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John and Mary are engaged. They have been going steady for some time, have developed 

a growing appreciation and love for each other, have prayed that the Lord would make plain to 

them whether they were meant for each other and have settled whatever differences there were 

between them in regard to their religious principles, church member ship and the like. John is 

elated at the thought that Mary has consented to become his wife. Mary is almost beside herself 

with joy as she displays proudly the ring that John gave her to seal their engagement. We share 

their joy on this wonderful occasion. 

These two people now enter into an entirely new phase of their lives. Their betrothal, or 

engagement, is, after all, a very serious matter. If one turns to Scripture, he finds that a betrothal 

had its own spiritual implications. The betrothal as such consisted of three acts. First, a contract 

was drawn up by the parents or by the friend of the bridegroom. There is no evidence that the 

prospective bride had any say in the matter. Think, for example, of Abraham, who sent his 

servant to Haran to obtain a wife for Isaac. We cannot help but admire this servant for his faith 

and humble trust in God. The mission he was sent out to accomplish was too big for him to 

handle, so he committed it into the hands of the Almighty. There is a lesson here for us. Second, 

the two families often met together to discuss the terms of the contract. In the case of Jacob and 

Leah, this was rather a one-sided deal. Laban had all the advantages and made the most of it, 

hiring Jacob for seven years to earn his daughter, and then by deceit, obtaining seven more years 

of service from his son-in-law. But the idea of a contract, of agreement, between the two families 

was common procedure. Third, there was payment of the dowry. (See Genesis 34:12, Exodus 

22:17). The money payment belonged at first to the family, but later the bride shared one third. 

Before the marriage proper, the bride-to-be stayed in the home of her parents. In the case of a 

virgin, one year elapsed before the wedding, in the case of a widow, at least thirty days. The 

prospective bridegroom and bride were considered virtually married, so that if either party 

wanted the engagement broken, a divorce process would have to be sought. This is evident from 

the incident of Joseph and Mary. Joseph could publicly have exposed Mary as a woman 

unfaithful to her vow, yet he was so reluctant to question her purity, that he preferred to put her 

away quietly. 

We should notice that Scripture makes betrothal a picture of God taking His Church, or 

His people, unto Himself. This is beautifully expressed in Ezekiel 16:8: "Now when I passed by 

thee, and looked at thee, behold, thy time was the time of love; and I spread my skirt over thee, 

and covered thy nakedness; yea, I sware unto thee, and entered into a covenant with thee, saith 

the Lord God, and thou becamest mine.” For Israel as a nation, this referred to the time when 

God looked at their affliction in Egypt, delivered them with a mighty hand, and established His 

covenant with them at Sinai. That, in turn, is a picture of our spiritual deliverance from the 

forlorn nakedness of our sins, into the redeeming grace of Christ, to be taken into intimate 

fellowship with our God forever. Also in this spiritual sense, our betrothal to God is inseparably 

bound up with the eternal marriage of Christ and His Bride. As far as the figure, “and I will 

spread my skirt over thee," is concerned, we find the same figure in Ruth 3:9, where it refers to 

Ruth’s request that Boaz take her to wife. 

All that has been said points to the binding power of an engagement. The word betrothal 

means literally, “To pledge one’s troth, or faithfulness, to another person’’. The same idea 



underlies the word engagement, which means, “To bind or bring under a pledge, as by oath, 

pledge, contract or promise”. The formality of an engagement has almost disappeared entirely. 

Not so many years ago, a suitor would have an understanding with his girlfriend, but would not 

actually become her fiancé without first consulting his parents, and them making a formal call on 

his girlfriend’s parents to gain their permission to marry their daughter. Only after this consent 

was granted, would she receive a ring. Much of this takes place informally today. No doubt, the 

couple do seek advice of their parents, or at least their tacit approval, and then the young man 

takes his girl out to dinner and presents her with a ring. The parents are informed of the 

engagement later. There is one danger in our present practice, and that is that we lose sight of the 

fact that an engagement is a vow of fidelity, as well as a promise to marry. There was a time, not 

even in the hoary past, when breaking an engagement was considered such a serious matter, that 

unless good reasons could be produced, the responsible party was held guilty before the church 

or breach of promise, a sin against the third commandment. Although this is not practiced today, 

we must, nevertheless, remember that a promise is a promise, an oath is an oath, a vow is a vow, 

none of which may be carelessly broken. 

Now the time has arrived for closer intimacy. Before the engagement, both parties 

dressed, as it were, in their Sunday best. Each had put on the very best front, in order to please 

the other, or to win the other. That time is past. Both recognize the other as more than a dear 

friend; they are prospective life mates. If any differences of a serious nature remain, they should 

be cleared up at once. It is to be expected that there will be sharp differences of opinion, of likes 

and dislikes, of background, of habits, which become more evident now than in the past. Two 

different lives do not readily mold into one, not even in marriage. These differences usually 

prove interesting, and pose no serious problem. God in His wisdom brings together two people 

who are sufficiently alike, yet also sufficiently different, that they complement each other, 

forming one whole, forming a balance wheel for each other as well. There may, however, appear 

serious character faults, which prove incorrect able. A prospective husband may show certain 

ambitions, aims in life which are contrary to a Christian walk, and may refuse to give up these 

ambitions. The young man may have a drinking habit, or a drug habit, or may be enslaved to foul 

and profane language. A girl may reveal that she abhors housework, dislikes children, and has 

her own selfish ambitions for the future. A girl may be domineering, determined to “rule the 

roost.” The young man may be ever so handsome and warm in his affections, the envy of all the 

girls around; the girl may be very attractive and appealing; but the time has come to face reality, 

the inward person, prayerfully and sincerely. The young man must not think that a trip to the 

altar is going to make a radical change in his fiancée. The motherly instinct in the woman must 

not give her the notion that her kindness and understanding can reform the man she sees in her 

future. My personal comment at this point would be that I have seen weddings which were much 

more painful to me than a funeral service. I would rather have brought one or the other to the 

grave than witness them taking a step that was bound to lead to disaster. My warnings were all 

too often proved well-grounded. It is better to agree to break an engagement than to continue 

together in what obviously can only be a sinful walk, which can never carry the approval of the 

Lord. There is one time when an oath is not binding, and that is, when we would sin against our 

God by carrying it out. Remember, love is not as blind as it is put up to be, and pure sentiment 

must not determine your future. 

This raises the subject of compatibility, about which much has been written in recent 

times. Various tests are improvised, discussion groups organized, visits to psychologists are 

scheduled, all in order to be certain that the two persons contemplating marriage are properly 



suited for each other, and to counsel them accordingly. The reason for this concern about 

compatibility must arise from the ever-increasing number of divorces, as well as from the many 

marital problems that vex and disrupt families. Some persons are so reluctant to bind themselves 

in marriage, that they prefer to live together without the formality of a marriage license. Others 

would like to marry on a contract basis, binding themselves for only a limited time, to be free to 

separate if their relationship proves wearisome or unsuccessful. There is no doubt about it that 

the rapid degeneration of the human race is making its inroads into marriage relationships. In the 

past, there were also those who did not get along as husband and wife, some of whom sought a 

divorce, but the majority of whom bore up with a bad situation. The world frowned upon 

breaking up a home, and the church considered this a censurable sin. Times have changed. Today 

separation and divorce have become so widespread that even the churches sympathize with a 

divorced person, considering that a divorce is a lesser sin than living together in disharmony. The 

hope is always cherished that the next venture may prove more successful. As covenant young 

people contemplating marriage, you should not allow these tragic experiences to fill your souls 

with fear. You have a security that the world does not have; which no one who dashes headlong 

into marriage with no greater idea than sexual satisfaction has. First, you have the love of God in 

your hearts, which is the basic bond of unity between you. Second, you have prayerfully 

committed your way to the Lord, so that you became engaged in the assurance that God brought 

you together in His goodness. (By the way, God also brings sinners together and unites them in 

marriage, but only in His sore displeasure.) Third, you both know that you are sinful saints, and 

that you both have your character sins, which you together will have to fight all your lives. 

Finally, you have learned to bring your own sins to the foot of the cross every day, and you know 

that you will have to go together to the cross whenever sin disturbs or disrupts the intimacy of 

your marriage. Never hesitate to admit when you are wrong, (one of the hardest things in the 

world to do), and be ready always to forgive each other, even as God in Christ has forgiven you. 

Be sure to visit your minister, maybe even a few times, not only to discuss your wedding plans, 

but also to have a frank and open talk about your future and what you may expect in married life. 

Above all, be sure to have your private devotions every day, presenting your concerns, your 

problems before the Lord, and seeking His guidance as you proceed toward an entirely new 

phase of your life. May I suggest that you read Genesis 24, taking particular note of verse 63 

which speaks of Isaac meditating in the field as he awaits the return of the servant who went to 

fetch him a wife from Haran? Prepare yourself for daily devotions together after you are married, 

for times when you can freely discuss your spiritual problems (which so many married couples 

ignore) as well as your physical concerns. Nothing keeps you closer together than keeping the 

lines of communication open with God before you are married, as well as afterward. 

This is the time to make your plans for the future. You buy your furniture, you plan your 

home, you receive your household gifts at showers, and you make the necessary arrangements 

for the future. You do that together, in order to learn each other’s likes and dislikes, and to mold 

your thinking into one. Particularly such questions as to which church you will belong, where is 

the most suitable place to live, what sort of home best serves your purpose, must be decided 

together, in full understanding of each other’s needs. You should also agree to have children, as 

many as the Lord may deem proper to entrust to you. The one serious, sinful error many young 

people of our day make is, that they agree to practice birth control until the opportune time 

arrives for having children. They agree that both will work until their home is well furnished and 

at least partially paid for. The mere agreement that both shall work until the First child arrives 

can lead to disaster. So often the wife enjoys that freedom of going out to her job, making her 



own money, buying luxuries she otherwise could not afford, keeping the job, the attachments, the 

friendships of the past, that she finds it extremely difficult, if not impossible, to give them up 

when a child in the home is long overdue. Birth control for carnal, selfish reasons is sin. In this 

day when planned families are not an impossibility, we must be able to give a good account to 

God how we have spaced our children and why. God instituted marriage for the very purpose of 

having children. It is the most natural thing in the world for a husband to want a son that looks 

like him, or a girl that is the exact image of her mother. It is more than the natural maternal 

instinct of a Christian wife to want to have a baby. In a covenant home, the consideration of 

bringing forth covenant seed, the Church of the future, far outweighs any other consideration. I 

have said before, that if my parents had waited to have children until they could “afford” them, 

they would never have had any. If they had followed the modern day pattern of insisting on a 

small family, I would never have been born, for I was the eighth child in a busy family. Again, if 

in the early years of my marriage, in which the depression of the thirties hit us with full force, 

my wife and I had asked whether we could afford children, our home would have remained 

childless. Apart from the sin which we would have committed, the lack of faith in God that we 

would have showed, we would have missed the real joy of our married life. Children are, indeed, 

a heritage of the Lord, an asset that makes the home complete, an assurance that we have not 

lived our lives in vain, a comfort especially in old age. The lonely people, even the lonely senior 

citizens, are those who never had children to brighten their lives. Planning your future includes 

planning to have children, and not postponing that until some convenient time in the future. 

Finally, a word of warning. Engagement time is a time of real intimacy, as it should be. 

You are preparing for your own exclusive future, which you hope to share together. This is the 

time to prove your love for each other by sexual restraint. Do not indulge in the sexual privileges 

which God has ordained only for the married. Do not let anyone tell you that you should 

experiment with sex to find out whether you are properly mated. The sex problems that you read 

so much about in the lovelorn columns originate in other marital problems, never in themselves. 

If you love one another in the fear of the Lord, you can resist temptation, resting assured that the 

Lord will bind you together in holy wedlock in His favor, which is your only sure guarantee for a 

happy marriage. Do not tempt each other beyond endurance. This is sin. When God gave us the 

seventh commandment, forbidding adultery and all related sins, He did not do this to lay a hard, 

virtually impossible burden upon us. He gave us that commandment as a rule of life, to make us 

happy and blessed in His fear. Also in this respect, it is joy to do His will. It really is. We bring 

upon ourselves untold misery, a bad conscience, distrust and suspicion, fear for the 

consequences, and many other griefs when we play with things holy and drag them into the 

cesspool of unrighteousness. If you love each other, as you say you do, respect each other’s 

morals, encourage each other to resist temptation, to stand firm in the right. Keep that marriage 

date a day to look forward to in all the purity of the children of God. Be happy that the white 

gown gives expression to your faithfulness to God and to each other. Wait with patience until the 

Lord reveals to you, that marriage is very really a holy institution, its bed spotless, and that even 

your sexual relationship in marriage is a most beautiful picture of the most intimate communion 

of life that we have with God in Christ Jesus. You will thank your God for years to come, if you 

pray now for a pure heart and a pure walk together. 

 

Next time: Preparing for the wedding 
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