I meet with couples to plan their wedding one of the first questions I ask them is how they met. It’s always fun to listen to couples share their story. It happens in lots of ways. Sometimes they’ve known each other for years and are childhood sweethearts. Often they meet in college. Sometimes they are introduced through a mutual friend. They meet in lots of different places- at work, at a bar, at someone else’s wedding. What’s becoming more common is the number of couples who meet online. 


Dr. Neil Clark Warren is the founder and director of one of the most popular relationship websites today, eHarmony, which claims that it was responsible for 2% of all marriages in America last year, nearly 120 marriages every day. eHarmony is based on scientific research which claims that lasting marriages are based on couples sharing core compatibilities. Individuals fill out a 258-question personality test and then are matched with others who share a majority of 29 core traits or attributes. eHarmony researchers say that the single factor that most likely makes a relationship work over the long haul is having core similarities. Many of you have heard that old saying about opposites attracting. And there's some truth in that. When you're between 17 and 25 you're still finding out who you are and sometimes you get attracted to someone who's a different personality type because that person gives you a feeling of completeness- giving you something you sense that you're lacking and that you need. So an introvert becomes attracted to an extrovert and vice versa. They each see something in the other that they feel is lacking in themselves. But six months after the wedding they look at each other wondering what they were thinking. They're still opposites, but they're not attracted to each other anymore. So what eHarmony claims is that healthy, satisfying, lasting marriages will have a high degree of core similarities. Instead of parents making a match for you, a computer finds you a compatible match processing algorithms placed there by social scientists. eHarmony has gotten some criticism because it won’t allow its customers to browse the profiles of other customers. Like an arranged marriage it simply tells you who you are compatible with. 


In our Genesis story Abraham was 140 years old and worried that his forty-year-old son wasn’t married yet. If God’s promise was going to be fulfilled Isaac would need a wife and start a family. Abraham charged his most trusted servant with the task. As we read this story we see some of the guiding principles in the selection process. 1. Focus on Spiritual Compatibility. The only instruction Abraham gave him was that Isaac’s wife must not be a Canaanite woman. Was Abraham being a bit prejudiced here? Years ago Lutherans were warned not to marry Catholics and Catholics not to marry Lutherans. Is that what’s happening here? No, I think Abraham is demonstrating common wisdom that a lasting relationship needs to be built on spiritual compatibility. Canaanite women worship different gods. How can Isaac be faithful to his God if his wife is always pulling him in a different direction? Remember the story of Samson and Delilah? He was attracted to her physically but spiritually they were headed in different directions and it destroyed them. Proverbs 31 says, “Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain, but a woman who fears the LORD is to be praised.” The New Testament gives similar advice in 2 Corinthians 6:14, “Do not be mismatched with unbelievers.” Literally it says don’t be unequally yoked with unbelievers. A yoke is a curved wooden bar that fits across the necks of two animals used to pull a plow or wagon. And if you yoke together a short ox and tall ox, or a fast horse and a slow horse, you're asking for trouble. And this is especially true when it comes to spiritual compatibility in marriage. If you and your partner don't share a mutual love for NASCAR or country music- that's one thing. But when being a committed follower of Jesus Christ is at the very center of your life, and you cannot share that with your spouse, that could cause you some heartache over the long haul. 


As the story unfolds the servant has to find the right woman for Isaac. How is he going to decide? What does he look for? Should he advertise in the local paper? Should he hold a beauty or talent contest? The clever servant showed up at the well when women of the village went to draw water. He developed a test. He would ask a woman for a drink of water and if she offered to draw water for his camels as well, she would be the one. And here we come to the second guiding principle. 2. Focus on Core Character Qualities. What was this servant looking for in a woman? He was looking for someone who had compassion and hospitality, someone who had a sensitivity to the needs of others. To draw water for a man was one thing but to draw enough water from a deep well for a thirsty camel was a lot of hard work. By making that generous offer a woman was showing that she was a hard worker, industrious and kind hearted. This servant found all of those qualities in Rebekah. The author of Proverbs may well have been writing about Rebekah when he wrote, “A capable wife who can find? She is far more precious than jewels. The heart of her husband trusts in her...She looks well to the ways of her household and does not eat the bread of idleness.” (Prov. 31:10, 27)


There was something else Abraham told his trusted servant, and here we come to our third guiding principle. 3. Where God Guides God Will Provide. Genesis 24:7 says, “The LORD, the god of heaven, who...spoke to me and swore to me, ‘To your offspring I will give this land,’ he will send his angel before you, and you shall take a wife for my son from there.” Abraham had already had several encounters with angels. Last week Pastor Paul preached on the sacrifice of Isaac and how an angel intervened at the last minute to save Isaac. Through that experience Abraham’s faith in God’s promise grew. And Abraham trusted that the same God would be with his servant and bless his journey to find a wife for Isaac. But this story is different. There are no angels, no miraculous interventions, no voices from heaven. What we have here are simple people of faith who surround their lives with prayer and trust that God will guide them and provide for them. What we learn is that sometimes God acts in hidden ways, through ordinary events and circumstances. At the time we may wonder where God is. We may ask for a special sign or want to know the will of God. And God is there quietly working in the background. Sometimes the only way we can sense God’s presence is to look back over the events of our lives and we realize that God was there, all along the way, providing and guiding in quiet ways through ordinary circumstances of life. 

