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Introduction

Before I go off and get married, I need to say something about marriage. I need to say something because, for a lot of people, marriage has become a form of entertainment and self-expression. By last count there were 15 reality dating shows on TV, in which a man or woman is expected to pick a life partner from a random pool of people chosen by some Hollywood producer. To a lot of people, marriage has become a form of entertainment or self-expression, something to do on a slow weekend, or to try out, like a new hairstyle.


While some people are rushing into marriage without thinking, others seem to be running away from it as fast as they can. Here’s an e-mail I received: “Last year I saw three relationships that were headed toward marriage disintegrate at the last minute because one of the parties got cold feet or decided to hold out for someone better, cuter, richer. Someone needs to tell these people they don't have to be so afraid of marriage, that nobody is perfect.” A friend wrote in Sheri and my website guestbook, “Congrats on your marriage—better you than me!”

In a day when people are rushing into marriage without thinking about it, when and others are running from it as fast as they can, what makes marriage such a great idea?


To answer that question, let's go one more time to the Old Testament book called Song of Songs. So far, we have learned from this collection of ancient love songs that romance is sacred, sex in marriage is beautiful, and that the longing to love and be loved is a good thing that points us toward a relationship with God. This morning I want to share why marriage is such a great idea. Let's go the last chapter of Song of Songs, a few verses found in 8:5–7.

Marriage is procreative. 


Howard, age 8, puts it like this when asked, “WHEN IS IT OKAY TO KISS SOMEONE?” Howard replied, “The rule goes like this: If you kiss someone, then you should marry them and have kids with them. It's the right thing to do.”


I find myself agreeing with Howard, and adding that today’s reading offers some of the most beautiful and compelling lines ever written about love.  

We see the man and woman emerging from the wilderness, arm in arm. They've come a long way since the beginning of the song, when they were single and separated—when the young woman wondered when and if she would ever find her true love, when she wandered the streets of her imagination desperately seeking him, when she worried that something might happen that would spoil their dream of being together. But now, here they are. They found each other, they've been married, they've come together as husband and wife, they've worked through their early disillusionments, and have even survived their first fight. And here they are, leaning on each other. All we need is a sunset behind them and it's a perfect snapshot. It's a picture of intimacy and security, a portrait of a happily married couple. But why are they so content? What is it about marriage that's so wonderful? 

The first thing we learn is that marriage is procreative; it gives birth to something new: “Under the apple tree I roused you; there your mother conceived you, there she who was in labor gave you birth.” Now, what's this all about? In ancient literature, fruit trees were often associated with sexuality and fertility. The wife is remembering that in the same way that her husband was born out of the union of his mother and father, so now something new will be born of their love for one another. Something in us yearns to create.

During my first year in Ypsilanti, I had the opportunity to do a graveside ceremony for a friend whose mother passed away. She was well along in years, in her 90s, leaving behind three generations of children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. I arrived first at the cemetery, and for the next half an hour or so I watched the family gather. Before long, there were about 30 people there, everyone but me a member of the family. Grandpa led the way to the family plot, and as we began I reminded them that the love and belonging they enjoyed that day was the result of a commitment made some 70 years earlier, when a man named Earnest and a woman named Marion promised to love one another, in sickness and in health, for better or for worse, till death did them part. For the next 68 years, they kept that promise. Their union gave birth to something new—a family, a presence in the world.


It strikes me that a great marriage creates something new. For example, how can a stranger tell if two people are married?  Well, Derrick, age 8, observed that “you might have to guess, based on whether they seem to be yelling at the  same kids!”  So sometimes it includes children, but it doesn't need to. From the very beginning, God said, “A man shall leave his father and mother, and cleave to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.” Adam and Eve had no children at that point. And you may have noticed that, for all the sexual activity going on in Song of Songs, there are no children. A marriage doesn't have to produce children to be procreative. The mystical, metaphysical union of man and woman alone is enough to produce a new identity; a new presence in the world. If you look up the word "unite" in the dictionary, you'll read, "to bring together to form a whole." On the occasion of his cousin’s wedding, Dietrich Bonhoeffer offered, “That you are no longer ‘I’ and ‘you’ but ‘we.’” It's the complementary nature of the sexes, the fitting together, that creates something new.

Marriage is meant to be permanent.

In the song verse 6 we read, “Place me like a seal over your heart, like a seal over your arm; for love is as strong as death, its jealousy unyielding as the grave." The woman is saying to her beloved, her husband, that he belongs to her and she to him. 


And how is marriage like death? Well, first off all change is death of a sort. I remember doing a wedding once when the bride had this verse inscribed on the front of the wedding program. It caught people by surprise; it caught me by surprise. 

I was delighted with what happened to me after I got engaged. Nearly every man I told nudged me and said something like, “Few more months of freedom!” or “How many day’s pastor?” After church one Sunday, it was humorously suggested that now I could get fat like the rest of the married guys! Thankfully, a gentleman (who I greatly admired) pulled me aside and said: " Marriage is a great idea, and you're going to love it." I needed to hear someone say that, and so do a lot of people. Because when you look at it closely, you realize what a profound statement “love is as strong ad death” is making. Death is the only force on Earth that never loses; it relentlessly pursues its object and always attains it. It is unyielding and uncompromising. No one escapes it; no one conquers it.


So it is, the woman is saying, with the love between a husband and a wife. A strong marriage gives way to nothing and no one. It stands any test—time, trouble, temptation. It's the kind of commitment we read about in 1 Corinthians 13: “Love always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.”

When I work with couples getting married, I have them do a survey and most often the survey informs me that they are too idealistic about marriage that they minimize or deny an potential difficulties. Thankfully, it’s not all wine and roses for this newly married couple. The honeymoon ended pretty quickly, with disappointment and conflict, even heartache. And that’s realistic and good.

Life has been pretty hectic for me the past few weeks; there's been a lot going on at church and at home. It's been pretty exhausting and pretty distracting. I am so thankful for your support and understanding as to why I’m distracted or even inattentive. You’ve shared that marriage is joyful and also that marriage isn't always easy. There are dry spells and difficult seasons. Sometimes it's just the stress and strain of everyday life; sometimes it's much more serious and prolonged—a debilitating illness, chronic financial troubles, emotional issues, parenting conflict. I’ve observed that husbands and wives who are committed to loving one another through those seasons, who are relentless in their pursuit of fulfillment and oneness, do just fine.


Marriage, as God designed it, is permanent. Husbands and wives refuse to give way to the forces that would tear them apart; they're committed to finding a way to stay together. I understand that, in a fallen world, there are times when a marriage can be so damaged by past wounds, or become so dangerous that some painful choices must be made. 


Is anyone or anything threatening your marriage today? What steps are you prepared to take to build a stronger, healthier marriage?

Marriage is passionate. 


Finally, marriage as God designed it is great because it's passionate—the flame never dies. “It burns like blazing fire, like a mighty flame. Many waters cannot quench love, rivers cannot wash it away.” The love between a husband and wife, the poet says, ought to burn. Sometimes it sizzles, sometimes it just smolders, but on a regular basis it ought to burst into flame. The most remarkable feature about Song of Songs is not the sexual imagery and intimacy, it’s the passion these two married lovers express and demonstrate for one another. That’s what the ancients and the medieval readers had the most difficulty with. Such passion between a husband and wife seemed unrealistic to them, first of all, and seemed less than holy. That's why this book is in the Bible—to make clear to us that this is the kind of love and romance and passion God has in mind for husbands and wives. According to what you all so graciously offered to Sheri and I in your letters repeatedly proclaim that a great marriage refuses to settle for a predictable, passionless relationship. Husbands and wives find a way to get out together, alone, on a regular basis. They surprise each other with gifts and flowers and phone calls. They make arrangements to get away for an overnight once or twice a year. They do their best to be attractive to one another, to affirm one another. When you read Song of Songs you realize that the sexual intimacy and delight is set up by tender words and affectionate glances and even careful planning.


"Many waters cannot quench love," the poet says. The pounding surf of everyday life, the rising tide of aging bodies, and even the occasional hurricane cannot smother the flames of love. A great marriage, as God designed it, is passionate. 


Or in the words of Ricky, age 10, to make a marriage work: “Tell your wife that she looks pretty, even if she looks like a dump truck.”
Conclusion 


The poet concludes by saying, “If one were to give all the wealth of his house for love, it would be utterly scorned.” It's kind of a curious verse to interpret, and commentators have struggled with it for centuries. It wasn't until the sixties that a quartet of young British theologians captured the poets' thought. It goes something like this: “I don't care too much for money, cause money can't buy me love.” Or, to borrow a line from more contemporary culture—an average wedding these days costs about $28,000, but a great marriage is priceless.


And so we come to the end of the song and the end of the story: the story of a young woman feeling lonely, trapped, and undesirable, wondering if and when and how her longing to love and be loved might ever be satisfied. One day she spots her lover, and he her. They admire one another from afar for awhile. She worries that they might never get together. But suddenly there she is walking down the aisle, and later that night settling into the warm embrace of her lover. They have some difficult moments, but they work them out, and find themselves at the end of the song walking arm in arm into an uncertain future, but facing that future together. She's been rescued by love. A love that has satisfied her and set her free. A passionate, permanent, procreative love that has given birth to something new in her and through her.


It's a love song, to be sure. But it's about more than the love of a man for a woman. It's about the love of God for every man and every woman. It's not just this woman's story. It's everyone's story. The truth is, we all at times feel lonely and trapped and undesirable. We fear that the longings of our hearts might never be fulfilled. But here comes God, in the person of his Son, Jesus Christ, who loves us as we are, who calls us his beloved, who invites us to become one with him, and promises through that union to do something new, to make us into new people, and to gather us into a new community—a community of love called the kingdom of God. It is no wonder that the stern reformer John Calvin stated that the bread of Christ in communion is like a wedding cake given to us, the cherished guests at his marriage feast! AMEN.
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