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“He took Rebekah, and she became his wife; and he loved her.” Genesis 24:67 
 
 
Last week, we began a sermon series at Morningside that we have entitled, 
“Insights for Living from the Old Testament.” Our hope is that these wonderful 
ancient stories might yet again be our instructors in the art of faithful living. One 
of the great mysteries of the sacred scriptures is their ability to meet us where we 
are, both personally and as a community, and to give us wisdom and insight that 
is relevant to our time. 
 
Speaking of scripture’s ability to meet us where we are, you may have noticed 
that, by luck of the draw and demands of the calendar, it has been left to a newly 
married man to preach to you on the joy of human love. I do so with great 
humility, but also with a strong and palpable sense of its importance in my own 
life.  
 
When Sara and I were planning our service of Christian marriage, we decided 
early on that each of us would choose a scripture passage to be read during the 
ceremony. Given her expertise and interest in the Old Testament and my love for 
the New Testament, we divided the Bible accordingly. Her selection was a 
passage from Song of Songs that I must admit I had never read before. It begins 
with these powerful words, “Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon 
your arm; for love is stronger than death, passion fiercer than the grave. Many 
waters cannot quench love, neither can floods drown it” (Song of Songs 8:6). The 
poetry is stunning, as is the description of the absolute power of love in human 
life. My selection from Romans looked suddenly anemic by comparison. 
 
Human love. It is a theme that runs like a ribbon throughout the stories of 
scripture. And, like so many other central ideas of our tradition, it begins with the 
family of Abraham and Sarah. Last week, we were reminded that, when God 
calls Abraham to leave his homeland and all that he knows behind, the story of 
our faith becomes a family story. 
 
By the time we reach the passage read this morning, Abraham and Sarah have 
been blessed by God with the gift of a child, Isaac. In fact, when this story begins 
Isaac is pushing forty years of age, and old Father Abraham is well into his 
thirteenth decade.  And so, being a somewhat overbearing parent, Abraham 
sends his servant out to find a wife for Isaac in the old homeland. And ours is the 
story of what takes place when the servant reaches the land of Haran.  



 
What is at stake here is, yet again, the reliability of the promise that God has 
made to Abraham: that he will be the father of many nations and that his 
descendants will be as numerous as grains of sand on the shore. This promise 
had been tested before. When Abraham and Sarah reached old age without any 
children, their faith in God wavered. But the promise was kept and Isaac was 
born. And then there was the near-sacrifice of Isaac, when God stepped in at the 
final moment and provided a ram to take the place of Isaac on the altar.  
 
Now, Isaac is without a wife and so the familial line is yet again in danger. And, 
for a third time, God provides and the promise is kept. Abraham’s servant arrives 
at the well, praying that God will send the woman who is meant to be Isaac’s 
wife. And onto the scene steps Rebekah.  
 
The author of Genesis describes Rebekah as “very fair to look upon” and she 
also proves herself to be compassionate, generous, and hospitable, offering 
water for the servant and his camels and even inviting this weary traveler to 
spend the night with her family to rest and eat. In other words, Rebekah fits the 
bill perfectly.  
 
From start to finish, this is a story of God’s providential care. This is a story of a 
God whose promises can be trusted and who will make a way out of no way. 
This is the God who provides the people of Israel water in the middle of the 
desert and parts the Red Sea so that they can walk safely on dry land. 
 
And yet, despite the claims of those who preach a kind of fatalism in which God 
has already determined every thing that will happen to us from birth to death, 
God’s will is not here an irresistible force driving the course of events. 
Throughout the story, human characters must make decisions. The heart of the 
story is human love. 
 
It is Rebekah who decides that she will leave her family behind and embark on a 
new life with Isaac. When asked if she will go with the servant to Canaan, she 
answers with eloquent simplicity: “I will.” With that two-word sentence, Rebekah 
seals her fate as matriarch of the chosen people and lifelong companion of Isaac. 
This brave and faithful woman sets out for a new land and a new vocation, 
following the footsteps of Abraham himself from Haran to Canaan. 
 
The climax of this story comes in the final scene when Isaac and Rebekah lay 
eyes on each other for the very first time. It is a scene suited for Hollywood. In 
my mind the setting is Legends of the Fall. Isaac, settled in the valley, has gone 
out for an evening stroll. He hears something and looks up. There he sees a herd 
of camels headed his direction. Rebekah sees the profile of a man from some 
distance away and quickly slips off the camel to prepare herself for the meeting. 
They get closer and closer until finally they are looking into each other’s eyes.  
 



You can hear the servant in the background, chattering away about how God had 
answered his prayer and this woman had appeared in front of the well at exactly 
the same time he did. Their eyes still locked, attention undividedly on the other 
they walk away toward the encampment below. 
 
At this point the details get a little murky, but the text is clear on two points: 
Rebekah becomes Isaac’s wife, and he loved her. He loved her. This phrase 
here is not just a reference to sexual union but a union of the soul as well. In that 
moment, Rebekah and Isaac commit their lives to each other and a new journey 
begins for them both. 
 
Many commentators and preachers note that this is the first time in the Bible that 
love between humans is named. That’s not true. This actually marks the second 
time that the word is used in reference to human relationships. You may be 
interested to know where it appears for the first time. When God tests Abraham 
by commanding him to sacrifice Isaac, God says, “Take your son, your only son 
Isaac, whom you love…and offer him as a burnt offering” (Genesis 22:2). The 
Bible is not overly sentimental about human love. Instead, these stories are true-
to-life, often heartbreakingly so.  
 
Even this beautiful story of love at first sight does not allow us to linger for long 
over the faces of these two original star-crossed lovers. The place to look is not 
their faces but the road that lies ahead of them.  
 
For Rebekah and Isaac will need the assurance of God’s providential care much 
more in the moments to come when their heads are no longer spinning with new 
love, when the glow of newness has worn away. 
 
How about when the infant twins, Jacob and Esau, have to be held in the middle 
of the night or when they are in their terrible twos or those awkward teen years. 
When Jacob has a music recital and Esau is late for football practice and 
someone has to take them both and cook dinner.  
 
Isaac looked at Rebekah and he loved her. But it would take much more than this 
wonderful feeling of love to carry them through the challenges of life that lay 
ahead of them. It would take the constant and unceasing presence of a God who 
is willing to dwell in the details of human life. 
 
Even though their love and their relationship are richly blessed by God’s 
providence, it is not endless bliss and romance for Isaac and Rebekah. 
 
For one thing, there were all the family system issues that came from having twin 
boys who were wrestling in the womb before they were even born!  
 
There is Jacob’s endless trickery and deception of his father, which Rebekah 
both supports and enables because Jacob is her favorite. This saga ends with 



Esau's quest to kill his younger brother and Jacob’s escaping with his mother’s 
help. 
 
When Esau, marries two women, the author of Genesis records this not so subtle 
phrase: “and they made life bitter for Isaac and Rebekah.” (26:35) Oh, the in-
laws! Fortunately that is next week’s sermon! 
 
There is nothing idealistic about the life that Isaac and Rebekah share. And yet, 
their love survives and their family finds its way back to wholeness before all is 
said and done. In what is one of the most moving moments of Genesis, the 
author describes the death of Isaac this way: “And Isaac breathed his last; he 
died and was gathered to his people, old and full of days; and his sons Esau and 
Jacob buried him.” The old rivals return home, driven by human love. 
 
Loving relationships between human beings, brother to brother, friend to friend, 
parent to child, human love in its many forms provides the beat to which our faith 
story marches on. 
 
I saw a bumper sticker in the mountains of North Carolina that read, “Love Wins.” 
If ever there is a story in which, despite the obstacles, love wins, it is the story of 
Isaac and Rebekah. Love wins, not because of that moment when their eyes 
met. Love wins because it is stronger than death, because it is fiercer as the 
grave. Love wins because love endures and outlasts, despite the odds. 
 
I remember a Christian Ethics class at Duke taught by Stanley Hauerwas, a 
cantankerous theologian whose insights have given me so much. The lecture 
was on Christian theologies of marriage and commitment. Dr. Hauerwas 
explained that, in his opinion, the worst question that we can possibly ask a 
newly married or committed couple is “do you love each other?” He explained 
that people at that stage in a relationship have absolutely no idea what love is. 
They don’t know what love will mean when your partner is lying in the hospital. 
They don’t know what love will entail in moments of anger and distrust when the 
relationship is stretched to the breaking point. No, Dr. Hauerwas explained, the 
question is not “do you love this person?” The question to ask is, “will you learn 
to love this person?” And then he said something that will always stay with me. 
He said, “The purpose of committed relationship is to establish the bounds of 
fidelity within which love can be cultivated.” Then, after many years, we can look 
back and say, “I really did love you.” 
 
Sara recently began serving as a ministry fellow at Wesley Woods Geriatric 
Hospital. Last Monday, she told me about a visit that had particularly moved her. 
She was sitting with a woman and mentioned that she had recently been 
married. “Oh my, how wonderful”, the older woman responded. “I was happily 
married for many years to a wonderful man. He died last November. Do you 
know what he used to do? Every morning, he would leave a note for me on the 
counter. And everyday that note would say the same thing. Good morning, my 



darling. I hope that you rested well and that you have a delightful day—morning 
by morning, year after year, decade on decade, those words scribbled on a scrap 
of paper—a testimony to the power and joy of human love. 
 
This week, I was unpacking boxes (an endless task for the newlywed) and came 
upon a shoebox of old papers and pictures. In the box, I found a letter that was 
written twenty-six years ago, on the day I was born. It was written by my father, 
who gave it to me on my 16th birthday. The words still overwhelm me at every 
reading—“I want to wait to give this to you when you turn 16—that seems a long 
way away tonight. But I will read this to you when you come home to our house. 
You won’t understand what I’m reading then, but later you will. I hope now that by 
the sound of my voice you will feel my deep love for you and that the joy on my 
face will bring a smile to yours.” 
 
The joy of human love, in its many forms, is that it was not a human creation or 
idea. Our ability to love is rooted and grounded in the unending love of God. 
Because of this, and for no other reason, love wins. Thanks be to God, love wins! 


