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Welcome!  Marco and Claudia asked me to come and share something about the spiritual dimension of today's events.

· For both Marco and Claudia, their relationship with Jesus is something that's very important to them.  It's much more than just a “religion.”  They believe that it's the very foundation for their lives and their relationship with each other.

· Perhaps you've already seen a Bible verse on their wedding invitations.  It's a section from the Book of John, quoting Jesus.  I want to read that passage for you to start things off.

· John 15:9-17 – I have loved you even as the Father has loved me. Remain in my love. When you obey my commandments, you remain in my love, just as I obey my Father’s commandments and remain in his love.  I have told you these things so that you will be filled with my joy. Yes, your joy will overflow!  This is my commandment: Love each other in the same way I have loved you.  There is no greater love than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.  You are my friends if you do what I command.  I no longer call you slaves, because a master doesn’t confide in his slaves. Now you are my friends, since I have told you everything the Father told me.  You didn’t choose me. I chose you. I appointed you to go and produce lasting fruit, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask for, using my name.  This is my command: Love each other.”

· It's a beautiful text, isn't it?  But what exactly does it mean?

· What are these Biblical concepts of “love” and “choice” and “fruit?”

· I'd like to offer some explanation from a brief examination of a few other couples from the Bible...

Such as Adam and Eve…

· God invented and created Adam and Eve—the first two human beings—and He loved them as his own children.  The Bible says that “God created human beings in his own image.  In the image of God he created them; male and female he created them (Genesis 1:27).”
· He chose them, out of all the living creatures that he had made, to take care of the Earth, the fish, the birds, and the land animals (a very important task!).

· And he blessed Adam and Eve and said: “Be fruitful and multiply. Fill the earth and govern it (Genesis 1:28).”  One of their most important responsibilities was to bear fruit.

We can also learn from the example of Jacob and Rachel...

· God also loved Jacob.  He said, “I am with you, and I will protect you wherever you go. One day I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have finished giving you everything I have promised you” (Genesis 28:15).

· He promised Jacob an entire nation to come from his descendents, just as had been promised to his father Isaac and his grandfather Abraham.  Thus, he was also chosen and given a new name:  “Israel.”

· It's also beautiful to see how Jacob loved and chose his wife Rachel.  He had to work 14 years before Rachel's father would give him permission to marry his daughter.  But the Bible said, “his love for her was so strong that it seemed to him but a few days.”

· Then, of course, Jacob and Rachel also bore fruit:  the nation and people of Israel.  And God said, “All the families of the earth will be blessed through you and your descendants (Genesis 28:14).”

We can also learn from the example of Ruth and Boaz...

· This is an extra-special story, because Ruth wasn't an Israelite—but actually a Moabite instead (one of Israel's greatest enemies at the time)… Even so, God loved her and chose her for an important role in history.

· The people who lived in their village witnessed the relationship between Ruth and Boaz, and they blessed Ruth, saying:  “May the Lord make this woman who is coming into your home like (the family of Jacob and Rachel), from whom all the nation of Israel descended! (Ruth 4:11)”

· She and Boaz had a child who became the grandfather of the great King David.  Fourteen generations later, their family (the family of Adam and Eve, Jacob and Rachel, and Boaz and Ruth) became the family of the Messiah himself:  Jesus.  A very significant fruit to bear!

Do you see how that works?  Do you see how beautiful it is when Jesus says, ”I have loved you even as the Father has loved me”???  “You didn’t choose me. I chose you. I appointed you to go and produce lasting fruit, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask for, using my name.  This is my command: Love each other.”

There is yet another story—not from the Bible, but still a powerful example of God's love, faithfulness, and fruit...

· It's the story of a girl from Germany and a boy from the Netherlands.

· It happened not so long ago, and actually not so far away... But it's still a beautiful example of how God works.

God loved these two people so much.

· While German girl (let's just call her “Claudia” () was still very young, she discovered a relationship with God while involved with a church in Dresden.

· When she was 13 or 14 years old, she started to study the Bible for herself—and she read about how much God loved her.

· During that time, she also started to pray, and she saw how God answered her prayers.

· At the age of 14, she decided to be baptized.

· The Dutch boy (let's just call him “Marco” () took a bit longer to find God.

· He was actually brought up in a Christian home, but it wasn't until he was in high school that he really discovered a personal relationship with God, thanks to a friend at school.

· But once he learned about the love of God, he found it so beautiful that he felt that could hardly help but give his heart to God.

God also chose these two people and brought them both to the city of Amsterdam.

· Claudia was a dancer, and she felt that God had called her to reach out to children in disadvantaged urban areas through art (particularly dance).
· In the Netherlands, there was a wider range of opportunities for education in various dance styles—so she came to Holland.

· She didn't have much money, she didn't have many contacts in Amsterdam, and she could barely even understand the language! 

· Even so, God chose her, and He was with her.  She found that she always had enough to eat, she learned the language quickly, and she found a good church in the city center.

· Meanwhile, Marco also came to Amsterdam to study at the Vrije Universiteit (Free University).

· His friends James and Maria helped him learn to trust God and follow God's plan for his life.

· And with God’s blessing and direction, he also just so happened to find himself involved with this church in the middle of Amsterdam.

God also gave these two people the mission to “go and produce lasting fruit.”

· By the way, this doesn't only mean having children! (
· They became active in their church, Zolder50.

· They started to share God's love with others.  Many of the people here today have been touched by their love and faith.  These people are a sort of spiritual, “lasting fruit.”

And while God was working on Marco and Claudia as individuals, something also started to develop between the two of them:  a special relationship.

· They took their lessons from the love of God.  Getting to know each other in the context of their church, they found themselves attracted to each other through their mutual faith in God, their mutual interests in life, and (of course) their magnificent, sparkling beauty. (
· And with time and patience, Marco and Claudia chose each other—to go through life together, continually experiencing that same process of loving, choosing, and bearing fruit...

So today we're all here to celebrate their wedding and ask God's blessing over the rest of their lives.  With this in mind, I want to remind you:  “the Father will give you whatever you ask for, using my name.”  But it's not always easy.

· Marco and Claudia, I almost don't want to say it, on such a beautiful occasion as this, while you're standing here together... But I have to break it to you that you're not perfect.

· Those people from the Bible weren't perfect either.

· Adam and Eve were disobedient and easily led astray by a snake.

· Abraham was a wimp in his marriage, and Sarah didn't believe it when God promised her a son.

· Jacob was a liar, and Rachel was just plain mean to her sister most of the time.

· But they all had faith in God.  And you guys have that, too (fortunately).

· If we can talk with God about our problems and our weaknesses, we can get a lot further in life.

· This is also true for your marriage.  Prayer is extremely important.  “The Father will give you whatever you ask for, using my name.”

· Therefore, pray for patience, success, joy, and perseverance—both for yourself and for each other.

· And the rest of us can be praying for Marco and Claudia, too:  for God's protection and involvement within their marriage.

Then, just as Jesus said:  “This is my command: Love each other.”

· It's very easy to say something like this on a day such as this:  your wedding day.  But I challenge you to hold tight to this love during the hard times, too. 

· Always persevere:  Jesus chose you, and He is with you.  You have chosen each other, and you are with each other.  Unconditionally.  Just as God remained faithful to Abraham and Sarah, and Jacob and Rachel—even when they made mistakes.

· And if you guys can do this, we will have the same response as the people in the village during the time of Ruth and Boaz:  “May the Lord make you like the family of Adam and Eve, the family of Jacob and Rachel, and the family of Boaz and Ruth, from whom all the nation of Israel descended!”

We're going to pray now.  We're going to ask for God's blessing over the vows that you are about to make to each other.  Will you please pray with me?

PRAYER

EXCHANGE OF VOWS
Marco, do you declare, in the presence of God, his church, and all of those here in attendance, that you take Claudia to be your wife?  And do you vow never to leave her, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, 'til death do you part?

Do you promise that you will lead her and protect her in love, as a God-fearing husband is obligated to care for his lawfully wedded wife?  Do you promise to live with her in holiness, and to be faithful in all things, according to the holy Gospel?

What is your answer, in the presence of all these witnesses?

And Claudia, do you declare, in the presence of God, his church, and all of those here in attendance, that you take Marco to be your husband?  And do you vow never to leave her, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, 'til death do you part?

Do you promise that you will follow him and help him, as a God-fearing wife is obligated to follow and help her lawfully wedded husband?  Do you promise to live with him in holiness, and to be faithful in all things, according to the holy Gospel?

What is your answer, in the presence of all these witnesses?

Then I now declare you husband and wife.

May the God of all mercy, who has called you through His grace to the sanctity of marriage, bind you with his righteousness, love, and faithfulness, and give you His blessing.  Amen.

As a symbol of your love and faithfulness, you may now exchange your wedding rings. 

Marco, you may kiss the bride.  
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