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   “Doug O’Donnell is becoming one of the most edifying pastors of our time. I heartily recommend this wise and winsome set of comments on a biblical book beloved by many Christians through the ages but sorely neglected in the present. May God use this commentary to renew the courage of pastors in preaching the Song of Solomon once again.”

   Douglas A. Sweeney, Professor of Church History and the History of Christian Thought, Director of the Jonathan Edwards Center, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

   “The wisest man this side of the incarnate Christ, inspired by the Holy Spirit, on a topic that always grabs attention, in poetry, in the Bible—could it get any better than the Song of Songs? You won’t want to miss Doug O’Donnell’s exposition of the most sublime song.”

   Jim Hamilton, Assistant Professor of Biblical Studies, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; author, God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment

   “Song of Solomon is a delicate portion of Scripture, and Christians in our sex-crazed culture desperately need a biblical perspective on love and intimacy. Doug O’Donnell is a thoughtful, knowledgeable, reliable guide to this seldom-preached book. O’Donnell is himself a poet and scholar, sensitive to both the art and academic rigors of Solomon’s Song. He hits the mark of being exegetically accurate, thoroughly canonical, and boldly Christological.”

   James A. Johnston, Senior Pastor, Tulsa Bible Church, Tulsa, Oklahoma

   “These days the Song of Solomon is often treated on the one hand as merely a manual of practical teaching about sex and relationships that says nothing about Christ or, on the other hand, as a picture of the relationship between Christ and the church that says nothing to the marriages of ordinary men and women. Doug O’Donnell has given us a masterful exposition that unfolds the book’s very real wisdom for human relationships in a way that constantly and without allegory points us to the gospel. Highly recommended!”

   Iain Duguid, Professor of Old Testament, Grove City College; author, Numbers (Preaching the Word)

   “It is a rare commentary that stirs the emotions. But then it makes sense that a commentary that ably presents the Song of Solomon would lead the reader not only to think deeply, but also to feel deeply and to worship whole-heartedly. O’Donnell’s insights are fresh, clear, and personal, equipping readers to communicate the love of Christ for his bride from this ancient book in a compelling way.”

   Nancy Guthrie, author, Seeing Jesus in the Old Testament Bible study series

   “Our culture treats sex as an idol and the church often treats it as a taboo, rarely talking about it. This situation is a formula for disaster. We need more preaching and teaching in our churches, and the Song of Songs is an essential biblical resource that God has given us to lead us toward a godly theology and holy practice of sexuality. Doug O’Donnell has given us a profound, rich, and witty reflection on the Song that will encourage depth of understanding and motivation for right thinking and behavior. I recommend this book enthusiastically for everyone, but particularly for those who preach and teach the book in a church context.”

   Tremper Longman III, Robert H. Gundry Professor of Biblical Studies, Westmont College

   “Doug O’Donnell unfolds the Song of Solomon with personal and pastoral delight—and with attention to the poetic text and the biblical context. Into his exposition are woven warm-hearted exhortations, rich literary allusions, and a great deal of wit. This volume helps us celebrate the Bible’s celebration of married love.”

   Kathleen B. Nielson, Director of Women’s Initiatives, The Gospel Coalition; author and speaker, Living Word Bible studies

   “Simply brilliant! This is the book on the Song of Solomon I’ve been waiting for—funny, moving, powerful, provocative, rigorously faithful to the text, and utterly Christ-centered. Doug O’Donnell explains and applies this trickiest of books in a way which is always fresh, responsible, and captivating. As you read, you will be delighted and deeply challenged, and you will gasp at the incredible intimacy which God gives to his people, both in marriage and in knowing him forever. I know of no more helpful work on the Song of Solomon.”

   J. Gary Millar, Principal, Queensland Theological College; author, Now Choose Life

   “How absolutely refreshing, challenging, and affirming is Pastor O’Donnell’s in-depth study of this love song—this Middle Eastern, centuries-old, wedding song celebrating the truly free love between a man and a woman in marriage. It is God’s provision to sustain loving marriages and renew loveless ones. This Song was written to give wisdom to the unmarried to wait and to give the married the wisdom to warm up to each other again and again. Pastor O’Donnell lays down his own soul and writes in places, not only expositorily but also experientially, and the reader gasps. Here is a man who is as tender and as bold as the author of the Song of Songs. So with testimony and Biblical insight we are wonderfully led to the gospel, to God-breathed love that changes everything.”

   Wendell Hawley, Pastor emeritus, College Church, Wheaton, Illinois; author, 
       A Pastor Prays for His People

   “Douglas O’Donnell has a special gift in integrating careful exegesis, poetic sensitivity, theological reflection, and relevant application, all seasoned with vivid language and winsome humor. His commentary on the Song of Solomon opens up the richness of this delightful book, which unfortunately is too little preached and too little understood today.”

   Daniel J. Estes, Distinguished Professor of Old Testament, Cedarville University
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   To 

     Emily 

   my sister, my bride, my friend

 

 

  

 Who is that coming up from the wilderness, 

   leaning on her beloved?

 Under the apple tree I awakened you. 

   There your mother was in labor with you; 

   there she who bore you was in labor.

 Set me as a seal upon your heart, 

   as a seal upon your arm, 

   for love is strong as death, 

   jealousy is fierce as the grave. 

   Its flashes are flashes of fire, 

   the very flame of the LORD. 

   Many waters cannot quench love, 

   neither can floods drown it. 

   If a man offered for love 

   all the wealth of his house, 

   he would be utterly despised.

 S O N G   O F   S O L O M O N   8:5–7
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   A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

   There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

   There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

   What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

   The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

   The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

   Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

   The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

   R. Kent Hughes

 


 

 
   Preface

   When Kent Hughes asked me to write this commentary, I had mixed feelings. I was, of course, very honored. What an honor to be a part of the Preaching the Word series, and what an honor to be trusted with this tricky text and its touchy themes. But I was also humbled. For how does one preach through a book in which every section raises structural questions, every phrase has philological complexities, and every verse contains metaphors that leap like seven young stags in seven different directions (metaphorically speaking, of course)? And how does one show the bones of a text (poetic structure, parallelisms, etc.), yet leave enough flesh for the text to remain warm and stay alive? At times I wished I’d been assigned a more scientific commentary, where I could dissect, to the best of my ability, each exegetical issue; other times I wished I’d been given a brush and paint (God knows I can’t paint, but if I could) and had been asked to capture the essence of each beautiful scene. But in the end I have done all I could do. Lord willing, I have mixed science with art adequately enough for you to hear something of each individual note without losing the cadence, tune, and voice of Solomon’s greatest song.

   The extensive endnotes were necessary, I felt, both to explain more fully how and why I reached my conclusions and to acknowledge the scholars whose shoulders I gratefully and gleefully climbed upon to complete this work. Obviously the men cited most often are those I deemed most helpful. Buy their work. Support their labors.

   I would be remiss if I did not thank Emily Gerdts for her proofreading and formatting of the manuscript and Matt Newkirk for his careful and skillful editing of it. I also thank New Covenant Church for eagerly receiving the Word of God opened and taught each week. These sermons were a joy to preach to you!

   Lastly but firstly, I acknowledge my dear wife, Emily. This book is not dedicated to you out of necessity (who else does a married man dedicate a commentary on the Song of Solomon to but his wife?), but out of sincere and deep love. I am both honored and humbled to be your husband.

   Douglas O’Donnell

   St. Valentine’s Day, 2011

 


  


 
   1

   Understandest Thou What Thou Readest?

   THE SONG OF SOLOMON 1:1

   The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s.

   1:1
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   UNDERSTANDEST THOU WHAT THOU READEST? is the King James version of Acts 8:30b.

   Acts 8:26–39 tells the story of the conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch. In the middle of that story, the evangelist Philip overhears this man reading from the prophet Isaiah:

 

  
    	        
    	Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter

    

  
    	 
    	    
    	and like a lamb before its shearer is silent,
  

  
    	        
    	    
    	so he opens not his mouth.
  

  
    	        
    	In his humiliation justice was denied him.
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	Who can describe his generation?
  

  
    	        
    	For his life is taken away from the earth. (Acts 8:32, 33, quoting Isaiah 53:7, 8)
    





 
   Philip asked him, “Do you understand what you are reading?” (v. 30), or as the King James Version phrases it, “Understandest thou what thou readest?” The eunuch replied, “How can I, unless someone guides me?”1

   Like the book of Isaiah, the Song of Solomon (or the Song of Songs, as I will call it throughout this commentary) can be a difficult book to comprehend. The ninth-century Jewish rabbi Saadia likened the Song to “a lock for which the key had been lost.”2 The nineteenth-century German Lutheran Hebraist Franz Delitzsch wrote, “The Song is the most obscure book of the Old Testament. Whatever principle of interpretation one may adopt, there always remains a number of inexplicable passages.”3 More recently, Marvin Pope comments, “[N]o composition of comparable size in world literature has provoked and inspired such a volume and variety of comment and interpretation as the biblical Song of Songs.”4 Daniel Estes adds, “Scholars vary widely on nearly every part of its interpretation. . . . Virtually every verse presents challenges in text, philology, image, grammar or structure.”5

   My favorite example of perspicuity angst comes from Christopher W. Mitchell, who begins his commentary, published in 2003, by reviewing the history of his study of the Song: “My fascination with the Song of Songs began in 1978 . . . when I took a graduate class on its Hebrew text at the University of Wisconsin—Madison. That fascination grew under the tutelage of my doctoral advisor, Professor Michael V. Fox.” Mitchell goes on to talk about how he has read commentaries and articles, preached and taught, and since 1992 worked earnestly on his 1,300-page commentary on the Song. He has worked almost thirty years on the Song, but then he writes in his preface about his desire to spend another decade to “delve more deeply into . . . this most difficult book of sacred Scripture.”6

   Scholars who disagree on much of the Song all agree it’s a tough text. Thus the need for a guide to uncoil its complexities, solve its riddles, and find that lost key to unlock its door. In this first study I seek to offer some basic directions to help us navigate through the often dark (but so beautiful) waters of Solomon’s Song. By means of setting four guideposts in place, I hope to open God’s Word, as Philip did, and “beginning with this Scripture,” teach you “the good news about Jesus” (Acts 8:35), revealing to you something of the meaning of the “mystery” of marriage (Ephesians 5:32).

   Guidepost One: This Is a Song . . .

   We start with the first guidepost: This is a song.

   Our text begins, “The Song . . .” (1:1a). The significance of this simple observation is that it identifies the genre. This is not a letter, gospel, law book, prophecy, or apocalyptic revelation. This is a song. And a song (this is what I’ve learned after many years of study) is written to be sung. (Aren’t you glad I’m your guide?)

   Perhaps this Song was originally written to be sung during the seven-day marriage festival.7 We know that Israelite wedding celebrations lasted this long from Genesis 29:27 and Judges 14:12 and from extra-Biblical Jewish history; and we know from Jeremiah that singing was part of these festivities—“the voice of mirth and the voice of gladness, the voice of the bridegroom and the voice of the bride” (Jeremiah 7:34).8

   Thus, following the lead of Duane Garrett,9 I envision the following scenario: Just as there were professional singers and musicians for temple worship (e.g., 2 Chronicles 29:28), so I envision professional singers and musicians poised to sing and play for these week-long weddings. And each day as the bride and groom come out of their chambers, the wine is served, the music begins, and the singers sing. The soprano starts, “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth! For your love is better than wine” (1:2). Then, over the sweet strum of the harp, the tenor softly serenades, “Behold, you are beautiful, my love” (1:15). And throughout the song, as the soprano and tenor call back and forth, from time to time other voices join in—like a chorus in a Greek play or a choir in an oratorio. These voices are comprised of the young maidens, “the daughters of Jerusalem” as our text calls them.

   That’s what I envision day after day for seven days, a perfect celebration of the new creation of man and wife as one. Whether or not you envision precisely what I envision matters little. What matters most is that you see the Song as a song, which means music and singing and implies some sort of public celebration.

   This also means that this song is not primarily intended to be preached in church or taught in a classroom, but to be sung; and the fact that we don’t sing it (or some paraphrase of it) is only to our shame. This is a God-inspired love song! So I suggest we start some new traditions. Let’s write songs about the Song. Let’s sing those songs at Christian weddings. Let’s sing them during the reception. Let’s sing them as the couple is whisked away to their honeymoon. Let’s follow them to the hotel and serenade them for seven days! This is a song!

   Furthermore, when you think song you must think poem or lyric poetry. “This is a song” is the same as saying, “This is a poem set to music.” This is obvious everywhere,10 even in the first verse. Our song begins with a poetic device called consonance: “The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s.” Do you hear the repeated s sound in the initial consonants: Song . . . Songs . . . Solomon. In Hebrew, a similar sh sound is heard: shir hashirim asher lishlomoh.11

   Herein the potential danger lies. We can read and teach the Song, forgetting or neglecting its poetry and quickly run from alliterations to applications. The cry for practical propositions beckons the preacher. It is important that we learn real-life lessons from each poetic pericope. But it is likewise important (nay, necessary) to first understand and feel the power and play of words, what only poetry can do to the human heart and imagination. For there is a difference between saying,

   She walks in beauty, like the night

   Of cloudless climes and starry skies;

   And all that’s best of dark and bright

   Meet in her aspect and her eyes.

   Thus mellowed to that tender light

   Which heaven to gaudy day denies.12

   and saying,

   A woman in a black dress with shiny beads looked pretty when she walked by.

   There’s a difference between saying,

   Pease porridge hot, pease porridge cold,

   Pease porridge in the pot, nine days old;

   Some like it hot, some like it cold,

   Some like it in the pot, nine days old.

   and saying,

   If the pea pudding has been in the pot for nine days, no thanks, I’ll pass.13

   If you turn that simple nursery rhyme into a statement, it loses its punch. Take the poetic structure out—8 syllables, 9 syllables, 8 syllables, 9 syllables—the poetic devices—alliteration (the p-words), assonance (the o-sound), and the rhyme scheme (hot/pot . . . cold/old)—and you take away the point of the poem: to make you laugh.

   The Song of Songs is a song. Thus, as we study each poetic section, I will ask, what is the poetry doing? And together we will try to feel the poetry before we act upon its message.14 I’ll ask you, in a sense (and with your senses), to smell the myrrh, frankincense, and aloes, to touch the polished ivory, to taste the wine and apples, to hear the flowing streams, to see the gazelles leaping over the mountains . . . yes, to feel the flashes of fire, the very flame of the Lord.

   Guidepost Two: . . . a Song about Human Love

   That’s the first guidepost: this is a song. Here’s the second guidepost: this is a song about human love set in the context of marriage.

   I’ll deal with the second part of that sentence first. I’ve already said that this is a wedding song (also called an epithalamium), but let me now defend that claim. We know it’s a wedding song from the cultural context—the sexual revolution of the 1960s hadn’t yet reached Jerusalem in 960 B.C. In that place and time, there were only two kinds of love: truly free love between a man and a woman in marriage, and sexual slavery, which is found in adultery and fornication.15

   So we know this is a wedding song from the cultural context (i.e., in Israel only sex within marriage was celebrated), but also from the language of the Song itself. After the word “wedding” is used in 3:11 (as the wedding day of Solomon is used as a foil), the word “bride” is used of the young woman six times in the next seventeen verses, in chapters 4 and 5. This is the heart of the Song, the section that undoubtedly describes sexual relations.16 Further support for this marriage-song thesis is found in the language of a permanent pledge, such as “set me as a seal upon your heart” (8:6) or “my beloved is mine, and I am his” (2:16a; cf. 7:5; 8:4).17

   Thus this is a wedding song that is naturally about what weddings celebrate—human love. On the back cover of Tom Gledhill’s excellent commentary we read these words:

   At first reading the Song of Songs appears to be an unabashed celebration of the deeply rooted urges of physical attraction, mutual love and sexual consummation between a man and a woman. Tom Gledhill maintains that the Song of Songs is in fact just that—a literary, poetic exploration of human love that strongly affirms loyalty, beauty and sexuality in all their variety.

   If you didn’t know and weren’t influenced by the history of the interpretation of the Song and simply read the Song as is, you would likely surmise—with phrases like “kiss me,” “his right hand embraces me,” “your two breasts are like two fawns,” and so on—that this is erotic poetry set within the ethical limits of the marriage bed.18 However, the near consensus of both Jewish and Christian interpretation for at least 1,600 years was that the Song of Songs is not about human love (at all), but divine love. That is, it sings of God’s love for Israel and/or Christ’s love for the Church or the individual Christian soul.

   The reason for this seems to be the presupposition that human sexual love is an inappropriate topic for Scripture. Nicholas of Lyra (1270–1349) could speak of the love between a bride and groom as “proper” but not the proper subject of Scripture and thus not of this Song. Such fleshly love even within marriage has, in his words, “a certain dishonorable and improper quality about it.”19 Similarly, Theodoret of Cyrus (c. 393–c. 457) wrote that those who give the Song a “corporeal [fleshly] interpretation” have committed an “awful blasphemy.”20

   This explains why—from Origen of Alexandria to Charles Spurgeon of London, from the medieval mystics to the American Puritans—Christians allegorized every jot and tittle of the Song, each thigh and breast and kiss and consummation. For example, one commentator said that the phrase “while the king was on his couch” (1:12) referred to “the gestation period of Christ in the womb of Mary,” and the “sachet of myrrh that lies between [the bride’s] breasts” (1:13) symbolizes “Christ in the soul of the believer, who lies between the great commands to love God and one’s neighbor.”21 Those allegories are orthodox (and certainly Christ centered and thus edifying), but they are also exegetically absurd22 and potentially theologically dangerous.

   It is dangerous when Christian commentators, theologians, and pastors think there is a radical dichotomy between the sacred and the secular—praying is sacred; kissing is secular. When we believe that sexuality is the antithesis of spirituality, and that there is a great chasm between eros and agape,23 we are in danger of losing not only our witness to the world—“What? Your religion has nothing to say about sex except that it is bad?”24—but also vital tenets of the Christian faith—the incarnation (John 1:1, 14), the bodily resurrection (1 Corinthians 6:12–20; 15), and the new heavens and new earth (2 Peter 3:13).

   Following Marvin Pope’s analogy, I liken the history of interpretation to Hans Christian Andersen’s children’s tale The Emperor’s New Clothes.25 Just as the emperor’s ministers and subjects affirmed that he was indeed wearing clothes (when he was not), interpreters kept telling themselves and their readers that the Song is solely about spiritual love (when it’s not). But just as a child saw the reality of the situation—the emperor is naked!—so do we see that the characters in the Song are naked. They are naked and unashamed. And today we should share their lack of shame. For the Song is a song that Adam could have sung in the garden when Eve arose miraculously from his side; and it remains a song that we can and should sing in the bedroom, the church, and the marketplace of ideas.

   Don’t get me wrong here. Its lyrics about tasting and touching are “candid but not crude.”26 They are not prudish, but neither are they immodest. Thus, they are far removed from the sexual anarchy and idiocy of our Top 40 music, as well as the crass love poetry of the ancient Near East. The Song has this beautiful balance: it has adult content, but it is adolescent appropriate. It is not X-rated; it is rated PG—parental (and pastoral) guidance recommended. This Song guides us to see with Scriptural sensibilities that the earth is crammed with Heaven,27 that the way of a man with a woman is “too wonderful” (Proverbs 30:18, 19), and that marriage is not simply a concession to the necessity of procreation but an affirmation of the beauty, chastity, and sacredness of human love. Amen and amen.

   This is a song about human love set in the context of marriage. There you have it. I’ve pounded that second (sadly necessary) guidepost into place.

   Guidepost Three: . . . Found in the Bible

   With our second guidepost in place, let me quickly add the third lest we get off course. Just because I think this Song is about human love does not mean I think a-theologically about it, that it has nothing to say about God’s love for us or our love for God.

   This is not an English poem scribbled on the New York City subway. It is a Hebrew poem, and there is no Hebrew literature of this era that is nonreligious. The Song is constructed of imagery that borrows heavily from the rest of the Old Testament. For example, when we read the garden imagery in 4:12—5:1, it’s right and natural for us to think of Eden; or when we read about the theme of intoxicating love in 1:2, the command of Proverbs 5:19 to be “intoxicated always in her [a wife’s] love” ought to come to mind. This Song of Scripture is saturated with other Scriptural language.

   The Song of Songs uses Hebrew words, Hebrew names, Hebrew places, and Hebrew poetic devices and has a Hebrew author—“The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s” (1:1). That last word—“Solomon’s”—sets this Song within a historical and theological context. So here’s the third guidepost: This is a song about human love set in the context of marriage that is found in the Bible. What I mean is that the Song of Songs cannot be read properly if it is read outside of its canonical context. We must read its positive marriage imagery in contrast to Israel’s unfaithfulness as depicted in the prophets—that while God rejoices over his people as “the bridegroom rejoices over the bride” (Isaiah 62:5), Israel spoils the honeymoon with her spiritual promiscuity and adultery: see the story of Hosea, and read the forthright language of Ezekiel (16:7, 8), Jeremiah (2:2, 19, 20), and Isaiah (54:5–8). And whether we think there are no allusions or a thousand allusions to the Song in the New Testament,28 we must read it in light of the person and work of Jesus, the very compass of the Christian canon, the one whom John the Baptist calls “the bridegroom” (John 3:29; cf. Matthew 9:14, 15) and Paul our “one husband” (2 Corinthians 11:2), the one whose kingdom and consummation is like a wedding feast (Matthew 22:2; Revelation 19:7).

   The Song is a song about human love set in the context of marriage that is found in the Bible, and the Bible has as its ultimate reference point Jesus—his birth, life, teachings, miracles, sufferings, death, resurrection, ascension, mediation, and return.

   Perhaps an illustration will help you see what I’m saying. If you were to read C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia, and you didn’t know that Lewis was a Christian and used Christian symbolism and parts of the plot of the Bible, then you might never see Aslan, who dies and rises and rules, as a Christ-figure. You might just think he’s a lion who talks, a neat character in a nice children’s tale. But those who know something about the author and his intentions see more of what he wanted his readers to see—the story beneath the story. You see, the story of Jesus opens our eyes to the subtle details of those Narnian adventures.

   Similarly, knowing the story of Jesus opens our eyes to the story of the Song. The love celebrated here has as its source and ultimate illustration Jesus Christ; the loyalty, beauty, and intimacy of human love depicted in this Song point to “that Love that undergirds all of reality and in whose Presence alone all longing can be satisfied.”29

   Therefore, with this third guidepost in place, throughout these studies I will seek, without exaggerating analogies, to be exegetically accurate, thoroughly canonical, and thus “boldly Christological.”30 For I assure you that literary merit and guileless veneration of human sexuality are not the reasons you find love’s soft and idyllic voice between Ecclesiastes and Isaiah.

   Guidepost Four: . . . Written to Give Us Wisdom

   Our fourth and final guidepost is about wisdom. This is a song (guidepost one) about human love (guidepost two) found in the Bible (guidepost three) written to give us wisdom (guidepost four).

   I say “wisdom” because we can rightly categorize the Song of Songs as Wisdom Literature, thus fitting in with the books of Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes. The most obvious reason I say this is because of 1:1, which reads, “The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s.” This is Solomon, the king of Israel, but also the wisest of men, the supreme sage of the Wisdom Literature of the Bible.

   In the Christian canon, the order goes Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs. Proverbs begins, “The proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of Israel” (1:1).31 Ecclesiastes begins, “The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem” (1:1) = Solomon?32 Finally, the Song of Songs starts, “The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s” (1:1). Now, the part translated “which is Solomon’s” could indicate:

   Dedication: to or for Solomon

   Subject matter: about Solomon

   Affinity: in the Solomonic literary tradition

   Authorship: by Solomon33

   I take the traditional view,34 the most natural linguistic view,35 that Solomon was the author.36 I take this Song as one of Solomon’s 1,005 songs (see 1 Kings 4:32). As the superlative superscription states, the “song of (all) the songs,”37 it is the very best of all of his prolific songwriting labors.38

   I also side with the medieval Jewish scholar Rashi that Solomon wrote this Song not in his youth but in his old age39 and that he did so as an act of contrition. In other words, in view of his idolatrous, polygamous relationships that led his heart away from the Lord (1 Kings 1–11) and away from sexual purity and marital intimacy (it’s hard to be truly intimate with 700 wives), he sets himself up as the foil in this Song (as we shall see),40 and thus he writes this greatest of his songs in a distant “self-deprecating tone”41 to say to his first readers and to us, “Listen, on this matter of marriage, do as I say, not as I did.”42 Put differently, he says, “Don’t emulate my love life. Emulate theirs—this imaginary (or real?) couple. Emulate their simple, monogamous, faithful, passionate love for each other.”43

   That’s what I think. But whether you hold this particular view or not,44 you ought to hold the view that the Song is part of the wisdom corpus,45 based partly on its association with Solomon, but also on the wisdom admonition that functions as a kind of refrain throughout the Song: “I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem . . . [do] not stir up or awaken love until it pleases.” That refrain is first found in 2:7 and then also in 3:5 and 8:4.

   Besides that wisdom admonition, there is another subtle refrain, what I call a wisdom admission: “My beloved is mine, and I am his” which is found in various forms in 2:16, 6:3, and 7:10. These two refrains function as a double-sided, serrated key that helps unlock the front door of the Song. They are that important! They are important because they highlight that this is a unified poem, not a collection of random poems pasted together, and because they direct us to the wisdom that Solomon seeks to give to two different groups: the married and the unmarried.

   The primary target audience is the unmarried, specifically single young women, “the daughters of Jerusalem.” Thrice the refrain begins, “I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem.”

   These “daughters” are the “virgins” mentioned in 1:3 or “the young women” in 2:2.46 They might be viewed as “bridesmaids,”47 but they certainly should be understood as young Israelite women (of Jerusalem—Israel’s city girls and “local lasses”).48 It addresses women of marriageable age,49 whose bodies are ripe for sexual love (ages ten to fifteen),50 who desire marital intimacy but are still unmarried.51

   These girls are admonished to wait for sexual intimacy. Their bodies are saying “yes.” Their instincts for intimacy are saying “yes.” Their suitors might even be saying “yes” (or at least “please”). But they are admonished to say “no.” The wisdom message to these young women is to wait. Virgins, stay virgins . . . not forever, but for now. Wait for marriage. That’s wisdom. That’s the simple wisdom offered in this complex book.

   Now notice how Solomon artistically does this. The admonition does not come through the voice of a celibate prophet, a learned rabbi, a stern sage, or even a father or mother (as is common in the Wisdom Literature), but through the voice of a newlywed—the bride, a former daughter of Jerusalem herself, one of their peers. This is a book about peer pressure at its Biblical best! Yes, the protagonist in this poem is a young bride.52 And this newly married woman comes out of her wedding chamber, love scene after love scene (as we shall see), to tell the young ladies, “Wait for this—what I’m enjoying. Wait for this—it’s worth it. Cool your passions now, and arouse them later, when it’s time.” You see, the daughters of Jerusalem who hover around this “poetic drama” (they seem never to leave the scene) are the key to understanding the purpose of this whole wisdom poem.53

   Let me make this as clear as possible. I’ll set this in the context of the Wisdom Literature. The book of Proverbs can be called “a book for boys.” The word “son” is used over forty times; the word “daughter” is never used. “My son, stay away from that kind of girl, and don’t marry this kind of girl. But marry and save yourself for that girl—Proverbs 31:10–31.” That’s how the book ends, quite intentionally, for Proverbs is a book for boys. The Song of Songs is a book for girls. And its message to girls is, “patience then passion” or “uncompromised purity now; unquenchable passion then.” I’ll put it this way: In Proverbs the young lad is told to take a cold shower. In the Song of Songs the young lassie is told to take a cold shower.

   However, also in the Song of Songs the married couples (children, close your eyes now)—the newlyweds and not so newlyweds—are told to take a warm shower . . . together. I mean it. God’s Word means it. The shower part is optional; the passion part is not. There are two refrains to the Song: one is to the unmarried (young women especially, but also young men); the other is to the married. That second refrain goes like this: “My beloved is mine, and I am his.” This addresses mutual compatibility, absolute intimacy—two becoming one.

   In an indirect and impressionistic manner, this second wisdom admonition functions as an invitation to intimacy. In Titus 2:3, 4 Paul instructs the older women to “train the young women to love their husbands.” Here in the Song, the young woman (the bride) trains the older women to love their husbands. That is, the Song is a like a splash of cold water that some of us old lovers need thrown on our faces. Or, to change metaphors and mix a few from the Song itself, it’s like the wind that rekindles a flame that is dying out: “Awake, O north wind . . . come, O south wind! Blow . . .” (4:16)—blow this fizzling spark into an undying flame.

   So, the Song asks the Christian couple: How’s your love life? Is your wedding bed dead or alive? Is it as cold as a frozen pond in February or as hot as the Florida sand in August? You see, reading, studying, listening to, and feeling the Song of Songs is like attending a wedding and witnessing the ripeness and rightness of young love. This Song is God’s provision to sustain loving marriages and renew loveless ones. It is his provision for increased intimacy that reflects the intimacy of Christ’s love for the Church, an intimacy that makes the world turn its head to view our marriages and say, “So, that’s the gospel. I see it now. Your love—God’s love. I get it. What must I do to be made wise unto salvation? What must I do to share in that intimacy?”

   The Song was written to give us wisdom: to the unmarried, the wisdom to wait; to the married, the wisdom to warm up to each other again . . . and again and again.

   My Summary in Sum

   We have begun our journey through this difficult book. And as your guide I have put down four guideposts:

   
     	This is a song

     	About human love

     	Found in the Bible

     	Written to give us wisdom.

   

   Now, I won’t ask you yet, “Understandest thou what thou readest?” But I do hope that each step of the way, study after study, your vision of Solomon’s Song becomes clearer and clearer.

   So, on we journey.

 


  


  2

  Better Than Wine

  THE SONG OF SOLOMON 1:2–4

  Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth! For your love is better than wine.

  1:2

  [image: ]

   

  EACH DAY BEFORE SCHOOL, I gather my children for Bible time. I read a short passage from the Bible and then ask them some questions based on it. When I began preparing for this sermon series in the spring of 2010, I read through a number of commentaries. One morning at breakfast Evelyn, my six-year-old at the time, came up to me and asked, “What are you reading?” I said, “A commentary. It’s a book that talks about the Bible.” Now, in this commentary there was a verse indented from the rest of the text. Evelyn pointed to that verse and said, “Why don’t we just read that verse for Bible time?” It was Song 1:4, as translated by Richard S. Hess, the commentator. Here’s part of Hess’s translation:

  We will indeed rejoice and be happy for you.

  We will indeed recall your lovemaking more than wine.1

  I told Evelyn we would read something else.

  Afterward I was just glad she didn’t approach me the day before when I was reading Ariel and Chana Bloch’s translation of 1:2:

  Kiss me, make me sdrunk with your kisses!2

  It’s hard to explain to my six-year-old daughter how the two things that I will do my best in the next decade to teach her to avoid—kissing boys and comparing such kissing to alcoholic consumption—made it into God’s Holy Word, and that they are fitting for our Bible time as a church, but not her Bible time as a child.

  In this study, as we move from the tame title—“The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s” (1:1)—into the titillating text of 1:2–4, I want you to note that there is “no gradual acclimation” into this Song’s theme.3 The Song does not warm us up to the ideas ahead. Instead it’s a baptism by fire. Twentieth-century film director Sam Goldwyn once suggested that “for a successful film you need to start with an earthquake and then work up to the climax!”4 Well, here’s an earthquake of eros.

  Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth! (1:2a)

  That’s how it starts! Rupert of Deutz (c. 1075–1129), the medieval Benedictine monk, wrote concerning this verse: “What means this cry, so loud, so startling?”5 Charles Simeon (1759–1836), the famous vicar of Holy Trinity Church Cambridge, said, “The abruptness with which the poem opens is very remarkable.”6 Indeed it was so very remarkable that first-century Jewish rabbis warned the young men of their congregations not to read the Song until they turned thirty. And Christian preacher Adam Clarke counseled pastors, saying, “I advise all young preachers to avoid preaching on Solomon’s Song.”7 This is indeed a delicate and dangerous portion of Scripture. And left to the immature imagination or a godless guide, these inspired words, which were written to make us wise unto salvation—to teach, correct, rebuke, and train us in righteousness (and in love!)—could have the opposite effect.

  Yes, what a way to start! It’s an earthquake of eros. But it’s also a “beginning without a beginning,” as Bernard of Clairvaux put it.8 That is, we are introduced to this theme of physical love, but we are not told about the love story. Who is speaking? Who is her man? What is their history? Are they married?

  All this is intentional. It’s not that their love story is unimportant; rather it’s that the tone of their love is of primary importance. We will get bits and pieces of their story as the Song unfolds, but here we start with a full-blown flame, a tone that we’re to touch. The earth is shaking. The house is on fire. She wants to be kissed—“Let him kiss me” (v. 2)—and she gets more than just his lips: “The king has brought me into his chambers” (v. 4). And then this short opening scene ends with the choir of virgins rising and singing, “We will exult and rejoice . . . in your love,” or as Hess puts it, “in your lovemaking.” There you have it. Welcome to the Song of Songs. It’s the hottest book in the Bible.

  What Is the Poetry Doing?

  John Milton said that true poetry is “simple, sensuous, and passionate.”9 If so, the Song is certainly true poetry. And this opening poem (1:2–4) is true poetry indeed! In what follows, let me explain this true poem and then attempt to truly apply it.

  The poem begins with a woman’s voice. Thus the ESV, like many translations, places “SHE” above vv. 2–4b and then “OTHERS” above v. 4cde. We know it is a woman talking about a man from the gender of the words used—“Let him kiss me with . . . his mouth.” The speaker of verses 2–4b later describes herself with the feminine adjectives in verse 5, confirming that it is a woman talking about her man.

  This woman, about whom we will learn more in the next study, is the main speaker throughout this Song—though we never learn quite as much about her as we would like. (There is poetic intention to the vague character descriptions: This woman and man represent every woman and every man who have ever been in love;10 if you say too much about a character, you limit his or her appeal to a broader audience. This couple appeals to all.) She speaks 53 percent of the time, the man 34 percent, and the others, including the “daughters of Jerusalem,” 13 percent of the time.11 Thus David Hubbard rightly calls her “the star of the Song.”12

  This star begins her first solo with a provocative plea. This ancient woman boldly invites intimacy. She is neither passive nor weak; she is neither silent nor shy. Colorfully and with unbridled expression, she voices her longings and sheer delight in the joyful prospect of the wedding night experience. She wants to be kissed, “and not just a formal peck on the cheek from cold,” apathetic lips,13 but a kiss that is warm and long and loving (and perhaps not limited to her lips!).14 “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth!” (1:2a).

  The sequence of the verb “kiss” with the noun “kisses” provides a nice poetic effect, but the context provides clarity as to what kind of kiss she wants. This is not a kiss of honor for a king (“you may kiss my ring”), or a kiss of peace for a fellow believer (the “greet one another with a holy kiss” of the New Testament), or a kiss of friendship or familial affection (“Oh, Aunt Gertrude, so good to see you”). This is a romantic kiss.15 This is the climax of the wedding celebration—“You may kiss your bride”—where the first public kiss turns into many private kisses that continue into the bridal chamber and onto the wedding bed and on through the wedding night.

  Next, she moves from his lips to his love. She wants to be kissed, not merely because his kissing is so great, but because his love is so great: “For your love [not, your kiss] is better than wine” (1:2b). With this metaphor of wine she stays very tactile. His love is like something you can touch and taste and smell. Wine is something sweet and aromatic, and the overall effect is intoxicating. That’s what his love is like.

  However, unlike other poetry, she does not employ this metaphor of wine (mentioned seven times in this Song)16 merely because it connotes intoxication. An Egyptian love song from 1300 B.C. says,

  I kiss her,

  her lips open,

  and I am drunk

  without a beer.17

  More recently, Pablo Neruda wrote,

  Drunk as drunk on turpentine

  From your open kisses.18

  Instead of drunkenness, she uses the metaphor of wine to connote pleasure. In the Bible, wine often symbolizes pleasure or the greatest earthly delights, as in Psalm 104:15 where wine is said to “gladden the heart of man,” or Judges 9:13, where “wine,” we learn, “cheers God and men.”19 Jesus first manifested his glory by turning water to wine at a wedding (John 2:1–11); and he showed humanity the joy that he alone can bring to earth, a joy we celebrate in the Lord’s Supper, our “love feast” of bread and wine (cf. 1 Corinthians 11:17–34), and a joy we will celebrate eternally at the Messianic banquet, where the finest wine will never run out.

  In verse 3 she continues her praise by moving from a physical description to a nonphysical one, as she did in verse 2, from the way he smells (“your anointing oils are fragrant”) to his character (“your name is oil poured out; therefore virgins love you”). Sexual attraction, as perfume companies well know, comes as often through our noses as through our eyes. Her lover would have worn perfumes to mask his natural body odor. So the oils of the perfume and the oils of his body likely produced a scent that was uniquely his, a scent that now represents his very person.

  When my wife is gone and I’m sleeping alone, I have on occasion rolled over onto her pillow and given it a whiff because her pillow has her smell, which I like. Sometimes in secret, as I’m picking out clothes to wear for Sunday morning, I lift one of her dresses to my nose and take it all in. That’s my Emily. I love her smell.

  Now, let’s move past my strange smelling obsessions, as this young woman does her lover’s smell. Beyond this physical, sensuous attraction, she is likewise attracted by the fragrance of her lover’s name. In the Bible, one’s name represents one’s character (e.g., 1 Samuel 25:25; Ruth 4:14). We are baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit (Matthew 28:19), and there is no other name than Jesus under Heaven given among men by which we must be saved (see Acts 4:11, 12). What she is saying here is that his name—his fine reputation and noble character—is irresistibly attractive to her.

  So the physical fragrance of his perfume and the metaphorical fragrance of his character overwhelm her. Thus she continues her plea:

 
  

  
    	        
    	Draw me after you; let us run.

    

  
    	        
    	    
    	The king has brought me into his chambers. (1:4)
  






  Her refrain throughout this Song is to wait for love. Three times she addresses her virgin bridesmaids, “[Do] not stir up or awaken love until it pleases” (2:7; 3:5; 8:4). But she has waited all her life for this moment—for her wedding day; thus, she is now justifiably impatient. Now is the time for her to arouse and awaken love.

  However, note that as much as she has been aggressive—“kiss me . . . draw me”—she hasn’t reversed traditional gender roles. She asks the man to come and kiss her and whisk her away.20 There is actually a beautiful give and take. She is not like the leading ladies in today’s movies. She doesn’t pull his tie and kiss him deeply. No, she pulls his tie and says, “Kiss me deeply.” Then she waits willingly for him to come and carry her into his chambers, the bridal chambers, his bedroom (1 King 1:15; cf. Judges 15:1; Joel 2:16). Yes, it’s like the old picture of the groom lifting his bride over the threshold into their new house, kicking the door closed with his foot.

  As we move to the final lines of this opening poem, I want you to notice some of the subtle poetic details. For example, see how she shifts from addressing her lover in the third person to addressing him in the second—“him” has turned into “you.” This occurs in the middle of verse 2 and remains until verse 4a. This slight grammatical alteration, a common device found in Hebrew poetry,21 is used to enhance the intimacy of the scene, an intimacy that grows with each verse.

  She begins, “Let him kiss me.” That sounds far off, as if she is calling out from her balcony. Then she says “your”—“your love . . . your anointing oils . . . your name.” He is close enough to hear her. But then . . . then he’s there! You “draw me after you.” You take me away. Has he climbed up to her? Who knows? Who cares? She doesn’t. You are here!

  So we move from “him” to “your,” then to “you.” Finally, we move from third person (him) to second person (you) to first person plural: “Let us run.” The two have become one. And then grammatically (isn’t grammar fun?), verse 4 creates some distance by switching back to third person—“the king.” This final switch, however, I suggest is the most intimate verse yet. I say that because of what she says: “The king has brought me into his chambers.” She calls her lover a “king.” She will describe him as a shepherd in 1:7. He could be a king and a shepherd literally, like King David. But it is more likely that he is a shepherd literally and a “king” metaphorically.22 “He is her king,”23 her “triumphant king.”24 In other words, she reaches for an image to adorn his honor, worth, and greatness in her eyes. King? Yes that will do.

  In the Orthodox Church today, the bride and groom are called “king” and “queen” for their wedding day. I remember attending a wedding of a childhood friend, and the Orthodox priest placed a crown upon the groom’s head, and then all the men surrounded him and congratulated him as king. King for a day! It’s a wonderful, Bible-based tradition.

  To her, he is a king. And to her their first night together is majestic. It has a royal righteousness about it. She is not whisked away by some joker at a singles bar to some cheap motel or the backseat of an old Buick. Rather, she is taken captive by the king and brought into his private chambers.25 There the lights dim, the dark curtains close, the scene ends, and the kissing with the kisses of the mouth begins. It is the ideal wedding night.

  The only thing left is for the choir to sing. And that they do. Announcing their approval, boasting of their blessing, the voices of the virgins fills the air: “We will exult and rejoice in you” (v. 4c). Yes, your man is right for you. Yes, your time for pleasure is now. Yes, your love, in your own words, dear bride, is better than wine.

  What Are We to Do?

  So that’s what the poetry is doing. I hope you understand it and feel it. I hope you get close enough to feel the flame. Now we turn from the question, what is the poetry doing? to the question, what are we to do? In other words, how do we apply this ancient Hebrew poem to our contemporary American lives? Below are four applications.

  Desire Is Not Demonic

  The first application is this: desire is not demonic. Or if you’d like: Eros is not evil. Pick whichever alliteration you like better. That is, this desire for sexual intimacy expressed here so obviously is not only natural but can be (should be) naturally good.

  When God created the world he said, “It is good . . . good . . . good . . . good . . . good . . . good” (Genesis 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25). And when he created the pinnacle of his creation—human beings made of flesh and bones and with desires for intimacy—he said, “It is very good” (Genesis 1:31). Although we are now fallen creatures and cover our bodies in shame (as we should), and our natural desires can so easily be distorted and debased (contrast 1 Corinthians 7:9 with 7:37), there is still something very good about this natural desire for intimacy.

  However, we must be careful. Our desires are dangerous. Ask Tiger Woods. Ask Bill Clinton. Ask Jim Bakker, Jimmy Swaggart, and Ted Haggard. This is why we are warned throughout Scripture that we must battle against immorality and that giving in to sexual desires outside of the covenant of marriage is evil, what Paul calls “the works of the flesh [the sinful nature]” (Galatians 5:19), such as fornication (sex before marriage), adultery (sex with someone other than your spouse), and homosexuality (sex with a person of the same gender as you). Eros alone is not evil, but eros outside of God’s ethics is. Thus, Christians are repeatedly told in the New Testament to “put to death . . . whatever is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion [i.e., lust], evil desire”; and we are told to do so because of God’s judgment: “On account of these the wrath of God is coming” (Colossians 3:5, 6; cf. Hebrews 12:16). It is natural to desire, but don’t let the natural neutralize the ethical. We are to glorify God with our bodies (1 Corinthians 6:20), and glorifying God means playing by his rules.

  The Bible doesn’t deny strong sexual desires before marriage and in marriage. It acknowledges them, warns of their potential danger, but also rejoices in their right expression. And that’s what we have here. In this passage, intimacy within marriage is received with thanksgiving, as all of God’s created gifts should be (see 1 Timothy 4:4). Here right love is rightly exalted. Here desire and the fulfillment of that desire are celebrated.

  So, desire is dangerous but not demonic.

  Let me add one disclaimer to this first point of application. Desire is natural, and the consummation of that desire in marriage is good, but it is not necessary. People have died falling from ladders. People have died by being stung by a swarm of killer bees. People have died for lack of food and water. But no one has died for lack of sex.

  I’m not denying that we are sexual beings, but I am denying the myth that to be truly human is to be sexually active. While it’s true that the human race would go the way of the woolly mammoth or the stilt-legged llama without sex, you individually would not. This is an important point. It’s important because the most fulfilled human being ever—our Lord Jesus Christ—lived without it. And so did John the Baptist and many of Jesus’ followers who came after him. Jesus was and is a virgin. That’s an important reality to remind ourselves of today and every day.

  Thus when considering eschatological realities—the kingdom of God being at hand and soon to come in full glory (1 Corinthians 7:29–31)—Paul writes that it is “even better” if one remains unmarried (v. 38). He says earlier that “it is better to marry than to burn with passion” (v. 9), but it is “even better” to be so gospel centered that sex is not only unnecessary but also undesirable when compared to one’s devotion to the Lord.

  For all of us the lesson is this: putting Christ and his kingdom first means putting sex second or third or fiftieth; and for those gifted with singleness, putting God’s kingdom first means sex never. Jesus is celibate. And Jesus celebrates the celibate, those who have, in his words, “made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 19:12). He celebrates celibacy. And so should we.26

  Character and Chemistry Both Matter in the Matters of Love

  The second application is that character and chemistry both matter in the matters of love. In our text we see two reasons why she loves him. The first reason is his character. She esteems his name. He is a king to her. She respects him, and so do her friends. His good reputation has spread like perfume. Both verses 3 and 4 say that the virgins “love” him. In other words, they highly approve. They aren’t saying to themselves, “What does she see in him?” No, they see the same character traits she sees.

  The second reason she loves him is their chemistry. He loves her (v. 2), and she likes that he loves her. This is the first time this persistent theme in the Song is made. Throughout the Song, their touches and talks (and teases!) are filled with chemistry.

  Both character and chemistry matter in the matters of love. Know that. Apply that. To marry someone who lacks character—“but she’s so stunningly beautiful,” or “he’s so filthy rich”—is just stupid. Don’t be stupid. Young ladies, you are to look for a man who now emulates the characteristics of the godly husband in Scripture: a man who is “understanding” (1 Peter 3:7), “not . . . harsh” (Colossians 3:19), sacrificially loving like Christ (Ephesians 5:25, 28), and able to lead and nourish you in your faith (Ephesians 5:23, 26–29).27 Young men, you are to look for a woman who now emulates the characteristics of the godly wife: a woman who has a submissive spirit (Colossians 3:18; Ephesians 5:22, 24; 1 Peter 3:1, 6), is pure in conduct (1 Peter 3:2), and values the internal “beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit” more than external beauty (1 Peter 3:3, 4).

  So, character counts, but so also does chemistry. When looking for the right person to marry we should ask: “Is his/her character commendable?” But we should also ask, “How do I feel about him/her?” When William Smith, a pastor in Alabama, interviews couples wishing to marry, before he addresses their readiness to sustain a lifelong commitment, he first asks, “Do you love each other with Song of Solomon love?”28 That is, are there “hot emotions, physical desire and rich romance” in your relationship?29 That’s what the Bible is asking here in an indirect way. You see, Jane Austen wasn’t the first to bring to the world’s attention that one shouldn’t marry for convenience, economic security, or social advancement. The Bible teaches that same truth here, and even as early as Genesis it depicts a love-struck Jacob who will work fourteen years for beautiful-eyed Rachel. The Bible is not against chemistry, as we call it: two people marry because they romantically love each other. Although it might be true that covenant loyalty and godly character are listed above chemistry, chemistry is listed nevertheless. It’s listed, in my reading of the broad Scriptural witness of what it means to love another person, a close third. So don’t dismiss it in the matters of love.

  That First Flame Need Not Fizzle

  The third application is that that first flame of desire (which is depicted colorfully here) need not (ought not!) die out after the honeymoon. Put more succinctly: that first flame need not fizzle.

  Often when I meet one-on-one with the men of my church—“Mondays with a Man,” is what I call it—I will ask the married men, “Do you love your wife?” I have yet to have a man fold his arms and say, “No.” Thus far everyone has said, “Yes.” And that “yes” is simply the “yes” of commitment. Yes, I love her enough not to divorce her and to stay faithful to her. Now, the man can mean more than that, but he certainly (and thankfully so) at least means that. He loves her. Love equals commitment.

  But then sometimes I will follow up with a second question: “Do you like her?” Those who have a healthy and enjoyable marriage will often laugh and say, “Of course. Yes, I like my wife very much.” But those who are struggling in their marriage—whether they have been struggling for a long or short time, over a major or minor issue—won’t laugh. Instead they’ll open up. They’ll share—“Recently things haven’t been that great”—and on they go.

  I have yet to add a third question (one I think is based on this text): “Do you desire your wife?” The American Puritan poet Edward Taylor described his desire for his wife as “a golden ball of pure fire.”30 (Oh, so puritanical!) Husband, does your love for your wife burn like a golden ball of pure fire? That’s my new question.

  Do you desire your spouse? If so, thank God for that gift. If not, I’ll give you three steps to renew your marital intimacy. The first step is to pray. Ask God, who is in the business of changing hard hearts, to soften yours and your spouse’s.

  I came across a wonderful poem by Steve Scafidi called “Prayer for a Marriage,” in which the poet talks about him and his wife kissing on their wedding day, and he prays that the desire they shared then will not fade—“from the wild first surprising [kisses] to the lower dizzy ten thousand infinitely slower ones.” He ends, “and I hope while we stand there in the kitchen [later in life] making tea and kissing, the whistle of the teapot wakes the neighbors.”31 Pray for your marriage. Pray for desire. Pray for prolonged kissing in the kitchen.

  My second step is to remember. Remember what fueled that first flame.

  The other night when my wife and I were lying in bed, I reached over and placed Emily’s hand in mine. I then shared with her how the first time I reached over and grabbed her hand (when we were dating) was the most wonderful physical sensation I have ever experienced. Honestly. And she said, “I know what you mean.” She then added, “You’re crushing my hand.” And I was, I was holding it so tightly.

  That short recollection (and the laugh about me crushing her hand) brought us closer together. We desired each other more. After that, to continue the playful mood, I asked her, “So, am I the best kisser you’ve ever known?” (She has never kissed anyone but me—that’s why I asked.) She responded, “You are the best kisser I’ve known . . . and the worst.” (Another good laugh . . . for her, and maybe for you.)

  Step one—pray (ask for God’s help); step two—remember (recall old times; ask your spouse today why he/she first loved you); and step three—understand (grasp that desire follows love). That’s what is in our text. She wants to be kissed (she desires him) because/“for” (v. 2b) he loves her. Start loving each other.

  Men, especially, take the lead and start loving your wife. I tell Emily that when I desire her physically, “It’s my way of saying, ‘I love you.’” She will then say to me, “Hmm, no, when you discipline the kids, wash the dishes, or pick up after yourself—when you sacrifice for me—then I know you love me . . . and then I desire you.” Men require twenty-four seconds of foreplay, women twenty-four hours. But how healthy! If we men never had to learn to love, we would never be desirable to our wives.

  In his book Sex, Romance, and the Glory of God, C. J. Mahaney gives a memorable word to men on this point. He writes, “Before you touch her body, touch her heart and mind.”32 Isn’t that great? (The wives reading this are nodding.) Before you touch her body, touch her heart and mind. Husbands, do you ever study your wife the way you did when you were trying to win her? Do you know what pleases her, excites her, honors her, encourages her, refreshes her, and helps her?33 Do you spend any time during the week thinking about what she might like—a weekly date (that you plan), a daily phone call, a spontaneous love letter, a gift of clothing, jewelry, a book, a vacation, or two hours free from the kids?34

  Pray (step one), remember (step two), and understand (step three)—these three steps will keep that first flame aflame.

  Desiring Christ

  Our final application is an application to all Christians, and it has to do with our desire for Christ: Just as your desire for intimacy with your spouse is a reliable indicator of your marital health, so too your desire for intimacy with Christ is a reliable indicator of your spiritual health.

  Here I’m not making a connection with Christ by means of allegory—that when the bride sings of kissing, it is the Church singing of its spiritual union with the King of kings or whatever. I’m merely making a thematic connection, which is done throughout Scripture when the topic of marriage is addressed. In Ephesians 5, for example, when Paul is talking about husbands and wives, he naturally moves from that theme to the theme of the relationship of Christ and the Church (v. 32). And he doesn’t even explain the shift. He just shifts, assuming his readers are saturated enough with the Bible to grasp the shift. The same happens in Hebrews 1:8, 9, where the author quotes Psalm 45:6, 7—a wedding poem—drawing reference to Jesus as the divine representation of the Davidic king. So, within the canon of Scripture, one should not think of marriage without thinking of Christ, and this is because marriage was always intended to point to him.

  Our desire for Christ is a good indication of the health of our relationship. We are saved by faith alone in Christ alone. But genuine faith has its effects on our affections. Those who are in Christ, not always (all the time) but often (most of the time), desire him. It’s our overall disposition. I’ll put it this way, the way Jesus puts it: there is a greater love for Christ than anyone or anything else (see Matthew 10:37; 1 Corinthians 16:22). So, if you can pant as Paul does in Philippians 1:23 as he speaks of his “desire . . . to depart and be with Christ,” or as Bernard of Clairvaux phrased it, “Jesus, the very thought of thee with sweetness fills the breast; but sweeter far thy face to see, and in thy presence rest,” then thank God. Thank God for those God-given affections. That’s what we all want and need. But if you are struggling to desire the divine Bridegroom, then I offer some free marital counseling: the same three steps in reverse order.

  Step one: Understand. Understand that desire follows love. Here, of course, the roles are reversed. As his bride we lose our desire for Christ, but not because he’s a bad husband. There is no greater love than to lay down your life for a friend, and Jesus has laid down his life for friends and enemies alike. The bride is to blame here. We are to blame.

  The barrier to intimacy with Christ is sin. Jesus said, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments” (John 14:15). Since we sin and don’t obey his commandments perfectly, this is evidence that we don’t love and desire him the way we should. If a husband comes to me and says, “My wife and I are having difficulties lately; oh, by the way, I’m having an affair.” What! I will counsel him, “Stop the affair!” Yes, Christians, stop having affairs with the world. You don’t desire Christ because you’re not living for Christ. You’re cheating on him spiritually. You’re denying him as Lord. Each time you indulge in this or that sinful activity, you are saying, “I do not love Christ. I do not desire intimacy.”

  Step two: Remember. This is what we do when we partake of the Lord’s Supper. We remember what Jesus has done for us. It is important to remember both the benefits of Christ’s death and how God has worked in the past so we can love, trust, and desire him in the present. Psalm 73 is a wonderful example of this. In that Psalm, the psalmist is at first envious of the arrogant. Why do the bad guys get off scot-free? And why do they prosper? But then he remembers God’s justice in the past, which leads him to trust God in the present for future vindication. Once he grasps this, he ends by saying,

  

  
    	        
    	Whom have I in heaven but you?

    

  
    	        
    	    
    	And there is nothing on earth that I desire besides you.
    

  
    	 
    	My flesh and my heart may fail,
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	 
    	(Psalm 73:25, 26)
  






  If you want to desire Christ more, remember his person and his works.

  Step three: Pray. Fittingly, John Piper begins his book When I Don’t Desire God with these words: “I hope you will not be offended if I open this book by praying for you. There is a reason. When all is said and done, only God can create joy in God.” 35 Yes, only God can create desire for God. So, if you have lost your first love (see Revelation 2:4), pray for it. Pray 1 Peter 1:8, that “though you have not seen him, you [would] love him.” Or pray Psalm 51:12: “Restore to me the joy of your salvation.” Or pray one of the great hymns of the faith, such as Augustus Toplady’s “Compared with Christ, in All Besides”:

  The sense of thy expiring love

  Into my soul convey;

  Thyself bestow, for thee alone,

  My all in all, I pray.36

  My eyes are dry

  My faith is old

  My heart is hard

  My prayers are cold

  And I know how I ought to be

  Alive to you and dead to me

  But what can be done

  For an old heart like mine

  Soften it up

  With oil and wine

  The oil is you

  Your spirit of love

  Please wash me anew

  With the wine of your blood

  Or pray the words of that old Keith Green chorus, lyrics linguistically and thematically fitting to end on:

  My eyes are dry

  My faith is old

  My heart is hard

  My prayers are cold

  And I know how I ought to be

  Alive to You and dead to me.

  But what can be done

  For an old heart like mine

  Soften it up

  With oil and wine

  The oil is You, Your Spirit of love

  Please wash me anew

  With the wine of Your Blood.37



 
 
   
  
    3

    The Metaphors and  Metamorphosis of  Loving Words

    THE SONG OF SOLOMON 1:5—2:7

    I am a rose of Sharon, a lily of the valleys. 

      As a lily among brambles, so is my 

      love among the young women.

    2:1, 2

    [image: ]

     

    YOU’RE SOMETHING SPECIAL.

    “You won’t amount to anything.”

    “You are so beautiful.”

    “You make me sick.”

    Words have power, and we all know it. Words can build up or break down. Words can heal or hurt. Words can cure or kill.

    I remember in seventh grade hanging out with a group of close friends. One of the girls, Cara, had an extremely bad complexion. Yet she was well-loved for her attractive personality. She was kind, generous, and warmhearted. I was always glad to be in her presence. Well, as this group was hanging out and chitchatting, I mentioned something nice about Cara to one of the other boys. And he said, loudly enough for everyone to hear, “You mean Pizza-face over there?” Silence. Everyone stared at Cara. And you could see her start to shrivel up on the inside. It was awful. She would have preferred a stick to the stomach or a stone to the head than to have those five cruel words crammed through her ears and down into her heart.

    The Bible has much to say about words. Giving perhaps the strongest statement on the topic, our Lord Jesus declared, “I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak, for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned” (Matthew 12:36, 37).

    The power of words is also a prevalent theme in the Wisdom Literature of the Bible. Job cries out to his friends, “How long will you torment me and break me in pieces with words?” (Job 19:2). In Ecclesiastes, “the Preacher [who] sought to find words of delight” (12:10) wrote these delightful words: “The words of the wise heard in quiet are better than the shouting of a ruler among fools” (9:17). Proverbs says, “The words of the reckless pierce like swords, but the tongue of the wise brings healing” (12:18, NIV), and “Death and life are in the power of the tongue” (Proverbs 18:21a).

    Here in the Song of Songs (which I take as part of the wisdom corpus) we have more wisdom on words. But here it is not an admonishment or axiom but rather an image. So often poetry paints a picture, and 1:5—2:7 paints a picture of the transformative power of kind, romantic, sweet, affirming words—what I’ve entitled The Metaphors and Metamorphosis of Loving Words.

    Her Perception of Herself

    Our text begins with the woman’s words of self-perception:

 

  
    	        
    	I am very dark, but lovely,

    

  
    	        
    	    
    	O daughters of Jerusalem,
  

  
    	        
    	like the tents of Kedar,
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	like the curtains of Solomon.
  

  
    	        
    	Do not gaze at me [or look down upon me],1 because I am dark,
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	because the sun has looked upon me.
  

  
    	        
    	My mother’s sons were angry with me;
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	they made me keeper of the vineyards,
  

  
    	        
    	    
    	but my own vineyard I have not kept! (1:5, 6)
  






    Later she adds this about herself:

    I am a rose of Sharon,

    a lily of the valleys. (2:1)

    Note a few things about these verses of self-perception. First, these are overall negative reviews: the first of her body (1:5, 6), the second of her being (2:1).

    In 1:5, 6 she describes her body as unattractive in at least two ways. First, she is too tan. She is “very dark” (v. 5). She is very dark because that angry “sun has looked upon” her (v. 6) and because her angry half-brothers (her “mother’s sons”) made her work outside.

    This is a Cinderella story with minor character alterations. There is the beautiful young girl forced to labor in the vineyard, work that according to Isaiah 5:2 entailed digging ditches, clearing stones, planting vines, building a watchtower, hewing out a wine vat, picking grapes, and sometimes driving away thieves and wild animals, such as foxes (Song 2:15) and boars (Psalm 80:13, 14). We don’t know why the brothers were angry. Was she being lazy around the house? Was she “too pretty” to get her hands dirty? Whatever the reason, their insensitivity was unjustified. Whatever the circumstances, brothers should protect their sisters. In 8:8, 9, we learn that they did protect her virginity; but here they did not protect her attractiveness. And in her mind this lack of protection—protection from the sun especially—has permanently tainted her skin.

    She is an Israelite.2 She is not the daughter of Pharaoh, as some have thought.3 She is not African. So she is not saying, “Black is beautiful,” or “I’m black; therefore I’m not beautiful.” There is nothing racial here. Rather she is saying, “My already dark Mediterranean skin is ‘very dark.’ It’s too dark—as dark as those tanned Bedouin hides (‘the tents of Kedar’).”

    Now, why is too dark too bad?

    Every culture has its reasons for what is considered beautiful. For many Americans today the beautiful woman is lean, muscular, and tan, which is far removed from the European Renaissance, for example, when beautiful women were always painted pale and plump. Well, pale and plump is what the woman in our text would have been quite content with. And that is because slender and dark meant low social status.4 Darker skin meant working class, while lighter skin meant upper class. When compared to the posh ladies of Solomon’s court, Pharaoh’s harem, or even the ladies in waiting—those daughters of Jerusalem—her skin is too dark.5

    Furthermore, her problem is not just her outdoor job in the vineyard, but that her body—what she calls her “vineyard”—is “not kept.”

    [T]hey made me keeper of the vineyards,

    but my own vineyard I have not kept! (1:6b)

    What she is saying here is that she does not have the time to “attend to her own attractiveness.”6 Unlike Queen Esther, she hasn’t been getting her twelve-month beauty treatments—her skin softened with oil of myrrh for six months, and then spices and ointments for another six months (Esther 2:12). She has a working-class complexion, and her hair is undone, and her attire is unattractive. She has been on her feet all day pruning vines or picking grapes, shooing away sneaky foxes. And when she gets off her shift, she calls it a day. No time for a manicure and pedicure, and certainly no time to powder her sunburnt cheeks.

    That’s what she thinks of her body. Here’s what she thinks of her being. When she looks at the ladies around her, she compares herself to “a rose of Sharon, [that is] a lily of the valleys.” Now, that sounds nice. She at least thinks she’s a flower, not a weed. And she does call herself “lovely” in 1:5. She’s a natural beauty, and she knows that. (In 1:5 she compares herself, in her darkness, to Solomon’s dark but finely crafted curtains.7) She doesn’t have the negative self-image that is all too common today. Rather, she has a realistic self-assessment. She’s not emotionally oversensitive; she’s emotionally sensible. She’s lovely, and she’s like a lily.8

    But this analogy with the flowers is not an overly positive one. She basically says, “There’s nothing special about me. I’m like a common countryside wildflower. I’m not like an orchid that has been planted, trimmed, and watered. I’m pretty . . . pretty common.”

    His Perception of Her

    That’s what she says of herself (overall not a high assessment). But what does her beloved say about her and to her? Here is where the metaphors of love metamorphose her very body and being. Watch as she is transformed by the power of loving words. Three times he calls her “beautiful” (1:8, 15a, 15b), and to her common flower metaphor he says,

 

  
    	        
    	As a lily among brambles,

    

  
    	        
    	    
    	so is my love among the young women. (2:2)
  






    In other words, “A lily? Okay, you’re a lily. We’ll stay with that analogy. Lilies are lovely. Common lilies are uncommonly beautiful flowers. Lilies are carved into the pillars of Solomon’s temple,9 and not even king Solomon ‘in all his glory was arrayed like [a lily]’ (Matthew 6:28, 29), as a wise man would one day say. And you, my lily, are like a lily among thorns. Line up all the ladies, and let me look. Yes, to me they look as briars and brambles compared to you. You are the best looking. You are the only one worth looking at.”10 That’s what he says to her here (cf. 5:9, 6:1).

    And can’t you just see her opening up like a flower to the warm rays of his affection and the gentle rain of his words? Can’t you see desire being aroused and awakened in her?

    So, he calls her a lily among brambles. That’s a compliment. He also calls her . . . a horse (another compliment?):

 

  
    	        
    	I compare you, my love,

    

  
    	        
    	    
    	to a mare among Pharaoh’s chariots. (1:9)
  






    Here we might be tempted to say to the poet, “Okay, pal, why not stay with the flower metaphors, like ‘My Luve’s like a red, red rose’ (Robert Burns). Or change the metaphor to something like the weather: ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? Thou art more lovely and more temperate’ (Shakespeare). But stay away from the animal analogies.” That would be our advice. But here the man calls his love a mare intentionally. Why? Well, despite what we may think about the mare metaphor, note that both he and she think it’s a compliment. It might be that he is intentionally contrasting conventional images of beauty (as, for example, in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 130), and she gets this. She thinks it is kind of cutting-edge cool. But more likely it is an image that makes sense to both of them. Note it is not her value, strength, vibrancy, or animal magnetism (sex appeal) but rather her beauty that is compared to this animal’s beauty.

    Let me start there, with her beauty. While men today don’t say of a beautiful woman, “Oh, she trots like a Clydesdale,” or “Her disheveled hair flows like the mane of a Kiger Mustang,” nevertheless, the concept of a beautiful horse is not unfamiliar to us. Think of the classic book Black Beauty. Or think of the movie The Black Stallion as the boy watches this untamed creature run along the shore in the moonlight. That horse is beautiful. Similarly, this young woman is a black beauty. She is dark, and she has this unkempt quality about her, like a wild horse with long, healthy, glossy black hair.

    And now she is his!

    And his love has captured, tamed, and beautified her. She has been removed from the vineyard, and now in 1:10, 11 she somehow (this is poetic license) stands before her king as a stunning queen. He says, “[Wow!] Your cheeks are lovely with ornaments, your neck with strings of jewels.” Her bridesmaids add, “We will make for you ornaments of gold, studded with silver” (v. 11).11

    The focus here is on her natural beauty, now enhanced externally by beautiful jewelry.12 In fact, the mare metaphor is largely about the jewelry she now wears. As Duane Garrett observes, “[T]he only actual visual similarity” between the bride and the horse is that they both are “adorned in splendid ornamentation.”13

    

  
    	        
        	I compare you, my love,

      

      
    	        
    	    
    	to a mare among Pharaoh’s chariots.
      

      
        	 
        	[That is] Your cheeks are lovely with ornaments,
      

      
    	        
    	    
    	your neck with strings of jewels. (1:9, 10)
      

    



    
    We know from ancient Egyptian art that the mares for Pharaoh’s royal chariot wore elaborate headdresses lined with jewelry.14 This bride is adorned in a similar way, likely in her wedding gown. (Israelite women wouldn’t wear elaborate jewelry unless it was their wedding day.15) So, with silver and gold adorning her hand, head, ears, cheeks, and neck, and (if you’ll allow me some license for visual effect) her body clothed in our traditional white wedding dress, the white accenting this dark beauty, she stands before her jaw-dropped husband.

    So he gives her three compliments. First (in my ordering), she is a lily among thorns. Second, she is a black beauty, a magnificent mare. And third, she has those eyes.

 

  
    	        
    	Behold, you are beautiful, my love;

    

  
    	        
    	    
    	behold, you are beautiful;
  

  
    	        
    	    
    	your eyes are doves. (1:15)
  






    It is not uncommon in love poems and love songs to talk about a woman’s eyes, from D. L. Lawrence’s “Green”16 to Van Morrison’s “Brown Eyed Girl.” That’s because most eyes are beautiful, so they work well for that reason, but also because they well represent the whole person.17 The eyes are the window of the soul. Or as Jesus put it, “The eye is the lamp of the body” (Matthew 6:22).

    Now, the poet compares her eyes to “doves.” It is possible that this expression describes disposition, “that the girl’s eyes are somewhat timid, they glance and flutter and dart around, like a pair of shy doves,”18 or color, that “iridescent quality, a scintillating pearly-grey, speckled with flecks of brighter colors as in Swinburne’s Felise: Those eyes the greenest of things blue, the bluest of things grey,”19 or shape—oval or almond shaped eyes, like those you would find on an Egyptian tomb-painting or statue, like the contours of the bird’s body when it’s “stretched down to pick up scraps from the ground.”20 However, I think the “eyes are doves” analogy symbolizes intimacy and innocence.

    I say intimacy because in order to describe someone’s eyes you have to be close enough to see them. The picture here is face-to-face, eye-to-eye intimacy. And I say innocence not only because Jesus uses that analogy—“be wise as serpents and innocent as doves” (Matthew 10:16), but also because of what this man doesn’t say and what this woman does say.

    Here he doesn’t speak about her other body parts. Later he will talk of her most private parts—we’ll learn about her navel, thighs, breasts, and so on. But here he only describes (a) her overall beauty, (b) her external beauty (the part about the jewelry), and (c) her eyes. That’s fairly innocent.

    He speaks innocently because she is innocent. In 1:7, where she is searching for him during his midday siesta, she doesn’t want to run out into the countryside even in broad daylight (this is not a midnight liaison!) to find him because she doesn’t want to be viewed “like one who veils herself beside the flocks of your companions.” In other words, she doesn’t want to be thought of as a harlot, for a veiled woman was often a prostitute (e.g., Genesis 38:14, 19). Even though she expresses urgency about being with him—“Tell me, you whom my soul loves” (1:7a); “I am sick with love” (2:5b)—she won’t throw caution to the wind. She won’t go into the men’s locker room to retrieve him. Think of it that way. She drinks her “wine” responsibly.21 Think of it that way. To her, love never justifies reckless behavior. There is not even a hint of impropriety—“nothing sleazy or shady . . . nothing seedy or sordid.”22

    What she does in 1:7 she says in 2:7. This poem ends with her exhortation to innocence. She tells the daughters of Jerusalem to stay innocent (sexually inexperienced) until their wedding night. I’ll further explain and apply that verse in the next study.

    So, to summarize this final compliment, when he says “your eyes are doves,” he is certainly commending her beauty but also, as argued above, her overall character, especially her innocence. That is what is so attractive to him. “Behold, you are beautiful, my love; behold, you are beautiful”—your body and your whole self.

    Application to Husbands

    All that to say: Husbands, compliment your wives.

    Husbands, you should compliment your wife’s beauty. It’s nice to compliment her cooking, intelligence, or work ethic. But from time to time she wouldn’t mind being called “beautiful.”

    I know a Christian businessman who shared with a group of men at a men’s retreat what he does in order to resist lusting after an attractive woman. He said he simply finds something unattractive about her and focuses on that. One could run into complications, however, with this line of protection. For example, imagine being on an airplane sitting next to an attractive woman, and as you begin your ritual (but righteous) gazing, she turns to you and says, “May I ask what you are doing?” and you admit, “Oh, sorry, I’m just looking for imperfections. This should only take a few seconds.”

    While I doubt the wisdom of my friend’s practice, I think the reverse of it is quite wise when it comes to my wife. That is, I should regularly ask myself, “What do I find beautiful about her?” I would imagine that when you were dating, as you watched the way she walked, dressed, laughed, or flipped back her hair, you could regularly sing, “Every little thing she does is magic.”23 Then it was easy to compliment her because your love was fresh and exciting. But you can make it fresh and exciting again if you would stop moping around the house singing, “You’ve lost that loving feeling.” You’ve lost that loving feeling because you’ve stopped looking.

    The first time you saw a rainbow it was awe inspiring. You could look at it all day. But now do you stop to take a glance? “Oh, it’s just a rainbow.” Yeah, it’s just a rainbow, but it’s hasn’t changed its awe-inspiring attributes. You’ve changed. Familiarity has bred contempt, or at least complacency. You’ve neglected such beauty. Some men “would rather die than praise their wives.”24 But it is their own funeral, the deadly chill of their once warm marriage bed. Flattery will get you nowhere, but honest praise will always get you somewhere, and sometimes it will get you into “the banqueting house” of love (2:4), literally “the house of wine,”25 where there is (rumor has it) intoxicating kisses of the mouth (1:2).26

    That is my counsel to the husbands. Here is my word to the wives.

    Application to Wives

    Throughout this poem there is give and take between the man and the woman. He compliments her. She compliments him. And through her compliments she gives him that same sense of acceptance and assurance that he needs. Just look at what she says about her “beloved.”27 Like the previous poem (1:2–4), she calls him a “king” (1:4, 12). This title and the mention of Solomon in 1:5 has led many to conclude that the king of verse 12 is Solomon. I have argued already (see Chapter 1 of this book) and will argue later (see Chapter 10) that is not the case. Solomon is the author but not the beloved. Her man is a shepherd (1:7), whom she repeatedly views as a king when it comes to the lovemaking scenes. She compliments him as a king and also as “a sachet of myrrh” (1:13), “a cluster of henna blossoms” (1:14), and “an apple tree” (2:3)—teeming with life,28 things my wife is always saying about me.

    Moreover, she compliments him by taking his compliments and firing them back at him, which is actually something my wife often does to me (truly). He says to her, “You are beautiful” (1:8, 15a, 15b), and she says to him, “You are beautiful” (1:16). She also echoes his adoration in 2:3. After he says, “As a lily among brambles, so is my love among the young women” (2:2), she says, “As an apple tree among the trees of the forest, so is my beloved among the young men.” (A man would rather be called a fruit tree than a pretty flower, and she knows that and adjusts her metaphor accordingly.)

    In 2:3–6 she is likely describing foreplay or sex. But again notice the modesty,29 and notice that she doesn’t focus on the physical as much as she does the emotional. “His left hand is under my head, and his right hand embraces me!” is an erotic picture. The exclamation point in the ESV is appropriate. But her focus is on joy and protection. She is in this safe place with the man she trusts with her body (the body that she wasn’t too thrilled with a minute ago). They are in this wooden cottage (literally? metaphorically? who knows?) made of strong cedar (1 Kings 4:33; cf. Ezekiel 31:3, 6) and shady evergreens.30 They are lying together on a couch (note that it is not his couch but “our couch,” 1:16), the lush and luxuriant royal bed used for feasting.31 And like Eve under “the tree of life” (Genesis 2:9), she sits “in his shadow” (Song 2:3b). What a picture of protection and provision, of security and shade (unlike her harsh brothers who provided no shade from the sun, this gentle man provides all she needs)!32 His “banner over [her is] love” (2:4). And there she eats from the fruit of the tree (2:3b), apples and raisins that are sweet to her taste, fruit that was part of the garden of Eden in all its pre-fall glory,33 fruit that sustains and strengthens her, fruit that overcomes the lovesickness she had in 1:5–7. It is all very innocent. It is all very good. There is no snake slithering in the background, taunting them, “Hath God said?” God has said, “Take and eat,” and they have taken and are eating.

    Application to All

    So mutual admiration in marriage is important. Husbands and wives are to complement one another by complimenting one another. And as it should be in the church, so it should be in marriage: we are to speak the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15; cf. v. 25). We are not to let any unwholesome talk come out of our mouths, but only what is helpful for building each other up (v. 29). We are to get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, brawling, and slander (v. 31). We are to be kind and tenderhearted to one another, forgiving one another, just as God in Christ forgave us (v. 32).

    As you think about your marriage or any relationship you are in, perhaps you are wondering why you should speak the way I’m teaching you to speak. Or perhaps your question is not why, but how you can speak in that way. The answer to both those questions is the gospel: God in Christ forgave us.

    One of the things I did to prepare for the sermon series that became this book was to read through the New Testament twice with one question in mind: What further light does the revelation of Jesus Christ shed on the Song of Songs? I have discovered many interesting and potential connections. But the one connection relating to the theme we are studying now is the connection between their love and God’s love.

    Now that connection may not blow you over. “Wow, Pastor, you made a connection between the theme of love in a love song and God’s love. Revolutionary! Genius!” No, it’s not the connection that is so startling, it’s the reality: God is love, and God in Christ has loved us!34

    This I Know

    I know my Bible well enough to know that in the Old Testament God selected Israel from all the nations and set his love upon her without any natural beauty in her whatsoever (see Deuteronomy 7:6–8). She was very dark, and she was very unlovely. There was no pale, plumb righteousness about her that made her more appealing to God or made her stand out like a lily among thorns.

    And I know what goes on in Israel’s long history, that even in all her spiritual “blackness”—not a mere external suntan of sin, but an external and internal apostasy—God loved and re-extended his loving mercy. I know, for example, how the book of Hosea ends, which is about their apostasy and is illustrated through real-life adultery. That book ends like this:

    

  
    	        
    	I will heal their apostasy;

    

  
    	        
    	    
    	I will love them freely. . . .
  

  
    	        
    	    
    	[Israel] shall blossom like the lily . . .
  

  
    	        
    	    
    	take root like the trees of Lebanon . . .
  

  
    	        
    	    
    	his beauty shall be like the olive,
  

  
    	        
    	    
    	and his fragrance like Lebanon.
  

  
    	        
    	They shall return and dwell beneath my shadow . . .
    

  
    	        
    	they shall blossom like the vine;
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	their fame shall be like the wine of Lebanon. . . .
  

  
    	        
    	    
    	It is I who answer and look after you.
  

  
    	        
    	I am like an evergreen cypress;
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	from me comes your fruit. (Hosea 14:4–8; cf. 2:16–20)
  






    I know these things about God’s love for his people under the old covenant. And I know of his love for his people under the new covenant. I know that just as God set his love on Israel, so in Christ he has set his love on the Church.

    Matthew Henry wrote, “True believers are black in themselves, but comely in Christ.”35 Gregory of Nyssa said, “When [the Lord] takes some black soul to himself, he makes it beautiful by communion with himself.”36 Along the same lines, Samuel J. Stone wrote in his great hymn of the faith:

    The Church’s one foundation

    Is Jesus Christ her Lord,

    She is His new creation

    By water and the Word.

    From heaven He came and sought her

    To be His holy bride;

    With His own blood He bought her

    And for her life He died.37

    I know that.

    And I know those verses in the New Testament that speak of this love. Romans 5:8 says, “God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Romans 8:35–39 asks and then answers, “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? . . . [No one; nothing shall] separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Similarly, 1 John 3:1 explains, “See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God!” (NIV).

    I know all that. But what I often don’t know, or dwell on as much, I should say, is God’s personal love for me. I don’t mean anything narcissistic by this. What I mean is what Paul wrote in Galatians 2:20b, “I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” What I mean is what Charles Wesley wrote:

    And can it be that I should gain

    An interest in the Savior’s blood?

    Died He for me, who caused His pain—

    For me, who Him to death pursued?

    Amazing love! How can it be,

    That Thou, my God, shouldst die for me?38

    What I mean is that bowels-of-affection yearning that Christ has for his people (see the Greek text of Philippians 1:8), the kind of personal affection he had for his disciple John, “whom Jesus loved” (John 13:23), the kind of affection he had for Mary, Martha, and Lazarus—“Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus” (John 11:5). He loved them personally, so much so that when he came to Lazarus’ tomb he was so “deeply moved” (v. 38) that “Jesus wept” (v. 35). Tears fell down before Lazarus rose up.

    That’s what I mean.

    Do you know what I mean?

    Have you stopped lately to dwell on the love of God in Christ for you? Yes, as Samuel Crossman put it, “Love to the loveless shown, that they might lovely be.” Such love changes sinners into saints, enemies into friends, a harlot into a bride. This is love that makes your soul soar and your voice sing, “O who am I, that for my sake my Lord should take frail flesh and die?”39 Who am I, O Sovereign Lord (2 Samuel 7:18)? I am unworthy (Genesis 32:10). Why am I so favored (Luke 1:43)? Why me, Lord? Why set your love on me?40

    Every morning I get up at 5:30. I walk downstairs and pull two books off the shelf (one being the Bible). I start the coffee. As the coffee is brewing, I take out my homemade daily prayer sheet that helps me know what to say to God, and the first prayer I offer every morning is this: “Lord, open my heart to rejoice in you, and fill me with a spirit of gratitude.” I pray for gratitude for grace, gratitude for the gospel, gratitude for the love of God in Jesus Christ for me . . . that love that changed and continues to change me, that love that changes everything, even this old, very dark tongue, to sing God’s praises and to lovingly affirm those around me—to love God and love neighbor as I already love myself.

    Why should we and how can we show love with loving words? The answer is the gospel: God in Christ forgave us.

  
 
 
 

  4

  The Voices of Spring

  THE SONG OF SOLOMON 2:8–17

  My beloved speaks and says to me: “Arise, my love, my beautiful one, and come away, for behold, the winter is past; the rain is over and gone. The flowers appear on the earth, the time of singing has come, and the voice of the turtledove is heard in our land.”

  2:10–12

  [image: ]

   

  MY WIFE AND I HAD AN INTERESTING COURTSHIP. Right after I finished grad school, we went on five dates. Emily then went on a summer college trip to the Holy Land, where despite our five fine dates and a dozen or so overseas “love” letters, she fell for another guy. Yes, she returned to tell me, “I will never be interested in you.” Those were her exact words.

  Well, time passed . . . slowly . . . but it passed. A year or so after that unholy land incident, we both decided separately to be part of our church’s first church plant in Chicago. During that time, I roomed with her brother (bonus), and the pastors paired Emily and me as small group coleaders (double bonus). It was there and then that the walls of hostility were broken down. Put differently, she finally gave in after months of persistent pursuit. “Yes, I will be your girlfriend” is what she wrote in a letter she placed in front of my apartment door.

  After dating for a while—one week!—I gained the courage to tell her just how I felt about her. Cupid had struck me through the heart. The setting was perfect. We were sitting at a campfire at a retreat center. We were alone. The evening was cool, the fire was warm, and I was warm on the inside, though cool on the outside. As I remember it, I wrapped a blanket around her shivering body and said with deepest sincerity, “Emily, I love you.” All was well in the world. That is, all was well until she replied, “That’s nice.” The rain began to pour, then sleet, then snow. The moon crashed to earth. And I pulled the arrow out of my heart. Stupid Cupid!

  That was the fall of 1998.

  But then came the spring, the time when, as Tennyson put it, “a young man’s fancy lightly turns to thoughts of love.”1 The trees were green again, the flowers were all abloom, and the birds returned to chant and coo. The time was at hand. I was ready to propose.

  The only problem was I got the flu the day the proposal was to transpire. Her brother was supposed to walk her (just by chance) into this ornate old chapel near the University of Chicago, and there I would be at the piano, in my three-piece suit, singing a song I wrote on the Song of Songs (no less!) upon her entrance. But alas, my death was near. I had a high fever and was in bed all day. But when Emily, the sympathetic soul that she is, came to visit, I changed my mind and the plan. I kindly asked her to go the store to buy me some fruit for my ailments. In retrospect, she said I barked out orders like I always do when I’m sick. Whatever the case may be, off she went, dutifully and dourly.

  Meanwhile, Plan B took effect. I got out of my pajamas, put on my three-piece suit, pasted the poems I’d written to her on the wall (including my song on the Song), and poised my unshaven, sick-faced self for proposal. Needless to say, she was surprised when she returned. But this time she was also receptive. I genuflected before her, told her I loved her, and asked her to marry me. She said yes, and she also said (finally!), “I love you too.” I kissed her on the check and went back to bed.

  How very romantic.

  The text before us (if we can turn to that at last) is a text about timing—“Arise, my love, my beautiful one, and come away, for behold, the winter is past; the rain is over and gone. The flowers appear on the earth, the time of singing has come” (2:10–12a). The time of singing, as Jeremiah would put it, by the bride and bridegroom (Jeremiah 33:11). With this text, we look at this theme of time—the timing of intimacy within marriage and before marriage. And as we look at 2:8–17, I will exhort you to trust God’s timing for intimacy within marriage, and then as we reflect on 2:7 I will exhort you to trust God’s timing for intimacy before marriage.

  Trust God’s Timing for Intimacy within Marriage

  Evangelical scholars do not debate whether the sexual intimacy described in the Song of Songs takes place within or outside of marriage. They all agree that a book in the Bible would only affirm such relations taking place within marriage.2 But evangelical scholars do debate at what point the first erotic encounter takes place within the Song.

  The majority opinion is that 4:1—5:1 describes the first encounter. It’s a poem about the wedding night. Thus, 2:8–17 is about the proposal, 3:1–5 the prewedding jitters, and 3:6–11 the wedding ceremony. Others think the Song starts in the bedroom with a love scene, and from there on it is one earthquake of eros after another. In plainer language, the whole Song is set in the context of marriage. I stand in this camp.

  That is, I believe almost every section has imagery of sexual intimacy, including the first two: Poem One (1:2–4), which ends with the “king” having “brought” (which is a key word for intimacy throughout the Song, cf. 2:4; 3:4) her into his chambers for deep kissing, and Poem Two (1:5—2 :7), which ends with the “king” again having “brought” her into the banqueting house (2:4), where they lay on “our couch” in “our house” (1:16, 17) and where they engage in intimate touching—“his left hand is under [her] head, and his right hand embraces [her]” (2:6). Both of these scenes connote lovemaking through eating and/or drinking metaphors.

  Having stated that the Song describes sex within marriage, let us now turn to the Song itself and see why we should view the text this way. This poem (2:8–17) is filled with the language and actions of marital intimacy. The language is most obvious. In verse 15 he speaks of “our vineyards.” Whether he is speaking literally (they together own some land) or metaphorically (their bodies are their vineyards), either way they possess these vineyards together. Then look at what they call each other—“my beloved” (vv. 8, 9, 10, 16, and 17) and “my love” (vv. 10, 13), and then, “My beloved is mine, and I am his” (v. 16a). That’s language of mutual possession. That’s Bible talk for “leave and cleave [ESV, hold fast] . . . [and] become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24; cf. Hosea 3:3; 1 Corinthians 7:3, 4).3 That’s covenant formula language—“I will be their God, and they will be my people” (Jeremiah 7:23; 11:4; cf. 1 Peter 2:9, 10).4 That’s the material of marriage vows—“Do you take this man to be your husband? And do you take this woman to be your wife?”

  Let’s move from this language of mutual possession to his invitation. He repeats it twice for poetic effect, not because she is hard of hearing, although she may be playing hard to get. He says, “Arise, my love, my beautiful one, and come away” (vv. 10, 13b). Here he is inviting her to sexual intimacy. I say that with confidence because the next time we hear that language, “Come with me . . . come with me” is in 4:8, a text in which every scholar agrees he is inviting her to bed.

  Next let’s look at some of the animal imagery and activity. If we have learned one thing about this couple thus far, it is that they really like calling each other names. Nice names. Animal names. Here he compares her to a dove—“my dove” who is hiding in “the clefts of the rock, in the crannies of the cliff” (v. 14a). Why is she acting inaccessible to him? Is she just naturally shy? Has she had a rough go of it in their first few encounters? Why the need for his tender words of wooing? We don’t know. But woo he must, and woo he does. “Let me see your lovely face and hear your sweet voice” (see v. 14). “Come, fly away with me, my dove, my love” is the sense of it.

  So, she’s a dove, but what is he? Is he a roaring lion, a wild boar, an untamed tiger? No, he’s not a powerful, dangerous animal but rather a gazelle—a swift, handsome, cautious, curious, strong but not violent, easily excitable, and sexually eager animal, especially in the spring.5

  

  
    	        
    	 
    	Behold, he comes,

  

  
    	        
    	leaping over the mountains,
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	bounding over the hills.
  

  
    	        
    	My beloved is like a gazelle
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	or a young stag.
  

  
    	        
    	Behold, there he stands
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	behind our wall,
  

  
    	        
    	gazing through the windows,
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	looking through the lattice. (vv. 8b, 9)
  






  He’s not a Peeping Tom. Rather, he’s a Curious George or an eager beaver or . . . a yearning young stag. “Please let me in!” he pleads.

  Now, notice in verses 16, 17 that his wooing has worked. This dove has stopped playing hide-and-seek and has come out to play more adult games. This poem ends with these words of intimacy:

 

  
    	        
    	My beloved is mine, and I am his;

    

  
    	        
    	    
    	he grazes among the lilies.
  

  
    	        
    	Until the day breathes
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	and the shadows flee,
  

  
    	        
    	turn, my beloved, be like a gazelle
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	or a young stag on cleft mountains.
  






  What’s going on here? This final verse (v. 17), along with the first verses (vv. 8, 9) share some of the same words, notably “gazelle/young stag” and “mountains” (thus, this section is undoubtedly a poetic unit).6 But notice also what’s different. There is what I’ll call a “climatic inclusio.” In verse 17 she invites him to act like an animal, in a good way: “My beloved, be like a gazelle or a young stag on cleft mountains.”7 Be like a gazelle!? How so? He is to graze and climb. In verse 9 he is gazing, and in verse 16 he is grazing. In verse 8 he is leaping over mountains, but in verse 17 he is invited to “be” on the mountains. He went from over to on, from gazing to grazing (looking to touching). What the “lilies” and “mountains” symbolize, I will leave to your sanctified imagination, or until we get to 4:6 and 7:8 where it is clear what the mountains symbolize. Has he climbed her breasts (cf. 4:6; 7:8)8 and deflowered her vagina (see 6:2, 3 especially) or her lips (5:13)?9 Perhaps he has.

  One final intimate action that adds to my argument that our text takes place within marriage is this bit about the foxes. Oh, the foxes, what shall we do with the foxes? This verse has plagued commentators, and it has plagued me as well.10 So I’m slipping in these sneaky foxes here, hoping that I’m putting them in the right place, but if I haven’t, at least I’ll be done with them in less than a minute.

  The final word (and I think the ESV has it right—i.e., he is the speaker) of his invitation to intimacy is, “Catch the foxes for us, the little foxes that spoil the vineyards, for our vineyards are in blossom” (v. 15). Here is what I think is going on here. We know from 1:6 that her job before marriage was attending her family’s vineyards; and we know from Scripture that part of that job entailed keeping foxes out when the grapes were ripe. So he seems to be speaking to her metaphorically here: “Get rid of anything that spoils our feasting on fruit together.” In other words, “Whatever inhibitions you might have toward lovemaking, put them aside, and let’s eat. ‘Our vineyards’—your body and mine—‘are in blossom.’ It is the right time and the right season for love. And so, before these foxes come in and take away what we have together, let’s ‘refresh’ each other with fresh fruit (2:5). Let’s eat our ‘choicest fruits’ (4:16). Yes, let’s ‘eat . . . drink, and be drunk with love!’” (5:1).11

  You see, if you focus on the foxes to the exclusion of the fruit (what the foxes want or will ruin),12 you miss the facts. But if you focus on the fruit—“our vineyards are in blossom”—the symbolism makes sense. For throughout the Song eating fruit always equals intimacy. Below are the three most obvious examples:

  
  

  
    	        
      	 
      	And his fruit was sweet to my taste. (2:3d)

    

    
      	 
      	I say I will climb the palm tree

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and lay hold of its fruit.
    

    
      	 
      	Oh may your breasts be like clusters of the vine,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and the scent of your breath like apples,
    

    
      	 
      	and your mouth like the best wine.
    

    
      	 
      	It goes down smoothly for my beloved,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	gliding over lips and teeth.
    

    
      	 
      	I am my beloved’s,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and his desire is for me.
    

    
      	 
      	Come, my beloved,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	let us go out into the fields
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and lodge in the villages;
    

    
      	 
      	let us go out early to the vineyards
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and see whether the vines have budded,
    

    
      	 
      	whether the grape blossoms have opened
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and the pomegranates are in bloom.
    

    
      	 
      	There I will give you my love.
    

    
      	 
      	The mandrakes give forth fragrance,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and beside our doors are all choice fruits,
    

    
      	 
      	new as well as old,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	which I have laid up for you, O my beloved. (7:8–13)
    

    
      	 
      	I would give you spiced wine to drink,

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	the juice of my pomegranate.
    

    
      	 
      	His left hand is under my head,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and his right hand embraces me! (8:2c, 3)
    

  



  So here is my summary of their language and actions of intimacy in this poem (2:8–17):

  
    	He approaches her with great interest for intimacy (vv. 8, 9).

    	He invites her to intimacy—“Come away with me” (vv. 10–15); that is, let’s eat before the fruit is spoiled and the time has passed.

    	She accepts: “Yes, take me away!” (vv. 16, 17).

  

   

  
    	        
    	Until the day breathes

    

  
    	        
    	    
    	and the shadows flee [all night long?],
  

  
    	        
    	turn [toward me], my beloved, be like a gazelle
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	or a young stag on cleft mountains. (v. 17; cf. 8:12–14)
  






  Obviously there is nothing prudish here. You might be prudish, but the Song is not. The Bible is not. God’s Word is fully aware of desire, seduction, rape, polygamy, homosexuality, adultery, and sex after age ninety. And that’s just Genesis. So if you are shocked by what I’m saying (what this poem is saying), you shouldn’t be. Let your sensibilities be shaped by Scriptural sensibilities. This poem is an invitation to sexual intimacy within marriage.

  Back to the Practical Point

  Having done a lot of work with the poetry, let me get back to the original point of application: Trust God’s timing for intimacy within marriage.

  In many ways the point of this poem echoes Ecclesiastes 3:5, which is part of that great text on time: “For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven” (3:1). Ecclesiastes 3:5 reads, “[There is] a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing.” The point of our poem is that there is a time for embracing, so embrace! Married couples, God “has made everything beautiful in its time” (Ecclesiastes 3:11), including the timing for intimacy within marriage. So when the time is right (and take time to make the time right), embrace. Yes, embrace to the glory of God!

  Under this first point, let’s talk briefly about the second part of that Ecclesiastes verse: there is “a time to refrain from embracing.” That is, I want to be clear as I’m teaching through the Song of Songs that a passionate love life, a warm marriage bed, is good, but it’s not all there is to having a healthy marriage. I’ll put it this way: there are more important things than sexual intimacy within marriage.13

  There are some obvious examples, like a man who is fighting in a war, who is overseas on mission for months at a time, who willingly sacrifices (if he is a godly man) his personal pleasures with his wife (and she sacrifices too!) for the good of our nation. That is a noble thing, as noble as Uriah, who when David brought him back from battle wouldn’t sleep in the same house with Bathsheba during a time of war (2 Samuel 11:9–11). Another example is that of a wife whose husband is dying, whether it is of old age or prematurely of some disease or accident, a wife who day after day, perhaps month after month, stays by his side, nursing him, loving him, holding his hand through the valley of the shadow of death. That is intimacy within marriage, which is at a much higher level than sexual intimacy.

  So there is “a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing.” We might refrain for the good of a nation, for the care of a dying spouse, or for many other valid reasons. Another valid reason to refrain is for the sake of the gospel—whether it is frontline missions or bedtime prayer. This is what Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 7. On one hand, he exhorts singles to remain single as he is, “to secure . . . undivided devotion to the Lord” (v. 35). On the other hand, he exhorts husbands and wives to “not deprive one another, except perhaps by agreement for a limited time, that you may devote yourselves to prayer” (v. 5). In other words, fast from sex for the sake of prayer. From time to time, when your bodies are saying, “Let’s eat,” one or both of you should say, “Let’s pray.” Let’s pray because the undivided devotion to the Lord and seeking first the kingdom of God and his righteousness takes precedence over all. It takes precedence over our marriage. It takes precedence over our marriage bed. There are more important things than sexual intimacy in marriage. There is a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing.

  Trust God’s Timing for Intimacy before Marriage

  Timing. That’s what this text is about. Having talked about trusting God’s timing for intimacy within marriage, we now turn to trusting God’s timing for intimacy before marriage. Look at 2:7. This is the first of three times in the Song that the bride gives her wise admonition, “I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles or the does of the field, that you not stir up or awaken love until it pleases.”

  Notice a few facts. First, notice that she is addressing the “daughters of Jerusalem,” who are the target audience of the Song. These are young, single Israelite teenagers, ripe and ready for love. Second, notice that her counsel is to keep in check sexual arousal and activity “until they can be fulfilled with the right person and at the right time,” and “the right person for sexual intimacy is one’s spouse, and the right time is after the commitment of marriage.”14 Third, notice that she is very serious about her warning to wait: “I adjure you.”

  She adjures or puts them under oath “by the gazelles or the does of the field.”15 What does she mean by this animal adjuration? Those animals—gazelles and does—are now familiar to us. In fact, they are the feminine counterpart to what she calls her beloved in verses 9 and 17. He is a male gazelle or young stag. Here in 2:7 we have the female gazelle and the female young deer, a doe. What we are perhaps not familiar with are some subtle nuances of the language used. The Hebrew word for “gazelles” (seba’ot) sounds like the word for “hosts” or “armies,” which is part of a common name for God in the Old Testament: “Lord of hosts.” Furthermore, some scholars argue that the Hebrew phrase “does of the field” (‘ayelot hassadeh) has a similar sound as “El-Shaddai,” the ancient patriarchal name for God.16 The language here is no slip of the tongue. These allusions are meant to heighten the seriousness and strength of her admonition.17 So, think of it this way: she puts them under oath: “Do you pledge purity, complete purity, so help you God?”

  With all that said, let me put 2:7 in the context of what we considered in the previous study. There we looked at 1:5—2:7. That poem starts in the pasture and (with great poetic license) ends in a palace of some kind, whether it is indoor or outdoor, literal or metaphorical. In 1:5–11 she seeks and finds her lover. Then (let me put it this way) the director says, “Cut.” The actors change their postures and perhaps their costumes, and then comes act 3, scene 2, take 1. And . . . action! It’s the bedroom scene, a scene filled with verbal foreplay. It starts in 1:12 and ends in 2:6 with “his right hand embraces me!” And cut. The scene ends—well, almost ends. The bride peeks her head out of the bedroom window, and before she closes the shade she says, “You girls wait—patience now, passion later (2:7). Promise? Do you pledge purity, complete purity, so help you God?”

  “We promise.”

  So that’s 2:7. Trust God’s timing before marriage—wait for your spouse and your wedding day. Wait.

  Why Wait?

  But why wait? Why on earth would anyone wait, especially today? This is A.D. 2010, not 1010 B.C. We have the pill, condoms, and as a last resort, abortion tablets (for the day after) and clinics (for the months after). Why wait? The answer, implied throughout, is to wait because it’s worth waiting for. It’s the motive of delayed gratification.

  Other portions of Scripture would answer the “why wait” question with the reply that you wait because there are serious consequences if you don’t.

  There are social consequences. Imagine a society where everyone was just picking partners (whomever, whenever) the way they pick cell phone accessories at the shopping mall. Imagine the social chaos and economic disaster of unwanted pregnancies, single mothering, the spread of sexually transmitted diseases, the revenge of angry husbands or boyfriends. Well, we don’t have to imagine, do we?

  The Bible speaks of social consequences. But the Bible also speaks of spiritual consequences—a seared conscience (what Paul talks about in Romans 1:18–32) and the coming judgment of God (what Paul talks about in 1 Corinthians 6:9, 10 and Galatians 5:19–21).

  Thus, other parts of the Bible answer the “why wait” question by speaking of the serious social and spiritual consequences to sexual activity outside the marriage covenant. But here in the Song of Songs we find a different answer. Here it’s not negative but positive reinforcement. You wait because there are serious blessings. It’s worth the wait. It’s the motive of delayed gratification—opening your Christmas presents on Christmas morning, not on Thanksgiving eve.

  Let me ask you, Christian: do you believe in delayed gratification? Let me be more specific: do you hold out in faith for the promises of God? Do you wait for the bridegroom like those five wise virgins, lamps burning, ready to meet him and then enter the marriage feast (Matthew 25:1–12)? Do you join in Paul’s elation for the future, longing for that “crown of righteousness” that is laid up for you, “which the Lord . . . will award” to you on the day of judgment (2 Timothy 4:8)? Can you say with the apostle, in his radical heavenly-mindedness, “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21)? Death is gain because only Heaven offers full comfort, satisfaction, salvation, sonship, and inheritance.

  Christian, do you believe in delayed gratification? You see, whether it comes to something as grand as our salvation or to something as good as our sexual activity or inactivity, delayed gratification is as foundational to a Christian ethic as love of neighbor.

  So, in a world that says, “Change now” and “a half-a-million-dollar mortgage on a $30,000-a-year paycheck now,” and “sexual freedom now—with whomever, whenever, however,” more than ever we need to say, “No. Not now but then.” Delayed gratification! That principle would save our economy, renew marriages, eventually (if practiced by all) abolish AIDS, wipe out unwanted pregnancies, and socially revolutionize our country and the world. Do I exaggerate? I don’t know. Let’s give God’s wisdom a whirl.

  Trust in God’s Forgiveness through Christ

  We are to trust God’s timing for intimacy within marriage, and we are to trust God’s timing before marriage. We are to wait. Why? Because it’s worth it. But what if we haven’t waited?

  Thankfully, the Bible has one more grand point: trust God’s forgiveness through Christ.18 Or if we want to keep with the time theme: trust that in the fullness of time God sent forth his Son to redeem us from “the elementary principles of the world” (see Galatians 4:3, 4), such as that popular principle, “If it feels good, do it.”

  Listen, I’m not ignorant of the world we live in. Temptations toward sexual immorality hang over us like a thick, dark blanket. The light of purity is obscured by things as obvious as click-of-the-button pornography or the less obvious mockery of virginity in the movies. Sure, we don’t have temple prostitution or the easy acceptability of concubines to deal with, but we have enough troubles for the day. In our society sex is off the rails, and some of us are riding that train.

  I’m not ignorant of the world we live in, and God is not ignorant either. God knows that human beings are sinful. God knows that human beings are sexually sinful. But God has not left us to ourselves. He has sent his Son to heal the sick, free the slaves, and forgive the debtor.

  On one occasion Jesus was invited to dinner at Simon the Pharisee’s house. Luke tells us in his Gospel what happened:

  [Jesus] went into the Pharisee’s house and took his place at the table. And behold, a woman of the city, who was a sinner [likely a prostitute], when she learned that he was reclining at table in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster flask of ointment, and standing behind him at his feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head and kissed his feet and anointed them with the ointment. Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner.” And Jesus answering said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” And he answered, “Say it, Teacher.” “A certain moneylender had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii [$10,500], and the other fifty [$1,050]. When they could not pay, he cancelled the debt of both. Now which of them will love him more?” Simon answered, “The one, I suppose, for whom he cancelled the larger debt.” And he said to him, “You have judged rightly.” Then turning toward the woman he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet [the traditional sign of hospitality], but she has wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You gave me no kiss [the traditional greeting], but from the time I came in she has not ceased to kiss my feet. You did not anoint my head with oil [another traditional custom], but she has anointed my feet with ointment. Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little, loves little.” And he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven. . . . Your faith has saved you; go in peace.” (Luke 7:36–48, 50)

  Perhaps you are asking, “But what if I haven’t been sexually pure? What if I haven’t waited for marriage? What if I’m that sort of a woman or man?” The answer is that God offers forgiveness for sins through Jesus Christ; trust in that forgiveness. Jesus came for sinners. Jesus lived with sinners. Jesus dined with sinners. Jesus died for sinners. Jesus rose for sinners. And Jesus stands now ready to accept all sinners who repent and trust in him. Jesus did not come for the righteous but for sinners . . . like you and me. So come to him.

  I did twenty years ago. I came to Christ as a sexual sinner.

  I grew up in a very devout Roman Catholic home where virginity was prized and where I was taught to wait for marriage, not because “it’s worth it” but because “it’s right, and you do what is right.” But I knew that “love” is what justified sex. If you were emotionally mature enough, if you had a consenting partner—someone who had deep feelings for you and for whom you had deep feelings—then what happens happens. Well, “what happens happens” happened to me. I fell in love, and in my mind this feeling justified anything and everything.

  Such love also, sometimes even when you are very careful, produces children. And that’s what happened to me as well. At age eighteen my girlfriend was pregnant, and at age nineteen I was the father of a baby boy. And when my boy’s mother moved on from me—our “true love forever” didn’t last forever, not even twenty months—God’s saving grace moved me toward Christ. “Jesus, forgive me,” I prayed one night. “And clean me up on the inside, for I’m full of lust and pride.” And you know what? He forgave me and cleaned me up.

  I share that because I want you to know that when I say “trust in God’s forgiveness through Christ,” I mean it because I’ve experienced it. I used to be that, and now I’m this. I’ve been washed, sanctified, and justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God (see 1 Corinthians 6:11).

  I share that so you might come to the living waters of Jesus Christ, waters that cleanse our sins and quench our thirst (see John 4:14). I share that so you might come to your Creator (Christ), the One who holds all things together (Colossians 1:17), who created the world, renews creation each spring, will bring about the new creation—the new heavens and earth, and who even now creates new creations by saving sinners who grow into Jesus, the firstborn of all creation, and who are now as fragrant as flowers, as sweet as pomegranates, as melodious as the tunes of turtledoves.

  I share that so you might hear the voice of the Bridegroom (John 3:29; cf. John 10:3, 4, 14, 27), who says, “Your sins are forgiven” (Luke 7:48) . . . “Neither do I condemn you” (John 8:11) . . . “Go in peace” (Luke 7:50)—and so that the joy of forgiveness might be yours.

  I share this so you might know the love that surpasses all understanding, the love of Christ, the King who will come in power to judge when the fig tree ripens (see Mark 13:28), but who has already come in love (as a shepherd who laid down his life for his sheep) to offer forgiveness to all who claim in faith, “My beloved is mine, and I am his.”
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  Greater Than Solomon

  THE SONG OF SOLOMON 3:1–11

  Go out, O daughters of Zion, 

    and look upon King Solomon, 

    with the crown with which his mother crowned him 

    on the day of his wedding, 

    on the day of the gladness of his heart.

  3:11

  [image: ]

   

  IN HER PLAYFUL, SATIRICAL POEM “The Betrothal,” Edna St. Vincent Millay writes:

  Oh, bring me gifts or beg me gifts,

  And wed me if you will.

  I’d make a man a good wife,

  Sensible and still.1

  Neither Sensible nor Still

  At the beginning of our text (3:1–4), the woman of the Song is neither sensible nor still. She is not still, but rather out of bed seeking “him whom [her] soul loves.” She is not sensible, but rather out at night searching for him in the dangerous city streets and squares. She is neither sensible nor still, and yet she makes a man a good wife.

  I say that because of the “story” that unfolds. Beginning in verse 1, “On my bed by night,” she says, “. . . I sought him, but found him not.” Here she is either dreaming or lying awake daydreaming about her husband’s return (i.e., seeking him in her thoughts). I favor the second scenario. I do so because there is a similar scene in 5:2ff., where she says, “I slept, but my heart was awake,” and when her husband knocks on the front door, she is reluctant to open the door for him. Perhaps her attitude there is, “Hey, I’m tired. What are you doing coming home this late? I waited up as long as I could. I’m not getting out of bed. You can sleep on the front porch. You were supposed to be home at 10. It’s now midnight!” Her attitude will change in that poem. She will let him in (in more ways than one, see 6:2, 3). In chapter 5 she is cold at first. But here in 3:1 she is in bed but not asleep. In fact, she is so awake that she gets right out of bed (contra 5:3) and goes on a search and rescue mission, or as I call it, “a sought and brought mission.” Note the repeated words “sought” (“seek”) and “found” as well as the important word “brought.”

 

  
    	        
    	On my bed by night

    

  
    	        
    	I sought him whom my soul loves;
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	I sought him, but found him not.2
  

  
    	        
    	I will rise now and go about the city,
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	in the streets and in the squares;
  

  
    	        
    	I will seek him whom my soul loves.3
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	I sought him, but found him not.
  

  
    	        
    	The watchmen found me
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	as they went about in the city.
  

  
    	        
    	“Have you seen him whom my soul loves?”
    

  
    	        
    	Scarcely had I passed them
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	when I found him whom my soul loves.
  

  
    	        
    	I held him, and would not let him go
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	until I had brought him into my mother’s house,
  

  
    	        
    	    
    	and into the chamber of her who conceived me. (3:1–4)
  






  Watchmen were patrolling the city streets and squares because such places were not always safe at night—think of the incident in Sodom in Genesis 19:1–11 or the Levite’s concubine in Judges 19:15–30. But she’s not afraid. She is on a mission, “drawn by the power of love,”4 willing to risk life and limb.

  I will talk more about the “mother’s house” soon,5 but now I will simply state what she is saying in verses 1–4. As she moves from the private space of her bed to the public spaces of the city and then back with him to the private place of their home and chamber (the latter has, as Daniel Estes puts it, “undeniable sexual overtones”6), here she is saying, “I brought him home, to the place of security;7 and I brought him to bed, to the place of the intimacies of lovemaking.”8

  To say “lovemaking” is appropriate for two reasons. First, we have the placement of the refrain in verse 5: “I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles or the does of the field, that you not stir up or awaken love until it pleases.” The refrain comes always in the context of heightened sexual attitudes or actions.9 Think back to 2:7 (the first time the refrain appears) or ahead to 8:4 (the last time). Right before those two occurrences we have the phrase “his right hand embraces me,” which at the very least means that he is touching her body somewhere. (It is very intimate.)

  The second reason that 3:4 likely refers to lovemaking is due to the word “brought.” The two other times we have seen that word, it referred to such intimacy both times. In 1:4 she has been “brought” into his chambers for those deep kisses she wanted in verse 2. Then in 2:4 she has been “brought” into the banqueting house, right after she says, “His fruit was sweet to my taste,” and before she says, “His banner over me was love.” So it is my contention that in 1:4, 2:4, and 3:4 the word “brought” refers to being brought to bed. This also fits the pattern we have seen thus far, with each poem ending with sexual intimacy.

  In summary, here is 3:1–5 as I see it, with (if you’ll allow me) some contemporary embellishment just for fun:

  She’s in bed. She can’t sleep. She can’t sleep because her husband is not home yet. So she gets out of bed. She searches the city for him. She finally finds him. She hugs him, perhaps kisses him, and then she tightly holds his hand and leads him home. She has been waiting for him and for intimacy. They walk through the front door. It’s the house she grew up in, her mother’s house that is now somehow theirs.10 He wants to unpack and watch the late show. But she won’t let go of his hand. “Come, hither, husband,” she beckons and flutters her long eyelashes. He complies happily. They walk into the bedroom, her parents’ old bedroom, yes, the “chamber” in which she was conceived years ago, which she sees as a beautiful thing, a continuation of a family romance and potentially the family tree. She had been tossing and turning, but the bed is still ready for love. She has planned it all. The tea light candles are still burning, now burning very low. Subtle sprays of her Chanel No. 5 perfume the air. And Andrea Bocelli’s Romanza is playing in the background. She says, “Let the intimacy begin . . . oh, for me, dear daughters of Jerusalem, not yet for you.”

  An Aggressive Wife Is Not an Unorthodox One

  Let me stop here, catch our breath again, and give an application. Here it is. Are you ready for it? You might not be. Application number one: An aggressive wife is not an unorthodox one.

  I realize that this is poetic fiction and not a historical narrative, and certainly not a theological treatise. Thus there is a higher risk of proposing applications without textual warrant. There is no explicit command here: “Wife, be like this wife.” However, the Scriptures often express imperatives in ways other than propositional statements. In Proverbs 31:10–31, although the writer gives no explicit command to wives, he is nevertheless instructing wives, “Be like her.” As we read the stories of Sarah or Hannah or Esther or Ruth, it is right and natural to say, “Be like her.” Yes, Ruth, who went out at night to the threshing floor to meet her man. She sought Boaz, found him, married him, and then was brought home to bed. “So Boaz took Ruth, and she became his wife. And he went in to her” (Ruth 4:13), and that’s where Obed came from. Obed was the father of Jesse, the father of David (Ruth 4:17, 22), the father of (guess who?) Solomon.

  To be clear, I’m not nullifying Paul’s teaching about gender roles within marriage—that the man is lovingly to lead and the wife respectfully to submit. What I am saying, however, is that the desirous attitude and aggressive actions of the wife in this Song are Scriptural. When she says, “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth” (1:2) to start the Song, when she says, “Be like a gazelle” and climb these “mountains” in 2:17, and here when she gets out of bed to bring him to bed, our application is not, “Men, as the leader of the home, you must always make the first move.”

  Here we have a picture of pursuit—her pursuit of him. She is not fanning herself in the drawing room, covering her eyes, dressed in her vice-proof Victorian gown. She is no stiff thorn, and neither is she a passive wallflower. She is eager and aggressive. After she has abandoned comfort and even safety, she courageously ventures out to grab him,11 risking her life for the reward of love.

  I am not suggesting Sex in the City femininity—impulse immorality. What a disaster that is for everyone involved! Nor am I suggesting the more sanctified but still deadly philosophy (or should I say theology?) of Eat Love Pray femininity. One movie reviewer described this book turned film as “a contemporary Pilgrim’s Progress, in which a scattered, baffled modern woman finds happiness by figuring out what God desires from her, and acting accordingly.” According to the main character, “God dwells with me, as me.” And what does this “God” want? God wants just what a “willful, capricious, self-indulgent Western woman with too much time and money on her hands [wants]”: to divorce her husband for selfish reasons, “shack up with a handsome young man then dump him, travel the world,” there to “get religion”—that is, to learn how to meditate and how to “forgive herself,” and oh . . . and then to “fall in love with a new guy.”12 When I say an aggressive wife is not an unorthodox one, I don’t (God forbid!) mean that. Rather, I mean that it is not unorthodox, unethical, or inappropriate for a married woman from time to time to move “from a passive desire to a focused determination to bring her [husband] to bed.”13

  Two Poems, One Point

  In verses 1–5 we have the ideas of sought, found, brought, and wait. And then, starting in verse 6, we have the arrival of King Solomon.

  

  
    	        
      	What is that coming up from the wilderness

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	like columns of smoke,
    

    
      	 
      	perfumed with myrrh and frankincense,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	with all the fragrant powders of a merchant?
    

    
      	 
      	Behold, it is the litter of Solomon!
    

    
      	 
      	Around it are sixty mighty men,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	some of the mighty men of Israel,
    

    
      	 
      	all of them wearing swords
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and expert in war,
    

    
      	 
      	each with his sword at his thigh,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	against terror by night.
    

    
      	 
      	King Solomon made himself a carriage
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	from the wood of Lebanon.
    

    
      	 
      	He made its posts of silver,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	its back of gold, its seat of purple;
    

    
      	 
      	its interior was inlaid with love
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	by the daughters of Jerusalem.
    

    
      	 
      	Go out, O daughters of Zion,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and look upon King Solomon,
    

    
      	 
      	with the crown with which his mother crowned him
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	on the day of his wedding,
    

	
    	        
    	    
    	on the day of the gladness of his heart. (vv. 6–11)
    

  



  
  What’s going on here? What is obvious is that Solomon is coming to town—“Behold, it is the litter of Solomon!” (v. 7); “Go out . . . and look upon King Solomon” (v. 11).14 What is also obvious is that his coming is a big deal. There are sixty elite solders (nearly twice as many as King David had, see 2 Samuel 23:13–39)—armed and able to protect even at night, marching beside this carriage or palanquin.15 And this carriage smells good (it’s perfumed with expensive imported goods from places like India and Arabia) and looks good. It has a beautifully designed exterior and luxuriously inlaid interior, made of rare and costly cloths, metals, and lumber, made of the same materials as the royal palace and the tabernacle (Exodus 35) and temple (1 Kings 5, 6).16 The Rolls-Royce Limited meets the ark of the covenant! It’s a spectacular (almost theophanic) sight!

  With the smoke and the smells and the soldiers, and the king lounging in the litter with his crown, likely “a crown of fine gold” (Psalm 21:3; cf. Zechariah 6:11),17 this whole scene is the picture of importance and opulence. You can almost hear the triumphant tune of “Crown Him with Many Crowns.” This is the Davidic king in all his glory (cf. Psalm 45).

  Connecting the Two

  But what does that have to do with verses 1–5 ? What’s the connection between these two sections?

  I have found some similarities and contrasts that connect the two. Both poems end with similar characters. There are two mothers: the wife’s mother is introduced in verse 4, and then Solomon’s mother is mentioned in verse 11. Twice the “daughters of Jerusalem” are addressed: once in verse 5 and again in verse 11, where they are called “daughters of Zion,” which is just a poetic variant.18 Here “Zion” stands for “Jerusalem,”19 for Zion, as Keel notes, “was the most distinguished part of ancient Jerusalem, the site of the royal fortress (2 Sam. 5:7) and the temple mount (Isa. 29:8).”20 Those two similarities show there is likely some connection between verses 1–5 and verses 6–11. It’s the poet’s way of saying, “Read these two poems together.”

  There are also contrasts. In verse 5 the daughters are told to wait for their wedding; in verse 11 we learn of Solomon’s wedding and the “gladness of his heart” associated with it (no more waiting). There is also the contrast between the unprotected woman and the overly protected king. She is vulnerable, walking alone through the city streets at night, while Solomon is protected, traveling in broad daylight in an ornate and bulletproof tank, lifted up above the action, with sixty armed Green Berets by his side. Furthermore, the opulence attached to Solomon and his marriage is contrasted with the simple, unadorned love between the woman and “him whom my soul loves.”

  In other words, Solomon is used here as a foil, “someone or something that serves as a contrast to another.”21 If this is not obvious here, it will be obvious when we get to 8:11–14, where she contrasts Solomon who has these vineyards (which may be an allusion to all his women, his illicit harem, or simply a description of his incredible wealth22) with her vineyard: “You, O Solomon, may have the thousand” (8:12b), but “my vineyard, my very own, is before me” (v. 12a). Then, in verse 14, she calls on her husband (who is not Solomon), “Make haste, my beloved, and be like a gazelle or a young stag on the mountains of spices.” Therefore I agree with Tremper Longman when he writes, “The Song is not about Solomon as such.”23 I also agree with Duane Garrett who argues that in chapter 3 Solomon “is not a character in a story but serves as a symbol.”24 Indeed, the pageantry of Solomon’s postwedding procession (vv. 6–11) and his love life in general25 are used as an ironic contrast to the unspectacular, single-minded, committed love of this couple in verses 1–4 and throughout the Song. She is saying, “Ladies, think of Solomon’s coming to town with all its grandeur and gladness. Well, my love and my man are greater than Solomon in all his glory.”

  Thus, these two poems, with their similarities and contrasts, are poetically paired to make this point: This wife’s seeking, finding, and bringing her husband back to bed was not in vain because her beloved—who is greater than Solomon, the beloved of the LORD (2 Samuel 12:24, 25)—is worth the risk.

  Wise unto Salvation through Faith in Christ

  The second application is: The Song of Songs (even this text!) can make you wise unto salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.

  There is a long history of Christians making a connection between the heart of our text (3:1–4) and John 20, the tomb scene where Mary Magdalene encountered the resurrected Jesus. Hippolytus (Bishop of Rome from 222–235), was the first to point out the possible parallels between the Song and this Gospel scene, arguing that our text is a prophecy.26

  I too see the similarities: (a) Mary, who loves Jesus and whom Jesus loves (as a disciple), came to the tomb “while it was still dark.” (b) She has come to Jesus’ tomb because she is seeking to find him (Jesus says to her, “Whom are you seeking?” [John 20:15]). And then, (c) once she has found him and recognizes him, she clings to him.

  Those are similarities (fair enough), and they are interesting and perhaps intentional. But such similarities are not enough to convince me that the first part of Song of Songs 3 is a prophecy. I say that because even some of the most striking similarities are different. For example, Jesus and Mary are not married. Jesus also tells Mary to let him go: “Do not cling to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father” (John 20:17a). The talk and tenor of “don’t touch me now” is very different from our text.

  Now, I admire the effort to make connections to Christ. I’m trying to do it every time I preach on the Old Testament. I do so because all Scripture points to Christ in the sense that he is the climax of redemptive history to which every Old Testament pericope either leans toward or reflects upon. But in general, with the Song, we are to make connections to Christ not by means of typology (e.g., King Solomon = King Jesus) or mere linguistic similarities (e.g., the word “seek” is found there and also here). Rather, we are to make the connections thematically.

  Here’s how it works: Each week I turn on my Internal Scripture Scanner (play along with me) and I say, “Okay, what do we have? We have this ‘seek, find, and brought home’ theme in verses 1–5 mixed with this ‘greater than Solomon’ theme in verses 6–11. Now, where in the New Testament do some or all of these themes come together?” So I put in all the data, shake it around, and out pops Luke 19:1–10, the story of Zacchaeus, the tax collector, that sinner who got saved. What came to mind was this: Zacchaeus sought Jesus (v. 3), found Jesus (v. 4), and brought Jesus home (vv. 5, 6; cf. vv. 8, 9). Well, there you have it—our Christological connection. And for extra theological interest and value I can add verses 9, 10:

  And Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, since he also is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.” (cf. Ezekiel 34:16)

  But wait. Zacchaeus sought and found Jesus. That’s the story. True, he did. But Jesus sought and found Zacchaeus—that’s the bigger story.27 Jesus came out of his safe home to seek after sinners like Zacchaeus, people who are lost in the city streets and squares, and to bring them home to the security and intimacy of his love.

  Now that will preach! It will preach because it’s true. It’s the gospel! It’s the good news that we believe. It’s the life-changing power that we have experienced. So is Luke 19:1–10 the perfect connection to Christ? Well, maybe.

  How about something simpler? How about this: Isn’t the Bible amazing? It has a whole book—the Song of Songs—that is “primarily an unabashed celebration of the pleasure of physical intimacy.”28 And what if God designed this short song as an entry place to his long love story?29 What if part of the intention of this wisdom book is to make the world wise unto salvation by getting the attention of people who wouldn’t normally be interested in religious themes—the building of temples, the sacrifice of animals, the teaching of ethics? What if this book is designed in part to open the door to outsiders, to those who would never come to church, lift a Bible, or listen to a sermon?

  Think with me for a moment. Imagine a woman coming to church for the first time in ten years. She hears the sermon that became this book chapter. When she returns home after the service, her husband is reclining on the couch, watching the football game. It’s a commercial, so he generously mutes the television and asks, “So how was it?”

  “Fine,” she says.

  “Well, what did the pastor talk about?”

  “Oh,” she says, “he talked about how wives should be more aggressive in bed.”

  “What!” He turns off the TV.

  “Yeah, he said something about how wives should be more aggressive in bed. It’s in the Bible, I guess. Some book called the Song of Songs.”

  “Really?”

  “Yeah, really.”

  He looks down, rubs his chin, and murmurs, “So, what time is the service next week?”

  According to Paul, the whole Old Testament was written to make us wise unto salvation through faith in Christ (2 Timothy 3:15). I believe that the Wisdom Literature especially was written partly to draw outsiders inside. Think of the book of Job with its question, “Do bad things happen to good people?” and Ecclesiastes with its question, “What is the meaning of life?” Those are still Top Ten questions.30

  What if the Song of Songs was written not only as a celebration of pure passion but also as an antidote to immoral intimacies? And what if that antidote was used by God to open eyes (even your eyes) to the “Beloved”—God’s beloved Son, Jesus—who is greater than Solomon?

  Greater than Solomon in his wisdom.

  Greater than Solomon in his purity of heart.

  Greater than Solomon in his obedience.

  Greater than Solomon in his sacrificial seeking of sinners.

  Greater than Solomon in his glory—Christ’s heavenly glory, as he now sits enthroned as King of kings and Lord of lords, the one who will come in glory to judge the living and the dead.

  What if?

  A Detective Finds God

  This week I was listening to a sermon by Sinclair Ferguson. In it he shared a story from the life of David Suchet, the famous British actor, best known for his portrayal of Agatha Christie’s quirky Belgian detective, Hercule Poirot, on London Weekly Television’s series Poirot.

  One night Suchet was in a Manhattan hotel room when for the first time in his life he had the overwhelming desire to read the Bible. He knew the Gideons leave Bibles in every hotel room, so he searched the room, but he couldn’t find one. Determined he went out and searched the city streets and squares looking for an open bookstore. He finally found one, bought a Bible, brought it to his room, and opened it randomly to Romans 8:

  For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. (vv. 38, 39)

  Upon reading this he was converted. God’s Word worked on his heart miraculously, the same way it worked on Augustine centuries before with the same epistle and nearly the same text,31 and the same way it has worked on many of us. God’s Word was opened, and your heart was opened to Christ.

  My prayer is that God would use the Song of Songs, even what we studied here, to make you wise unto salvation, to make you aggressively seek and find the Savior who came to seek and find you.
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  A Love Feast in the Beautiful Garden

  THE SONG OF SOLOMON 4:1—5:1

  I came to my garden, my sister, my bride, 

    I gathered my myrrh with my spice, 

    I ate my honeycomb with my honey, 

    I drank my wine with my milk. 

    Eat, friends, drink, 

    and be drunk with love!

  5:1

  [image: ]

   

  BEFORE HE CONVERTED TO CHRISTIANITY, the famous British journalist Malcolm Muggeridge wrote to his father about an eye-opening incident that happened while he was living in India. Each night, as the sun was setting, he would go down to the river to take a swim. One night at the river he saw a woman in the distance.

  She came to the river and took off her clothes and stood naked, her brown body just caught by the sun. I suddenly went mad. There came to me that dryness in the back of my throat; that feeling . . . of wild unreasonableness which is called passion. I darted with all the force of swimming I had to where she was, and then nearly fainted, for she was old and hideous and her feet were deformed and turned inwards and her skin was wrinkled and, worst of all, she was a leper . . . [u]ntil you have seen one you do not know the worst that human ugliness can be. This creature grinned at me, showing a toothless mask, and the next thing I knew was that I was swimming along in my old way in the middle of the stream—yet trembling. . . . It was the kind of lesson I needed. When I think of lust now I think of this lecherous woman.1

  Years later, after Muggeridge became a Christian, he wrote these memorable words: “[N]o desert is so dreary, monotonous and boring as evil,” and “Nothing is so beautiful, nothing so continually fresh and surprising, so full of sweet and perpetual ecstasy as good.”2

  As we turn to the most erotic text in the Song, I want us to see that there is nothing so beautiful, continually fresh, and surprising, so full of sweet and perpetual ecstasy as love and lovemaking under the rules of our loving Maker. And I want us to see this in the light of the leprous nature of lust, the way the world so often thinks about sex today.

  In the last study I spoke of the Song as an antidote. Its innocent eros is an antidote to guilty and godless pleasures. Take a steady dose of this Song—ten weeks straight—and you’ll start to see straight and live straight. You will walk straight on the straight and narrow way, the only way that leads to life, joy, fulfillment, and eternal salvation.

  Unlike the previous studies, let’s jump right to the applications, what I call my three antidote applications. Like the method of the master-teacher, Jesus—“You have heard it said, but I say to you . . .”—I want to contrast what you have heard (what the world says about sexual intimacy) with what God says to you (what the Word says about the same subject).

  Antidote Application One: Beauty

  Antidote application number one is: The world says, “Show all; tell all.” But the Word says “Show him; tell her.”

  We live in a show-all-tell-all world. That is, fully nude and lewd images are everywhere. When I was a boy, pornography was first gaining ground. But it was underground. In my case someone’s father had to order a magazine, get it in the mail, and then some sneaky schoolmate had to steal it for a day and secretly show a page or two at the playground. Then it all went back underground.

  But today if a boy were to type the word “girl” into an Internet image search, even on the safest of search engines with the “safe search” feature on, I doubt the results would be so safe. It’s everywhere. Showing-all-to-everyone is everywhere. There is no shame and no sacredness attached to nudity. And this lack of shame and holiness is seen in something as obvious as pornography but also as subtle as a midriff, where a junior high girl shows her navel, what the Song will see (as we shall see in two chapters) as something highly erotic.

  We live not only in a show-all world but also a tell-all world.

  I don’t have a TV. I never go to news networks on the Web. I barely look at blogs. I don’t buy or read the newspapers. I am the least informed human being on the planet. And yet somehow I know that there are shows like Desperate Housewives and The Real Housewives of New Jersey, which feature married women openly sharing about their love lives and gossiping about their friends’ lovers. Furthermore, I know the lurid details of the adulteries of politicians and princes, sports stars and rock stars. It’s all in here (my brain) because it’s all out there. Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, we live in Tabloid Town, where real news is not news, and where the idiocies and idiosyncrasies of everyone-who’s-anyone is everywhere. The world says, “Show all and tell all.” The fig leaf has fallen, and no one gasps anymore.

  So, what’s the antidote to that? The antidote is Song of Songs 4:1–7, where the Word says in essence, “Show him and tell her.” Show your husband your body; and tell her, husband, how beautiful she is.

  We know from the refrain throughout the Song (2:7; 3:5; 8:4) and the woman’s firm admission at the end of the Song (8:10) that she has kept her virginity until marriage. She has saved herself for him. But now she stands before him with very little on. She has a veil (4:1b, 3b), a necklace (v. 9), and her long dark hair (v. 1c), only enough to make her more enticing (she has learned the secret of Victoria’s Secret). As a “symbolic demonstration of perfect honesty, perfect trust, perfect giving and commitment,”3 she stands before him unclothed and unashamed (cf. Genesis 2:25).

  And he has seen nothing like it. “Behold [or “Wow,” we might translate it4], “you are beautiful, my love, behold [let me say it again], you are beautiful!” That’s how he begins (4:1a). He ends similarly: “You are altogether beautiful, my love; there is no flaw in you” (4:7).

  No flaw? Really? Is she a perfect ten? She certainly didn’t think so. Remember what she said about herself in 1:5 and 2:1? She is not blind to her imperfections. But he is. It’s blind love at its best. The blemish here and the bulge there he notices not. Instead, to him her eyes, hair, teeth, lips, cheeks, neck, and breasts—those seven (!) body parts (she’s perfect)—represent her complete beauty. She’s “altogether beautiful.” She’s his realized eschatology!

  In Middle Eastern wedding ceremonies this “inventory of another’s body” is called a wasf 5 and in Renaissance love poetry an emblematic blazon. This is the first of four such affectionate inventories, one in which the woman praises the man (5:10–16) and three in which the man praises the woman (4:1–5; 6:4–7; 7:1–5). In these three, the man moves, in all but one (7:1–5), downward. Here in chapter 4 it is from head to breasts.

  To him, her eyes are pure and luminous. Her hair is awe inspiring;6 it’s thick, silken black, and flowing, “a dark waterfall of waves.”7 Her teeth are glistening white; they’re even, straight, complete, and matching (a rarity in those days before the advent of orthodontics and cosmetic dentistry). Her lips are red and “as shapely as a perfectly tied bow.”8 Her cheeks are rouged, full of color and health. Her neck, which is layered with jeweled necklaces, is long, strong, thin, dignified, and elegant.9 And her breasts are tender, young (recently matured), symmetrical, round, sprightly, and playful.10

  He will soon get to “her garden” in verse 12, but here in verse 5 he stops at her breasts. No shame in that. This is his wife. He stops to stare and sing. He sings of enjoying this sweet “mountain” and that scented “hill” all night long:11

 

  
    	        
    	Until the day breathes

    

  
    	        
    	    
    	and the shadows flee,
  

  
    	        
    	I will go away to the mountain of myrrh
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	and the hill of frankincense. (v. 6)
  






  To him, there are “[t]wo hundred [years] to adore each breast.”12 To him, from head to heart to heel, she is altogether beautiful.

  She is altogether beautiful if you don’t press the metaphors too literally.13 Do that and she might (and does) sound and look “bizarre, comic, even grotesque.”14 Her hair is like . . . goats!

  The key to understanding these metaphors is to understand the language as sensory and emotive. We are not so much to see what he sees but to feel what he feels. We are to smell, taste, and touch. He wants us to take in “his joy, awe, and delight.”15 For to him, her body, made in the image of God and for his completion as a man, is “the most awesome thing in creation.”16 It is good, good, good, good, good, good . . . very good! It’s the pinnacle of perfection. It is the best of God’s creation (a flock of goats leaping or halves of a pomegranate) combined with the best of what man has done with God’s creation (a scarlet thread or the tower of David). She’s “altogether beautiful.”

  God’s “Blind” Love

  I don’t know about you, but when I think about this man’s love (which as much as his eyes are open to her, we might rightly label “blind” love), I think about God’s “blind” love for us in Christ. It’s called the doctrine of forensic justification. Not a beautiful name, but it is a beautiful reality: You and I are made beautiful through Christ’s bloody atoning death. Oddly enough, one of the places this doctrine is illustrated is in Ephesians 5:25–30, which speaks of the mystery of marriage between Christ and the Church and how through Christ’s sacrificial love he will present the Church to himself “holy and without blemish.” Yes, Christian, in him you and I are “altogether beautiful.”

  Antidote Application Two: Unity

  Antidote application number two is this: The world says, “Sex means nothing.” But the Word says, “Sex means unity.” Put differently, sexual intimacy means spiritual union.

  My church sponsored a teaching series on the local college campus called Christian Sex. The second speaker in the series, Dr. Stanton Jones, gave a talk entitled “King of the Bed: Should Faith Meddle with Our Sexuality?” He began by sharing common challenges to the Christian view of sex, the first being evolutionary materialism. This idea advocates that material reality is all there is, and thus life is just a blind, ruthless struggle to propagate our genes. It’s all biology, baby. (Not the most romantic view.) Now, if you combine that view with the sex and contraception revolutions, you arrive at “sex means nothing” or “sex means whatever you want it to mean.” It is merely a natural and necessary biological act and thus ethically neutral. Sadly, this has become our culture’s predominant perspective.

  As Jones was debunking this philosophy, he shared that anthropologists have studied sex in a variety of cultures around the world and have noted how rare this evolutionary materialism view is. To most of the world, even today, sex means something. That is why sex is surrounded with ceremonies and regulations and also why there are taboos and punishments associated with living outside the norms. “For your own good and the good of the society, you can’t just do whatever you want with that biological body of yours”—that’s the shared sentiment.

  To those who haven’t been caught up in our “highly scientific” but wholly unnatural view of sex, sex means something. And what the secular anthropologists today have discovered is what our sacred book has taught for thousands of years: sex means unity—deep, physical, personal, emotional, and spiritual union.

  In Genesis, after woman was formed out of man (Genesis 2:21, 22), and as the first husband and wife stood naked before each other (v. 25), Adam sang of Eve, “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (v. 23a). Then the author of Genesis adds his commentary: “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh” (v. 24). “One flesh”! In Matthew 19:6, after Jesus quoted that Genesis text in his argument against easy divorce, he added his simple summary, “So they are no longer two but one flesh,” and then he added his theocentric application, “What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.”

  The world says, “Sex means nothing.” But the Word (the Word of God incarnate no less) says, “Sex means unity,” an inexplicable, God-ordained unity—“my beloved is mine, and I am his.”

  Now, this theology—sex means unity—is what we find expressed poetically in 4:8—5:1, the second half of our text. The scene is simple, and the outline obvious:

  4:1–7 “How beautiful you are!” He compliments her beauty.

  4:8, 9 “Come away!” He invites her to intimacy.

  4:10–15 “How beautiful is your love!” He compliments her lovemaking ability.

  4:16 “Come in.” She invites him into her (cf. Genesis 16:2).

  5:1 He goes in. He complies, and everyone praises this act of love. Their private matter gets public praise.

  Everyone (and we are to join in) “celebrates the beauty and goodness of sexual love.”17 You see, in the Song of Songs sex is at the center. I mean that literally. It’s at the exact center of this Song. As Tom Gledhill points out, there are “111 lines from 1:2 to 4:15 and 111 lines from 5:2 to 8:14.”18 So 4:16—5:1 is “the centre of gravity,”19 “the heart of the Song . . . the central pivot around which the rest of the Song revolves,”20 “the centerpiece and crescendo.”21

  It’s about sex!

  But what is sex about?

  It’s about unity!

  Do you know what the most repeated word in this section is? Many words are repeated here—Lebanon, spices, garden, bride. The most repeated word, however, is “my” (twenty times), 5:1 having the highest concentration in all the Old Testament (nine times!).22 In Hebrew “my” is not a word by itself; it is a suffix (a first-person possessive suffix). It attaches itself to the word it’s modifying, which I think is a fitting visual. “My” doesn’t stand alone. Look at 5:1: “I came to my garden, my sister, my bride, I gathered my myrrh with my spice, I ate my honeycomb with my honey, I drank my wine with my milk.” That verse (the virtuously veiled sex verse)23 contains all the key concepts. He came into his wife—who is his bride, his sister (a word of deep family union and intimacy),24 and his garden (a place of pleasure,25 perhaps paradise regained)26—and has enjoyed it. And now her body is not only his wonderland, but it’s the promised land (see Exodus 3:8).27 “I ate . . . my honey, I drank . . . my milk.” She’s a land flowing with milk and honey. Yes, he could just eat her up (cf. Proverbs 30:20); and he does eat her up and drink her in.

  So the world says, “Sex means nothing. It’s recreational. It’s like sipping a caramel frappuccino, eating a hamburger, or going to the bathroom. It’s no different than any other biological function.” But the Word says, “Sex means unity.” It’s an inexplicable act of mutual passion, possession, and submission: I give my total self to you, and you give your total self to me. You eat me up and drink me in, and I eat you up and drink you in. You become a part of me, and I become a part of you.28

  “Awake, O north wind, and come, O south wind!29 Blow upon my garden,” she says in 4:16a.30 And then notice the change in verse 16b: “Let my beloved come [in]to his garden.” Here she is not merely “a garden” (4:12, 15), but now through lovemaking she is “his garden.” In 4:16 she says of her most private part, it’s “my garden” (4:16), and in 5:1 he says of this usually inaccessible (it’s “locked” and “sealed,” 4:12) and watery (it’s “a spring,” “a fountain,” and “a well of living [and “flowing”] water,” 4:12, 15) place, it’s “my garden” too. She has fully and unreservedly given herself to him. She has come down from the mountain peaks of Lebanon and the dangers of lions and leopards (4:8), into his safe arms—his left arm is behind her head, and his right arm now embraces her.

  This is pure consummation—the “undefiled” (Hebrews 13:4) and yet aflame marriage bed. This is God’s antidote for immorality! Drink it in. Eat it up.

  Antidote Application Three: Worship

  The third and final antidote application is this: The world says, “Sex is a god.” But the Word says, “Sex is not a god, but rather a blessing from and a bridge to God.”

  I find it highly ironic that in a world that thinks “it’s all biological”—that sex doesn’t matter—it sure seems to matter to so many people. Sex is an idol and perhaps the most prevalent one today. It has its own houses of worship (strip clubs, brothels, bookstores, etc.) and its own priests and priestesses (porn stars, suggestive pop singers, lingerie models, etc.) and billions of worldwide parishioners who pay money and give homage. And that’s just the start. There are billions more—sadly, some professing Christians included—who bow the knee. I have yet to hear a congregant say that Islam or Judaism or Hinduism or atheism has compelled him to do something, but how often I have heard, “Love made me do it.”

  “Love? Do you mean carnal desires? Do you mean seemingly uncontrollable sexual urges?”

  “No, it was for ‘love’ that I left my wife and kids.”

  Love? Is such “love” sacred? A god?

  You see, there is a world of difference between “God is love” and “love is god.” When people depend on the feeling of love and the act of sex to be the answers to life’s troubles and the sources of life’s meaning, something good turns wicked. C. S. Lewis said it this way: “Love, having become a god, becomes a demon.”31 In his book The Four Loves, Lewis explains:

  Years ago when I wrote about medieval love-poetry and described its strange, half make-believe, “religion of love,” I was blind enough to treat this as an almost purely literary phenomenon. I know better now. Eros by his nature invites it. Of all loves he [Eros] is, at his height, most god-like; therefore most prone to demand our worship. Of himself he always tends to turn “being in love” into a sort of religion.

  Theologians have often feared, in this love, a danger of idolatry. I think they meant by this that the lovers might idolize one another. That does not seem to me to be the real danger; certainly not in marriage. The deliciously plain prose and businesslike intimacy of married life render it absurd. So does the Affection in which Eros is almost invariably clothed. Even in courtship I question whether anyone who had felt the thirst for the Uncreated, or even dreamed of feeling it, ever supposed that the Beloved could satisfy it. As a fellow-pilgrim pierced with the very same desire, that is, as a Friend, the Beloved may be gloriously and helpfully relevant; but as an object for it—well (I would not be rude), ridiculous. The real danger seems to me not that the lovers will idolize each other but that they will idolize Eros himself.32

  Sex is an idol. But we’ll have none of that. To this idol, Christianity comes with its hammer. “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:4, 5; cf. Matthew 22:37; Mark 12:30; Luke 10:27). That’s the greatest commandment. God first! Jesus restates that command in this way regarding himself: “Whoever loves father or mother . . . son or daughter [and I’ll add here ‘husband or wife’ or even ‘sex between husband and wife’ or ‘between any two people’] more than me is not worthy of me” (Matthew 10:37; cf. 1 Corinthians 16:22). You can’t have sex first and Jesus second.

  Christianity seeks to destroy in our hearts the idea of sex as a god and erects in its place the understanding that sex is a blessing from and a bridge to God.

  It should be obvious from a passage like this that sex is a blessing from God. Some scholars even argue that the final voice in 5:1—the “Eat, friends, drink, and be drunk with love!”—is God’s voice of approval.33 I don’t know if I agree with that view, but I like the point it makes. It’s the point I’m making. Not only is everything under the gaze of God, but God enjoys our enjoyment of sex. He loves our lovemaking. He takes pleasure in those bodies he has carefully designed for pleasure having pleasure.34 He’s our “cheering section,”35 if it can be phrased that boldly, affirming what is happening here in the marriage bed as wholesome and proper, and thus glorifying to him.36

  Sex is a blessing from God. But sex is more than that. It is also a bridge to God. What I mean is that even the highest pleasures and sweetest intimacies are designed to leave us wanting something more. Sex creates a hunger for something infinitely more beautiful, pleasurable, and satisfying: God! Dan Allender and Tremper Longman write:

  God gave us sex to arouse and satisfy a hunger for intimacy. Sexuality arouses a desire for union. Sexual consummation satisfies the desire, but it also mysteriously creates a hunger for more—not only for more sex, but also for a taste of ultimate union, the final reconciliation with God.37

  According to Scripture, sexual intimacy is for unity, comfort, offspring, help against sexual temptation, and pleasure. But it’s also designed to point us to God, the Lord of love, in whom all longings are ultimately satisfied.

  This is taught in the Song through all the garden imagery.38 To the groom, his bride is like the garden of Eden and the temple, which was decorated like Eden.39 To them, lovemaking is the closest thing to the promised land. In other words, their love is like being in the presence of God. That is what Eden, the promised land, and the temple all have in common. He mixes all these metaphors to say that sex is a signpost that points to God’s intimate presence with his people.

  Throughout the Old Testament there is an ongoing theme not of Eden restored but of “Eden fulfilled and transcended.”40 The prophets speak of this salvation that is to come in garden/temple terminology (e.g., Isaiah 58:11; cf. Jeremiah 31:12). In the person of Jesus the very presence of God comes to us in bodily form, with eyes, hair, teeth, mouth, etc. And those who come into his presence now by faith are promised final salvation that is portrayed in the New Testament as a wedding feast with lots of food and drink (see Matthew 8:11; Revelation 19:7, 9; 21:6) in the city of God (which is like a garden, with its river and trees and fruits). In that place at that time those in Christ “will see his face” (Revelation 22:4a). This will be the ultimate ecstatic encounter with God!

  Augustine had a term for this reality. He called it totus Christus (“the whole Christ”), that is, “Christ together with his church, who together will enjoy God in the consummation.”41 This consummation will make sexual consummation seem insignificant, even silly, like two teenagers throwing matches into a roaring bonfire.

  The incomplete satisfaction sex gives is intentional.42 Sex is not god. Rather it is a blessing from and a bridge to God. What C. S. Lewis said of the beauty found in books, music, or memories, I say of sex: it is “only the scent of a flower we have not found, the echo of a tune which we have not heard, news from a country we have not visited.”43 This explains Jesus’ teaching that there is no marriage in Heaven (see Matthew 22:30), which I think implies that there is no sex in Heaven. Why? Because it’s not needed. Why? Because it’s not even desired! To know God is to need nothing.

  Thus the Song of Songs is God’s antidote for sexual immorality and idolatry. It teaches us to appreciate the beauty of the human body, it teaches us that sexual intimacy means unity, and it teaches us that sex is a blessing from and a bridge to God. Yes, it teaches us that “nothing is so beautiful . . . so continually fresh and surprising . . . so full of sweet and perpetual ecstasy”44 as God, our ultimate good.
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  A Reprieve and Return to Eden
   
  THE SONG OF SOLOMON 5:2—6:3

  My beloved has gone down to his garden 

    to the beds of spices, 

    to graze in the gardens 

    and to gather lilies. 

    I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine; 

    he grazes among the lilies.

  6:2, 3

  [image: ]

   

  IS IT LAWFUL TO DIVORCE one’s wife for any cause?” That was one of the questions with which the Pharisees tested Jesus. After Jesus answered their question, Matthew 19:10 records the disciples’ reaction to Jesus’ no-easy-divorce policy: “If such is the case of a man with his wife, it is better not to marry.”

  I love that. I don’t love their reaction (it’s sinful), but I love their realism (it’s not so saintly). “You mean, Jesus, I’m stuck with this woman because God has ‘joined us together’ and now we are somehow ‘one flesh’ and that mystical union trumps whatever transgressions I can trump up against her, legitimate reasons in my mind for divorce—like her overbearing mother, her overdrawing the bank account, or her overtoasting the toast? If such is the case . . . it is better not to marry.”

  Why do I start this way? Well, thus far in the Song of Songs we have had far more idealism then realism. For six studies we have walked into the bedroom of this committed couple and witnessed their pillow talk, beautiful bodies, tender touches, and passionate lovemaking. We have seen their Edenic love. But now in 5:2ff. we walk east of Eden. We take a brief reprieve from relational paradise. Momentarily we leave the “uninterrupted revelries” of idealism (1:2—5:1) and step into the inevitable “realisms of married life.”1 We step out into the night and hear the crunch of thorns and thistles beneath our feet, the slithering of the snake, and even “the brooding presence of death” in the distance (8:6).2 We witness more than the expected harshness of half-brothers (1:6) and peskiness of “little foxes” (2:15). Now we see a husband’s sweet-talking insensitivity (5:2), a wife’s sleepy selfishness (5:3), the violent brutality of men (5:7), and perhaps the subtle disdain of women (5:9). Yes, it is midnight outside the garden of God.

  Yet soon the sun shall rise, the morning dawn, and love arouse itself again. “I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine; he grazes among the lilies” (6:3). That’s how our poem ends, with emotional and physical intimacy. But it begins like this:

 

  
    	        
    	I slept, but my heart was awake.

    

  
    	        
    	A sound! My beloved is knocking.
    

  
    	        
    	“Open to me, my sister, my love,
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	my dove, my perfect one,
  

  
    	        
    	for my head is wet with dew,
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	my locks with the drops of the night.”
  

  
    	        
    	I had put off my garment;
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	how could I put it on?
  

  
    	        
    	I had bathed my feet;
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	how could I soil them? (5:2, 3)
  






  Poetry: What Is the Poetry Doing?

  Here is the start of the story. I say “story” not because this is a historical narrative featuring real people and real events. It’s poetic fiction, “the poetic creation of the author of the Song, put on the lips of the girl.”3 It’s like reading Dante’s Divine Comedy or Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. You are not to ask, did that really happen? Did Virgil really say that? Did the Wife of Bath really do that? No. Think poetry. Poetic license and literary embellishment are permitted. They are permitted to create a mood and make a point. The mood here is tense, and the point (to borrow from Shakespeare) is that “the course of true love never did run smooth.”4 The point is that they’re having a spousal spat. All is not Edenic.

  And so we enter this “story”—life after the honeymoon in a fallen world. She says, “I slept, but my heart was awake.” She’s asleep. But she awakes because she hears the tap, tap, tap of her coming-home-too-late lover. She has locked the door. Is it a literal door or her “private” door? Scholars disagree. A door and a hand going through the small opening in the door, and then the arousal that follows is an easy target for double entendres.5 “My beloved put his hand to the latch, and my heart was thrilled [‘I trembled to the core of my being’6] within me” (5:4).

  Modest man that I am, I will take a moderate position. I think the situation is something between the literal and metaphorical. They had scheduled a time for intimacy. She washed her body, slipped on her negligee, and then waited for him to get home. She waited for hours. Finally she gave up. She blew out the candles, sealed the bottle of myrrh, locked the door, took off her negligee, and went to sleep. Meanwhile, he doesn’t know the plans have changed. Sure, he’s a few hours late, and he’s tired too, but he is more than ready for their rendezvous. He gets home. He puts his hand on the doorknob. It’s locked. Hmm, what shall he do? Ah, he’ll just sweet-talk her into submission. That will work (it has always worked thus far). “Open to me, my sister, my love, my dove, my perfect one. It’s almost morning. I’ve been out all night. There’s dew on my hair; my locks of love that you love, my love, are getting cold. Come on, my little honeypot, my sweetie pie, my buttercup, just open up and let me lie with you as planned.”

  In a half-asleep daze she hears all this mumbling mush through the keyhole. And she yells, “What?7 It’s late. It’s too late. Why didn’t you call?”

  “Call?” he says. “Because phones haven’t been invented yet! That’s why I didn’t call.”

  “I don’t care if they haven’t been invented. You should have called!”

  “What!”

  “I’m not getting up to let you in. Sleep outside for all I care. You’re not coming into this warm bed . . . or body.”

  She has played her cards—and pretty well, she thinks.

  Now, whatever he does in verse 4 to awaken her to love, it works. She gives in. She’ll now gladly let him come in. She quickly opens the bottle of myrrh and pours this expensive oil on her body.8 She then slowly and proudly trots to the door (“his dreams shall come true,” she thinks to herself). But then we read of her nightmare. She has overplayed her hand.9 Her teasing revenge has backfired.10

  

  
    	        
      	I arose to open to my beloved,

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and my hands dripped with myrrh,
    

    
      	 
      	my fingers with liquid myrrh,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	on the handles of the bolt.
    

    
      	 
      	I opened to my beloved,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	but my beloved had turned and gone.
    

    
      	 
      	My soul failed me when he spoke. (vv. 5, 6a–b)
    

  



  
  Now what? Her newfound passion turns to panic. She must do something. She’ll just get out of bed, find him, and bring him back. She has done this before (3:1–4). It is certain to work again. Ah, but this time . . .

  

  
    	        
      	I sought him, but found him not;

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	I called him, but he gave no answer.
    

    
      	 
      	The watchmen found me
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	as they went about in the city;
    

    
      	 
      	they beat me, they bruised me,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	they took away my veil,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	those watchmen of the walls. (vv. 6c, 7)
    

  



 
  This whole scene is awful. Her husband, who thus far has been her protector, leaves her unprotected. I don’t think she was literally beaten and perhaps raped by the watchmen.11 But that’s how she feels. She feels defenseless and defeated.12

  Suddenly, while she is still in this nightmarish world, the daughters of Jerusalem appear (where did they come from?). Maybe this is a dream, as many suggest. The illogical character and scene shifts remind me of my own dreams. One minute I’m getting called out by my college basketball coach for not hustling for a loose ball, and the next minute Emily and I are at a grocery store, and she’s squeezing a head of lettuce, I’m picking up a bag of potatoes and biting into it, and then she turns and asks me, “Did you remember to turn off the moon?” Basketball? Potatoes? Moon? Bizarre!

  I don’t know what transpired between verses 7 and 8, but, behold, there’s the virgin chorus. She sings, “I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, if you find my beloved, that you tell him I am sick with love.” Then they sing,



  
    	        
    	What is your beloved more than another beloved,

    

  
    	        
    	    
    	O most beautiful among women?
  

  
    	        
    	What is your beloved more than another beloved,
    

  
    	        
    	    
    	that you thus adjure us? (v. 9)
  






  Their question might have a sarcastic, disdainful tone to it: “O wonder-woman, what’s so special about your super-man?” Thus this poor bride gets a one-two punch. First, in verse 7 she receives injustice from the men of justice who are supposed to protect the unprotected, and then in verse 9 she receives ridicule from the women of the wedding, her bridesmaids who are supposed to extol their love. Perhaps this is the case. Or the young women serve merely as perfectly placed poetic devices that get us to where the poet wants to get us—namely, this poem within the poem about the bridegroom’s body.

  Below you will see that verses 8–16 comprise a poem within the poem. We know it’s a separate poem because of its chiastic nature. A chiasm is a common literary device in Hebrew poetry that uses parallel concepts or words to make a point. The center of the poem (vv. 11b–15a) describes the man’s body parts—hair, eyes, cheeks, lips, and so on. That description is surrounded by the same or similar words or ideas that parallel each other. Othmar Keel divides it as thus:

  

  
    	        
      	a

      	v. 8b   O daughters of Jerusalem . . . tell him . . .

    

    
      	 
      	b
      	 
      	v. 9ac   What is your beloved more than . . .
    

    
      	 
      	c
      	 
      	 
      	v. 10b   distinguished among . . .
    

    
      	 
      	d
      	 
      	 
      	 
      	v. 11a   His head is the finest gold
    

    
      	 
      	d'
      	 
      	 
      	 
      	v. 15b   [his feet are] gold
    

    
      	 
      	c'
      	 
      	 
      	v. 15dc   hoice as . . .
    

    
      	 
      	b'
      	 
      	v. 16c   This is my beloved
    

    
      	 
      	a'
      	v. 16d   O daughters of Jerusalem.13
    

  



  Note that “gold” is at the center. His head and feet are golden. That’s her way of saying, “From top to bottom he is magnificent, pure, costly, divine—like gold. He is superior to all others.”14 That’s the point of the poem. Thus, to answer the question of verse 9, she replies that her guy—this god-like statue, her larger-than-life lover—is worth going after and risking her life to seek, find, and bring back to bed.15

  In our previous study we saw that the wasf was the man’s description of the woman’s body. Here it is the woman’s description of the man’s body. (Other than the symbolic bodily descriptions of Jesus in Revelation [1:12ff.; 2:18b; 19:11–16], this is the only inventory of a man’s features in the Bible,16 and one of the few extant in the ancient world.) The man focused on the woman head to breasts. Here the woman gives a full-body scan. While she admires his body in general (“His body is polished ivory” and his complexion is “radiant and ruddy”) and takes note of his strong arms (“rods of gold”) and legs (“alabaster columns”), her focus is on his face—his distinguished, elevated-above-the-crowd head, his wavy, black hair, his moist, sparkling, lively eyes,17 his sweet-smelling cheeks and lips (perhaps his beard),18 and his sweeter-tasting mouth.

  Her description of him is slightly more modest than his description of her. She is interested in personality, we might say, what’s above the shoulders rather than below. Oh, she thinks he’s more masculine than Michelangelo’s David, but it’s not his biceps that she misses most. Rather, it’s his companionship or friendship—“This is my friend” (v. 16). That’s mostly why she needs him to return.

  So, that’s 5:2–16. She falls asleep. He comes home late. She doesn’t let him in. He takes off. She takes off after him. She runs into the watchmen and then the women. The watchmen are violent, the women are curious. They ask their question, and she gives her response. “What’s he like?” “Well, let me tell you: Think cedars of Lebanon. He’s tall, strong, and handsome. And he’s mine—my lover, my friend. There’s your answer. Any more questions, ladies?”

  “Oh, yes,” they say, “Just one: where is he? ‘Where has your beloved gone, O most beautiful among women? Where has your beloved turned, that we may seek him with you?’” (6:1).

  Answer: Why look! Surprise. Surprise. He’s right here.

  

  
    	        
      	My beloved has gone down to his garden

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	to the beds of spices,
    

    
      	 
      	to graze in the gardens
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and to gather lilies.
    

    
      	 
      	I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine;
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	he grazes among the lilies. (6:2, 3)
    

  



 
  What’s going on here? Has she found him? Has he found her? Did they ever leave each other’s presence? Was this all a bad dream? We don’t know, and it doesn’t matter, for the poetic point is clear. The chasm of separateness has been filled emotionally and physically. We don’t hear the “I’m sorry, please forgive me” . . . “No, I’m sorry, please forgive me,” and we don’t see the hug of absolution. We only hear the results of reconciliation—the start of his passionate kisses and the renewal of their vows.

  He has returned to “his garden,” which we learned in the last study is her private part,19 or more broadly her body or even her whole being.20 And there, in this garden, he gathers the lilies and grazes among them. This is a reference to kissing (see 5:13—“his lips are [like] lilies”) or to sexual intimacy (cf. 2:16) or both.21 “I am my beloved’s . . . [and] my beloved has gone down to his garden.”22

  Propositions: What Should the Poetry Do to Us?

  In summary, this is a reprieve (5:2—6:1) and a return to Eden (see especially 6:2, 3). The cherubim have put down that flaming sword and let the man and his wife back into the garden of God. That’s what the poetry is doing. But what should this poetry do to us? What lessons are we to draw from this text?

  Get Real

  The first lesson is: Get real. That is, all of us need a realistic view of marriage. East of Eden, where we all live now, the “realistic rhythm of married life is that of frustration and delight,”23 but marriage allows us to work through difficulties in order to become more Christlike.

  One morning in adult Sunday school at my church, the teacher ended the class with this question: “Do you think we have a realistic or idealistic view of our pastors?” Emily was the first to reply. She yelled out, “Realistic!” Everyone laughed as my halo slowly dissolved. Now, by God’s grace I am qualified to be an elder, but it’s also true that I am a sinner, and no one knows that better than that sinner wife of mine. She is married to “a difficult man.”24 Or is it the other way around? I forget. Oh, I suppose we are both difficult at times, and thus we have had our difficulties.

  On a recent pastors’ retreat, we had a wonderful conversation with our associate pastor Andrew Fulton and his wife Rachel. They asked if we had any conflicts in our marriage. It was a humorous moment for Emily and me. We immediately looked at each other and laughed. We laughed because our honest answer is that I’ve been happily married for twelve years but she for only five. I’ll explain.

  When I took my first job as an associate pastor, it was an extremely difficult time for Emily. She was a new mom and pregnant (again!), we moved into a new house, and my junior-high-aged son moved in with us. I was oblivious to her stresses. When she most needed a husband and father—a pastor at home—I was counseling church members and shepherding the church’s children. I was preaching the Word of God to the household of faith!

  One particular weekend I was scheduled to preach, so I needed some time on Saturday night to gather my final thoughts and go through my sermon. The kids were crazy. My wife was crazy. And I was crazier than all those crazy-heads. Once the children were subdued by sleep, Emily gave me a lecture on how much she needed my help. She broke down and cried. I got angry and lectured her on how stressed I was with work and how much I needed her support. She didn’t understand. I didn’t understand. I walked out of the bedroom, grabbing a pillow, a blanket, and my sermon manuscript. I walked into my office, opened the closet door, closed it, locked it, and slept in it! True story. A picture of hypocrisy? Perhaps. A snapshot of marriage outside Eden? Certainly.

  Brothers and sisters, get real. Get realistic about two sinners saying “I do” in an undone world. Unmet expectations are our unexpected undoing. I thought he’d be this; I thought she’d be that. I thought we’d “live happily and effortlessly ever after.”25 The idol of the perfect marriage is as dangerous as the idol of eros. Love and marriage make wonderful bedfellows but terrible gods.

  Sex is not god. Marriage is not god. God is God. And marriage is part of his plan. It is part of his plan to sanctify you. It’s designed to do so. This is what is so beautiful about the covenant of marriage.

  Will you take this man . . . ?

  I will.

  Will you take this woman . . . ?

  I will.

  Yes, I will love you when you come home too late, when you are cruel with your tongue, when you lock yourself in the closet. I will love you for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health . . . till death do us part. That’s marriage. That’s the liberation of exclusive love!26

  Difficulties will stretch but not sever the covenant bond. They will stretch it, and if you allow them—through grace and forgiveness—strengthen it. Get real. Marriage is for your sanctification.

  Deny Self

  The second lesson is just as terse and just as difficult to get into our heads and put into practice: deny self. Put positively and practically, selfless submission overcomes obstacles to intimacy.

  For whatever reasons, we all tend to focus on the external rather than the internal. That is, couples might argue about money, sex, or the in-laws (all externals). But I have found that the root problem in marital conflict and the greatest obstacle to intimacy is selfishness.

  Isn’t that what we see in our text? They are both selfish. He is selfish because he has come home too late, and even if they planned something upon his return, he should have been more considerate. Instead of treading on holy ground, asking to enter the garden temple with respect and reverence, he thinks he’s at the Burger King drive-thru window: he wants it his way right away. He’s inconsiderate. He’s demanding. He’s foolish.27 He’s selfish.

  But she’s selfish too. She is unhesitant in her unwillingness to let him in because it’s inconvenient. She’s too tired, and thus erotically unenthusiastic. Verse 3 is dominated by that egocentric “I”: “I had put off my garment . . . I had bathed my feet.” Not now, honey. Your way? No way!

  He’s selfish. She’s selfish. But then what happens in verse 4 and following?28 He takes some initiative, and she responds. We don’t know if any change has happened in his heart (we can assume something did), but we do know something has happened in hers. She is the focus here, as she is throughout the Song.29 We are all to learn from watching her.

  And what do we see her do? Here she stops thinking about self (v. 3) and starts thinking about him (every verse in 5:4—6:3 except verse 7 is about her “beloved”). In verses 5, 6 that egotistic “I” turns into an altruistic “I”—“I arose . . . I opened . . . I sought him . . . I called him.” She is now aroused, and her “single-hearted desire” is to “find her lover” to cure this lovesickness.30 But look at what she does. She does the least convenient thing imaginable—she gets out of bed in the middle of the night and searches the city streets. How highly inconvenient. How highly dangerous! She risks her reputation.31 She risks her life for him. And even after the guards beat her (5:7), she gets up and goes. Why? Because now she is not her focus. He is her focus. So much so that in verses 10–16 she will sing a song about how special he is! From there, once she has found him, she will sing again, “I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine” (6:3).

  That closing verse especially shows this shift. In 2:16 she said nearly the same thing: “My beloved is mine, and I am his.” Conversely, here in 6:3 she states that she belongs to her beloved first (“I am my beloved’s”), and then that he belongs to her second (“and my beloved is mine”).32 Perhaps this is not significant, but perhaps there is a shift from selfishness to selflessness. Either way, 5:3 and 6:3 are worlds apart, and the chasm of their separation has been bridged by selflessness—“I am not my own; I am my beloved’s.”

  Three Selfless Steps

  I’ll get even more practical with this poem at this point. I have talked about getting real and denying self. Under the heading “denying self,” I’ll add three selfless steps toward intimacy: open eyes, open mouth, and open door.

  First, you should have open eyes. By this I mean that you should see your spouse the way you first saw him or her, looking again with loving eyes that overlook a multitude of sins. Not the eyes of ingratitude or indifference, but the eyes you had on your favorite date, your wedding day, or the moment of the proposal.

  Recently I was walking down the street, and I saw a man come out of a jewelry store. He was smiling. A woman was sitting on a bench, and she was smiling too. As I got closer he knelt down, said something, and placed a diamond ring on her finger. I saw all this as I walked by. But they never looked at me. They didn’t even notice I was there. They were in their own world. When I was a few paces beyond them, I turned around and saw him take her face in his hands and kiss her. It was deep and passionate, too deep and passionate for a public sidewalk. But it made me smile because this man and woman were so in love with each other. They had loving eyes only for each other.

  Daniel Estes writes:

  In marriage, it is easy to lose sight of how special one’s spouse is. The inexorable duties of life can dilute the delight of intimacy, so that what used to provoke excitement now evokes only a yawn. Indifference is a lethal blow to intimacy, because it communicates that the relationship is not as valued as it should be.33

  Don’t lose sight of how special your spouse is. Open your eyes to your beloved. What do you admire about him or her? What is outstanding? What are you grateful to God for—the way she looks, the way he talks, the way she cares for you, the way he sacrifices for you, his or her friendship? And do you ever go overboard with your mutual admiration—“I admire my husband’s ‘solid, immovable, firm and steadfast’ character, his Lebanon-like imposing permanence.”34 Or “I admire my wife’s flawless beauty—I’m talking rounded thighs like jewels, the work of a master hand” (see 7:1b). You get the idea.

  Second, you should have an open mouth. Did you notice in this text (in fact in every text thus far) how this couple speaks to each other? Words matter in the matters of love. They are constantly complimenting and affirming each other. They are always using terms of endearment—“my dove, my perfect one, my beloved, my friend.” In fact, they often borrow from each other’s language. Their normal pattern of speech is “honest, considerate, constructive and tender.”35

  Do you ever open your mouth? If so, what do you say? Anything nice? Do you ever sound like they sound? I hope so. Do you have pet names for each other—honey, sugar, sweetie, babe, gorgeous, love, bride, or Bob Dylan’s term “covenant woman”? Is she your “Covenant woman/Got a contract with the Lord”? And is he your covenant man? I hope so.

  Third, you should have an open door. As a pastor, I hesitate sharing anything personal on this final point. But in the end I decided that if I could share about the closet, I could share about the door. Emily and I have an “open door policy.” This policy is not based on the text of our study, though it could be. It’s based on 1 Corinthians 7:1–5, where Paul writes:

  Now concerning the matters about which you wrote: “It is good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman.” But because of the temptation to sexual immorality, each man should have his own wife and each woman her own husband. The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. For the wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does. Likewise the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. Do not deprive one another, except perhaps by agreement for a limited time, that you may devote yourselves to prayer; but then come together again, so that Satan may not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.

  Paul gives this as “a concession, not a command” (v. 6). He wishes the Corinthians’ sex-crazed culture didn’t have such an effect on the church. But he’s realistic, and so he concedes to what Emily and I call an “open door policy.” My beloved is mine, and I am hers. We are one flesh. Therefore anytime I need or want to be intimate with my wife and she doesn’t want to be intimate with me (or vice versa [this has yet to happen]), she says, “Open door. If you want to, you can.” And sometimes I say, “Yes, I want to.” Other times I say, “Okay, I’ll wait.” That may sound, especially to newlyweds, negative and dutiful. But it’s not; “it’s positive and dutiful.”36 It is positive and selfless. In this case my wife is saying, “My husband’s needs and desires become mine.” It’s a selfless attitude.

  So, open eyes, open mouth, and open door—those are the three selfless steps I commend to you.

  The Benefits of Self-Denial

  As you reflect upon these two lessons—get real and deny self—perhaps you are thinking, “Okay, I get the get real part, but remind me again why I should ever deny self—that’s a very counterintuitive claim.” There are at least two reasons: (1) it will help your marriage—it’s heavenly living with a selfless person, but it’s hellish living with a selfish one; and (2) you’re a Christian, and thus your marriage mirrors the gospel, and at the heart of the gospel is self-denial!

  Below I’ve provided the logo for Desiring God Ministries, which is composed of four arrows pointing inward that form a cross:

[image: ]

  That’s the perfect picture of this text. Anyway you turn it, it points us to the cross, to Jesus who is “altogether lovely” (Song 5:16, KJV)—lovely in his person, glory, majesty, resurrection, ascension, grace, power, wisdom, pardon, and in his selfless incarnation and death.37 Jesus is the epitome of self-denial. He did nothing from rivalry or conceit, but in humility he counted others better than himself, so much so, that

  though he was in the form of God, [he] did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. (Philippians 2:6–8)

  A cross! Is your marriage characterized by self-sacrifice? Does it look “like a crucifixion”?38 Well, in some ways, it should. Your marriage should look like a crucifixion, where selfless love and selfless submission collide (see Ephesians 5:21–33), where both husband and wife can say, “God has given me a lover who preaches to me every day the gospel,39 a spouse who sings to me the story of our salvation—of God having reconciled selfish sinners through his selfless Son.”

  Deny self because it will help your marriage (and any relationship you are in) and because it mirrors the glorious gospel of Jesus Christ,40 a gospel that the world so desperately needs to see.
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  How Beautiful!

  THE SONG OF SOLOMON 6:4—8:4

  You are beautiful as Tirzah, my love, 

    lovely as Jerusalem, 

    awesome as an army with banners.

  6:4

  [image: ]

   

  IN MY OFFICE I HAVE A WHOLE WALL of Bible commentaries. On that wall are works by two older commentators whom I especially trust and often reach for when I prepare to preach: John Calvin and Matthew Henry. Astonishingly Calvin commented in detail on most books of the Bible. I have twenty-two volumes on one shelf. But he did not (perhaps wisely) touch the Song of Songs.1 I wish he had. Matthew Henry wrote a six-volume commentary titled Exposition of the Old and New Testaments, which covers every verse in the Bible, including the Song of Songs.2 Concerning Henry’s commentary, Charles Spurgeon said, “Every minister ought to read [it] entirely and carefully through once at least.”3

  I too commend Matthew Henry’s old commentary to you . . . with one reservation. I do not commend his view of the Song of Songs. In his introduction to it he wrote, “When we apply ourselves to the study of this book we must not only, with Moses and Joshua, put off our shoe from off our foot [we are on holy ground, but we must also] . . . forget that we have bodies.”4 Forget that we have bodies!?

  My master’s thesis was on the history of interpretation of the Song of Songs. In my studies I learned there were over one hundred Latin commentaries written on the Song from the second through the sixteenth centuries.5 Compare that number to six commentaries on Galatians, nine on Romans, thirteen on Mark, and sixteen on John!6 This trend continued even during and after the Protestant Reformation. For example, from 1515–1550 (the heart of the Reformation), ten commentaries were written on John, six on Romans, and yet twenty-seven (!) on the Song.7 In the 1640s, during the Westminster Assembly, the Westminster divines noted some 500 commentaries available on the Song (yes, the Puritans and their progeny loved this love song as well).8 More remarkable than those statistics is that all these commentaries agreed with Matthew Henry’s remark, either implicitly or explicitly.9 Thus, in light of the history of interpretation, his remark is not remarkable. Allowing for a few voices crying in the wilderness, pre-twentieth-century Christian exegetes agreed that we must “forget that we have bodies” when we read this book!

  But how? How are we to forget that we have bodies when we read 6:4—8:4?

  And why? Why are we to forget that we have bodies when we read, “Your neck is like an ivory tower”? Why are we to forget that we have bodies when we read four large poetic sections on the human body, two of which are in our text (6:4–10 and 7:1–9a)?

  Why interpret the Song only spiritually and never literally, such as Matthew Henry does with 7:8, where he views the bride’s “breasts” as the Church’s “pious affections towards [Christ]”?10 The reason is the influence of Neo-Platonic dualism. The spirit of Plato (or at least Greek thought) hovered over the Church11 and still hovers there today, just a little higher than it used to. The body is “the tomb of the soul,” as Orpheus taught,12 or it is “Brother Ass,” as St. Francis famously phrased it, this useful but infuriating beast.13 It’s a necessary evil. In many instances, we’d be better off without it, they thought.

  One of the earliest commentators and certainly the most influential on the Song was Origen of Alexandria. He wrote, “I advise everyone who is not yet rid of the vexations of the flesh and blood and has not ceased to fell the passions of this bodily nature, to refrain from reading the book and the things that will be said about it.”14 I’ll paraphrase: “Anyone who is human should not read this book.” Okay, that’s an exaggeration. He says, “Anyone who is still struggling with natural bodily passions should not read this book.” Is there a difference? Not really.

  Now don’t get me wrong. I love church history and have studied it most of my Christian life. So by starting this study this way, please understand that I am neither a chronological ignoramus nor a chronological snob. I just think that for too long too many Christians held an un-Biblical view of the body and bodily pleasures within marriage. So much so that Bertrand Russell’s infamous critique of Christianity’s attitude toward sex—that it is “morbid and unnatural”15—while overstated and partly ill informed, is not completely unwarranted.

  Did you know that on the table (for discussion and vote) at the Council of Nicea (A.D.  325) was the proposal that all clergy give up not only relations with their wives but also living with their wives?16 The proposal did not pass, but sadly the perspective did. By that time celibacy had become the supreme symbol of piety, and sexual pleasure (even within marriage!) was frowned upon and seen as inherently sinful.17 Later Augustine’s perspective, which has been prevalent since he advocated it, was that sex was only to be engaged in for the begetting of children.18 Procreation was positive, but the passion and pleasure of procreation was not.

  “When we apply ourselves to the study of this book we must . . . forget that we have bodies.”

  Really? Says who? Certainly not the Bible! When we open the Bible we don’t find a separation of body from soul, matter from spirit, or godly purity from physical passion. There is no devaluing of the human body.19 Think of the incarnation!20 Think of the bodily resurrection! There is no belittling of sensual delights. Think of Jesus celebrating a wedding by providing his miraculous vintage wine. There is no dichotomy between spirituality and sexuality,21 between loving God with heart and soul and loving one’s wife or husband with heart and flesh—with eyes and hands and mouth and . . . well, you know what.22

  That is what the Song of Songs brings to the table. And thank God! Thank God that the answer to the question, “What do you think of the human body?” is “It is good.” And thank God the answer to the question, “What do you make of physical pleasure within marriage?” is no different. Both bodily beauty and pure passion are very good. Thus saith the Lord.

  Bodily Beauty

  Bodily beauty and pure passion are the two themes in this study because they are the two clear themes in our text.

  We begin with bodily beauty. My core idea for that theme is this: all of creation, especially the beauty of the human body, points to the beauty of the Lord, our Creator. So by saying “bodily beauty” I ultimately have God in mind. I want to arouse your affections toward him by looking at her, the beautiful bride of Solomon’s Song.

  The Bible is a very balanced book. It warns about the demise and danger of beauty. The demise: “Beauty is vain” (Proverbs 31:30). The danger: “Do not desire [the adulterous woman’s] beauty in your heart, and do not let her capture you with her eyelashes” (Proverbs 6:25).23 However, the Bible also notes (and likely values) beauty, especially feminine beauty.24 Abraham’s wife Sarah was “a woman beautiful in appearance” (Genesis 12:11); she was “very beautiful” (Genesis 12:14). Isaac’s wife Rebekah was also “very beautiful” (Genesis 24:16, NIV). Other women in the Bible who were called “beautiful” include Rachel (Genesis 29:17), Abigail (1 Samuel 25:3), Tamar (2 Samuel 13:1), Esther (Esther 1:11; 2:7), and the daughters of Job (Job 42:15).25

  So, Biblically speaking, beauty is like a cut rose. It’s worth beholding even though you know it is withering away. It’s worth beholding even though its thorns can prick. It’s worth beholding because the flower’s beauty in that moment points to the beauty, not of Mother Nature, but of Father God.

  As Bible-believing Christians we must not lose an aesthetic element to our faith. The Bible is neither hostile to nor dismissive of beauty. It recognizes and extols it, and nowhere more than in the Song of Songs, where “beauty is everywhere,” as Leland Ryken notes, “—in the exalted poetry, in the pictures of nature, [and even] in the attractiveness the lovers find in each [other’s bodies].”26 Bodily beauty.

  Finally we come to our text.

  The word “beautiful” is an important word in the Song. It occurs sixteen times in the book,27 four of which are here in our text (6:4, 10; 7:1, 6). All four occur in these wasfs, the descriptions the man gives of his bride. The opening words of both wasfs say it all—“You are beautiful” (6:4), and “How beautiful” (7:1). And what is so beautiful? Her eyes, hair, teeth, cheeks, feet, thighs, navel, belly, and breasts. Those are all body parts, right? Yes! Her body is beautiful.

  With such a large section in front of us, I’m not going to unpack each image (especially those we have already seen). Instead I will make three summarizing observations of these two bodily descriptions in 6:4–10 and 7:1–9a.

  One: He gives a full-body view.

  Although he does not cover every imaginable body part—there is no meditation on the left earlobe—he does cover feet to face, with an emphasis on her facial features. This is likely because the face is a person’s most distinctive feature and physically represents one’s personality.28

  Note that in the second wasf (7:1–9a) he gives the most intimate inventory thus far. He focuses on her face, but he features what is between the face and feet. He especially features (again, cf. 4:5) her breasts, twice speaking of them. He also includes, for the first time, her thighs, navel, and belly. Those are body parts that only a husband would see in an ancient Near Eastern culture and that only a husband should see in our culture, and certainly in the Church. So it is a comprehensive and intimate description.

  Two: The imagery he uses here is sensory and symbolic. We have already learned this lesson about Hebrew poetry. In fact, we have learned it with some of the same metaphors. Song 6:5b–7 repeats 4:1b, 2, 3b nearly verbatim. So her nose is not literally as big as “a tower of Lebanon” (7:4) but is like this tower symbolically. To an Israelite, this tower was “a symbol of excellence, a recognized standard of value.”29 It is like a sports announcer saying of a basketball player, “He’s money!” That is, when he shoots the ball you can count on its going in the basket. He’s not literally made of money.

  I’ll give three more examples, and you can do the rest yourself. When he says, “Your rounded thighs are like jewels, the work of a master hand” (7:1b), he is simply saying that her thighs are beautifully and perfectly shaped. When he says, “Your belly is a heap of wheat, encircled with lilies” (7:2b), he envisions her slim or svelte waist. Can you picture wheat gathered and tied together tightly and the curvature that creates? She has an hourglass figure, and this describes the bottom half of that hourglass.

  Finally, when he says, “Your head crowns you like Carmel” (7:5), he means that her head is like Mount Carmel. This mountain range sits above the plains and juts out into the Mediterranean Sea, making it “strikingly beautiful,”30 and this striking beauty is noted several times in the Old Testament (e.g., Amos 1:2; 9:3). Here the poet uses it as just the right image for her majestic beauty and grace, which to him distinguishes her above all others.31

  With that image explained, the third observation follows.

  Three: When you put all the images together, the point of the whole picture is that his bride is unique and awesome. Her uniqueness is highlighted in 6:8, 9:

  

  
    	        
      	There are sixty queens and eighty concubines,

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and virgins without number.
    

    
      	 
      	My dove, my perfect one, is the only one,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	the only one of her mother,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	pure to her who bore her.
    

    
      	 
      	The young women saw her and called her blessed;
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	the queens and concubines also, and they praised her.
    

  



 
  They all see what he sees: this “Shulammite” (6:13)32 outshines them all in bodily beauty. Every lady agrees with the man’s assessment: “In mine eye she is the sweetest lady that ever I looked on.”33

  She is unique; and she is awesome.

  But, soft! what light through yonder window breaks?

  It is the east, and Juliet is the sun.34

  His bride is as awesome as the sun and as beautiful as the moon, the two great heavenly lights. She is out of this world! And she is as awe-inspiring as the grandest cities—Tirzah and Jerusalem (cf. Psalm 48:1, 2; 50:2; Lamentations 2:15).35 She is terrific in both senses of the word: she looks great, and she has this terror to her, like an army in battle formation—“an army with banners” (that’s his inclusio in the first wasf; see 6:4, 10). He gets nervous in her presence. He can’t look her in the eyes for long—her eyes “overwhelm” him (6:5). Her head and hair are so royal, majestic, and powerful that he is entrapped, “held captive in the tresses” (7:5)—her long, flowing, purplish-black hair.

  Bodily Beauty—a Theological Theme?

  In these two wasfs, the groom uses sensory and symbolic imagery to give a comprehensive and intimate description, a full-body view, which describes his bride as unique and awesome. That’s my summary of these two sections on bodily beauty. But let’s not stop with that. Let’s think theologically about this theme. What is the purpose of bodily beauty or any beauty we might witness in creation? Giovanni Leone got the idea right but overstated it when he said, “The strongest evidence to prove that God exists is a beautiful woman.”36 More broadly and Biblically I would say it this way: all creation, especially the beauty of the human body, points to the beauty of the Lord, our Creator.

  How can I say that? I can say that because Paul said it. In Romans 1:18–25 he taught that when people look at creation they are to look up in gratitude to God and acknowledge him as the Creator.

  What can be known about God is plain. . . . For [God’s] invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world. (vv. 19, 20)

  It follows that when we look upon the beauty of the human body we should look beyond the image of God to God.

  According to Genesis, humans are the pinnacle of divine creation, because only humans (soul and body) are the image of God, something of God’s divine glory and beauty.37 That fact is emphasized (with the world’s biggest exclamation point!) in that the second person of the Trinity didn’t become a stone, a plant, or a donkey. He didn’t become a penguin or a petunia. He didn’t become wind or water. He didn’t become the North Star or a black hole. He became a man. And ironically, the most amazing part of the incarnation was that the Lord would die, that he who “had no form or majesty that we should look at him, and no beauty that we should desire him” (Isaiah 53:2) was so “beautiful and glorious” (Isaiah 4:2) upon that tree. Yes, “behold the king in his beauty” (Isaiah 33:17)! “How great is . . . his beauty!” (Zechariah 9:17), a marred beauty that has made many marred sinners beautiful through faith in him (cf. Isaiah 60:9). Richard Hess writes:

  [A] proper recovery [of an aesthetic theology] lies in an appreciation of the incarnation and the ultimate exhibition of Christ on the cross—at once a terrible and horrifying spectacle and yet also the sacrifice of love that transcends all other forms as the most beautiful and desirable subject the world has ever known.38

  Amen to that!

  Pure Passion

  We have examined and applied the first theme, bodily beauty. The human body can be quite beautiful. We should all acknowledge that, and if married we should appreciate and enjoy that. Yet the beauty of the Lord is better than the beauty of the body.39 Now we move onto the second theme, pure passion.

  I say “passion” because that is the theme covered in the remainder of our text—sexual passion. We find some of this in the HE sections. (In the ESV, HE is above the sections where the man speaks, and SHE above where the woman speaks.) Most of the HE sections cover this theme of bodily beauty. He says, “Your body is beautiful.” But notice that in 7:6 he moves from seeing to touching (and smelling and tasting!): “How beautiful and pleasant you are, O loved one, with all your delights!” He says not simply, “How beautiful is your body,” but “How beautiful are your delights,” that is, what her body does to him. He’s talking about lovemaking.40 And if you think I’m wrong, just keep reading. Read about his rugged desire and determination to enjoy such high delights:

  

  
    	        
      	Your stature is like a palm tree,

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and your breasts are like its clusters.
    

    
      	 
      	I say I will climb the palm tree
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and lay hold of its fruit.
    

    
      	 
      	Oh may your breasts be like clusters of the vine,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and the scent of your breath like apples,
    

    
      	 
      	and your mouth like the best wine. (vv. 7–9a)41
    

  



 
  Now that’s passion. Anytime a man talks about mounting a tree and eating its fruit, I say he is talking about passion.42

  I need not go further to prove the point. But I will. Interestingly, the SHE sections are dominated by this theme of passion as well. Look first at 6:11, 12:

  

  
    	        
      	I went down to the nut orchard

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	to look at the blossoms of the valley,
    

    
      	 
      	to see whether the vines had budded,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	whether the pomegranates were in bloom.
    

    
      	 
      	Before I was aware, my desire set me
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	among the chariots of my kinsman, a prince.
    

  



 
  What is she saying here? You know it’s a tough nut to crack (pun intended) when commentators who are unanimous on nearly nothing in the Song are unanimous that verse 12 is “the most difficult in the Song and one of the most difficult in the Old Testament to make sense of.”43 And you know it is difficult when one of the most prominent Wisdom Literature scholars, Roland Murphy, says it “has resisted all attempts at translation.”44

  However, enough of the pieces of this many-piece puzzle can fit together to form some picture. With verse 12, for example, it’s not difficult to see that she (again!) desires her man and that this “desire” is what moves her toward her prince. And if you place that piece next to verse 11, here’s what comes in view: she goes down to this orchard to see if the fruit is ripe. (Mandrakes or “love-apples” were an aphrodisiac, while pomegranates, with their many seeds, were seen as a symbol of fertility.) There she is investigating whether the time is ripe to arouse and awaken desire. The answer to that inquiry is hinted at in 6:12 and answered clearly in 7:9b—8:4. There the answer is twofold. Is it the right time to arouse and awaken passion? Yes, it is for us (7:9b—8:3), but not yet for you, O daughters of Jerusalem (8:4). One translation renders 8:4 this way:

  

  
    	        
      	Daughters of Jerusalem, swear to me

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	that you will never awaken love
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	until it is ripe.45
    

  



  
  With 8:4 we move from “this is just a text about passion” to “oh no, this is a text about pure passion.”

  The first subpoint is this: Pure passion is patient. The implication of 8:4 (and 2:7 and 3:5) is that pure passion waits for the proper time and the proper person. The proper time is marriage, and the proper person is one’s spouse, one man and one woman lawfully wed.46

  God-given boundaries are for our good and the good of society. One of those boundaries is marriage. Passion must wait for the proper time and the proper person. But my second subpoint is that within those boundaries pure passion can be pleasurable. It’s okay to enjoy lawful carnal knowledge. That’s what 7:9b—8:3 teaches.

  By 7:9a he has worked his way up to her mouth, and there he sings that her kisses are “like the best wine.” (Wine again represents the world’s greatest pleasure.) Then in 7:9b it’s as if she interrupts him. She opens her mouth and says, “You’ve taken the words right out of my mouth.” Yes, my beloved, that wine you speak of “goes down smoothly . . . gliding over lips and teeth.” In other words, his kisses “flow from his lips to mine” (MESSAGE). This is pleasurable passion—bodies created by God to experience intense physical sensations.

  Next, look at 7:10, where she speaks about their mutual solidarity (“I am my beloved’s”) and his passion for her (“and his desire is for me”). In 6:12 she spoke of her desire, and here (although it’s a different Hebrew word47) she speaks of his.

  The word used for “desire” here is interesting. It is only used three times in the Old Testament, the first time most famously. In Genesis 3:16, after God curses the woman with “pain in childbearing,” he says to her, “Your desire shall be for your husband, [but guess what?] and he shall rule over you.” The sadly ironic picture is this: she will have this “unhealthy, clinging, and controlling” desire for her husband, and yet her husband will rule over her as a cold, oppressive ruler,48 and as the one who will bring her (of all things!) children (who will hurt her coming out). But here in the Song, where Edenic love is on display, it is like the curse has been lifted.49 Here we find marital love set within a garden of delights—there are fields and vineyards and trees and fruit.

  As throughout the Song, the language here is erotic, but tasteful and reserved. The couple wants to be passionate with each other outside and inside—in the “fields” and “vineyards” (7:11, 12) as well as in her mother’s house (8:2). But note that the couple does not lose themselves in themselves.50 Rather, they see themselves within God’s creation and within the restraints of society. In 7:11–13 she says:

  

  
    	        
      	Come, my beloved,

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	let us go out into the fields
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and lodge in the villages;
    

    
      	 
      	let us go out early to the vineyards
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and see whether the vines have budded,
    

    
      	 
      	whether the grape blossoms have opened
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and the pomegranates are in bloom.
    

    
      	 
      	There I will give you my love.
    

    
      	 
      	The mandrakes give forth fragrance,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and beside our doors are all choice fruits,
    

    
      	 
      	new as well as old,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	which I have laid up for you,51 O my beloved.
    

  



 
  In 7:8, 9a he invited her to intimacy, and here she invites him. She wants to be intimate with the right person (her beloved) at the right time (early in the morning) and in the right place (the secluded private fields).52

  Then in 8:1–3 she wants what has been private and outside (in 7:11–13) to be public and move inside (and based on v. 3 it seems as though it does).

  

  
    	        
      	Oh that you were like a brother to me

    

    
      	 
      	who nursed at my mother’s breasts!
    

    
      	 
      	If I found you outside, I would kiss you,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and none would despise me.
    

    
      	 
      	I would lead you and bring you
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	into the house of my mother—
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	she who used to teach me.
    

    
      	 
      	I would give you spiced wine to drink,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	the juice of my pomegranate.
    

    
      	 
      	His left hand is under my head,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and his right hand embraces me!
    

  



  Don’t think the brother/mother language too strange. I will explain the role of the mother as teacher in our next study. Now simply note that this short lyric moves us along in intimacy. Her first desire is that he would have always been with her, like a twin brother, and that like brother and sister they could kiss in public without anyone rolling their eyes. Her second desire is to bring him to the family home, and there to give him . . . well, more fruit juice (i.e., sexual delights).

  In contrast to “the woman Folly” (Proverbs 9:13) who says “stolen water is sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant” (Proverbs 9:17), here the woman Wisdom gives her beloved “spiced wine” and “the juice of my pomegranate” (Song 8:2) in her mother’s house, hoping all the world knows. There is no shameful secrecy to pure passion. She wants to be alone for intimacy, but she wants everyone to know they are alone and intimate.

  So, in the second half of this study I’m talking about pure passion, and I’m providing four P-lettered subpoints for you. I’ve given you two:

  
    	Pure passion is patient. Pure passion waits for the proper time and the proper person.

    	Pure passion is pleasurable. (That’s what so much of this text is about.)

  

  Here is the third:

  
    	 Pure passion is a protection against impure passion.

  

  Perhaps one of the most interesting discoveries I have made in studying themes related to the Song of Songs is how lust (impure passion) and love (pure passion) are set against each other. What I mean is that God’s Word often places love next to lust, to give us a choice and an antidote. For example, in Romans 13:8–14,53 before Paul writes about avoiding lust—“Let us walk properly as in the daytime, not in orgies . . . not in sexual immorality and sensuality” (v. 13), he speaks of love: “Owe no one anything, except to love each other” (v. 8). More specifically related to sexual love, we find that same mode of operation in Proverbs 5:15–20. In the context of avoiding adultery there is an exhortation to be intoxicated with one’s wife (and watch for the imagery also used in the Song):

  

  
    	        
      	Drink water from your own cistern,

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	flowing water from your own well.
    

    
      	 
      	Should your springs be scattered abroad,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	streams of water in the streets?
    

    
      	 
      	Let them be for yourself alone,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and not for strangers with you.
    

    
      	 
      	Let your fountain be blessed,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and rejoice in the wife of your youth,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	a lovely deer, a graceful doe.
    

    
      	 
      	Let her breasts fill you at all times with delight;
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	be intoxicated always in her love.
    

    
      	 
      	Why should you be intoxicated, my son, with a forbidden woman
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and embrace the bosom of an adulteress?
    

  



 
  In other words, as Paul House correctly notes, “Satisfaction with one’s long-term love will negate succumbing to short-term surrender to temptation.”54 Similarly Barry Webb concludes, “To rejoice in the wife of one’s youth, to be satisfied by her breasts and captivated by her love is to walk in the path of the wisdom that is grounded in the fear of Yahweh.”55

  For me, studying, teaching, and applying the Song’s wisdom to my marriage has increased intimacy at every level. I have never been more happily married, and this increased intimacy decreases the draw of temptation. Pure passion is a protection against impure passion.

  What a word of wisdom that is for today! Just think about what surrounds us on a daily basis. I often do sermon preparation in the mornings at Barnes and Noble. Each time I need to go to the bathroom I have to walk through the “Romance” section. Now, is the “Romance” section filled with commentaries on the Song of Songs or godly books on marriage and pure passion? Oh, no. Based on the flesh-filled covers (which are hard not to notice) and catchy titles (which, admittedly, sometimes catch my eye), I assume most involve extramarital liaisons.

  That’s just your average bookstore, where impure passion is promoted to pastors as they walk to the bathroom. If we think beyond that to the Internet or movies or television, we enter into another world of subtle and not so subtle godlessness.

  In the early 1980s Harvard conducted a study on allusions to intercourse on television. They found that 70 percent of all allusions involved unmarried couples or prostitutes.56 That was the 1980s, which were a great distance from the early 1960s and something like The Dick Van Dyke Show (1961–1966), where Rob and Laura (husband and wife) slept in separate beds! That is also a great distance from today where every sitcom and daytime drama features at least one “sex addict” (that’s what I would call him if I were counseling him), a Don Juan or Casanova—the leading man who leads many easily-led women into bed. Think about it. When was the last time you saw a show or movie where the leading man was happily married, devoted to his wife, and the marriage bed was filled with pure passion? Tune in tonight? Coming to a theater near you? I doubt it.

  I doubt it when one of our greatest film personalities, Woody Allen, when facing the media about his sexual relationship with the adopted daughter of his wife, shrugged his shoulders and said, “The heart wants what it wants.” When someone that prominent makes that excuse, we are a long way from God’s Word, wisdom, and ways.

  
    	Pure passion is patient.

    	Pure passion is pleasurable.

    	Pure passion is a protection against impure passion.

  

  And finally,

  
    	Pure passion is a promotion of the Passion.

  

  I don’t know why you became a Christian. But I would imagine one common thread in our stories is that all of us found Jesus—his personality, character, claims, teachings, and miracles—to have a captivating beauty. In the words of Augustine (he’ll redeem his theological reputation with this quote), Jesus is “the beauty of all things beautiful.”57

  When we Christians reflect that beauty by the way we think and act (or don’t act) upon bodily passions, the world takes notice. That is, the single person who waits for marriage to express his or her passion promotes the gospel, as does the married couple who so passionately love each other. The world notices these things. The world notices the pure girl who won’t. The world notices the Christian couple married for sixty years who still enjoy each other’s friendship—the holding of hands, the tender surprising public kiss on the cheek. It’s something strangely beautiful and alluring. Pure passion—held in check or rightly expressed—is a promotion of the Passion of Jesus Christ! I’ll put it this boldly—it’s the gospel in its most tangible/touchable/visible form.

  The Battlefield

  In The Brothers Karamazov, Dmitri says to Alyosha that “beauty is the battlefield where God and Satan contend with each other for the hearts of men.”58 Exactly. And so too is passion. God’s Word teaches that pure passion is patient, pleasurable, a protection against impure passion, and a promotion of the Passion. And God’s Word teaches that all of creation, especially the beauty of the human body, points us to the beauty of the Lord, our Creator, “the beauty of all things beautiful.”
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  The Climax

  THE SONG OF SOLOMON 8:5–7

  Set me as a seal upon your heart, 

    as a seal upon your arm, 

    for love is strong as death, 

    jealousy is fierce as the grave. 

    Its flashes are flashes of fire, 

    the very flame of the LORD.

  8:6

 
   

  [image: ]

  IN THE 1960S a young woman named Kim Grove was engaged to a young man named Roberto Casali. Before they were married, Kim would write little love notes and slip them into Roberto’s fishing box, his back pocket, or whatever secret place she could find. Her notes were simple. Each one featured a drawing of this chubby, childlike couple—a man with dark black hair and a woman with blonde hair, both modestly undressed. And beneath each drawing was a short inscription, which always began “Love is. . . .”

  Love is . . . the right word.

  Love is . . . giving each other silly pet names.

  Love is . . . someone who makes you weak in the knees.

  Love is . . . counting every single freckle.

  Love is . . . showing her the house where you spent your childhood.

  Love is . . . making her queen.

  Love is . . . keeping a light burning for him.

  Love is . . . patching up a quarrel.

  Love is . . . telling her she looks wonderful on a down day.

  Love is . . . like wine, better as it matures.

  Love is . . . when the passion slows down and the friendship speeds up.1

  Roberto collected these notes and eventually showed them to the Tribune Media Services, who published the first comic in the Los Angeles Times on January 5, 1970. These comics became a worldwide success, featured in nearly every major newspaper for the last four decades. Their appeal was the mixture of simple art with universal themes. (You may have noted that what was quoted above is also reflective of themes found in the Song, which was written to a very different culture at a very different time).

  Here in the Song, for the first and only time, we step back from the “story” and get the closest thing to a definition of love that the Song will give us.2 This is why a number of scholars call 8:5–7 the climax of the Song of Songs.3

  This short section reminds me of Job 28. In that passage there is an interruption in the heated dialogue between Job and his friends. Some think Job is speaking. I think it might be the author, who, similar to a Shakespearean aside, stops the characters and addresses the audience (i.e., readers) himself. The interruption to the drama is the question, “From where, then, does wisdom come?” (v. 20). The answer is: it will only be found with God (v. 23), and thus the proper disposition is, “the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom” (v. 28).

  Here in the Song it is difficult to know who is speaking in this climactic “interruption,” but it seems to me that each central character gives voice. The bride, groom, and daughters of Jerusalem turn to us and ask in essence, “What then is love?” And thankfully they provide the answer. They provide three simple pictures with three profound captions that teach us God’s universal truths about marital love.

  Love Is . . . Leaning on Your Husband

  What is love? First, love is leaning on your husband. Look at verse 5a: “Who is that coming up from the wilderness, leaning on her beloved?” The “who” is the young bride, the “beloved” is her husband, and the speakers are the daughters of Jerusalem. The first five words in Hebrew are the same as in 3:6, which there refer to the grand coming of King Solomon: “What [or who] is that coming up from the wilderness . . . ?”4 Here this ordinary man and woman return home in royal fashion, like a king and queen riding in their pure white, horse-drawn carriage. And the wilderness language—“coming up from the wilderness”—is, of course, reminiscent of coming up from Egypt through the desert into Canaan. As Bible readers we are supposed to pick up on the imagery. Their love has brought them home, to a kind of promised land, a land flowing with milk and honey and wine and fruit—mandrakes, pomegranates, and apples.

  Finally we come to the simple picture. What do the daughters of Jerusalem see? They see this lovely couple coming home (that’s the second half of the verse—his mother’s home is now their home), and she is leaning on him. Love is leaning on your husband. Some think they are now an old couple returning home and reminiscing in their old age about old times. Others think they have returned from their honeymoon and are beginning their life together. I favor the second option, but I honestly like the ambiguity. We don’t know if they are newlyweds or not so newly wed. We can safely say they are somewhere between their first weeks together and seventy-five years of marriage. What matters is not the time they have loved but the image of their love. She is leaning on him. We have seen pictures of him climbing her like a palm tree and of her drinking in his kisses like a sip of fine wine. But here the image is not erotic but affectionate. Leaning—if you can picture her with her head resting on the side of his chest—is a sign of affection (closeness, security), but it is also a sign of dependence.

  You might think, as I did, of the lyrics to that old gospel song, “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms.” The refrain goes like this:

  Leaning, leaning,

  Safe and secure from all alarms;

  Leaning, leaning

  Leaning on the everlasting arms.

  Or you might think, as I also did, of the Last Supper and the apostle John leaning upon Jesus. John, the one “whom Jesus loved,” was “leaning on Jesus’ bosom” (John 13:23, KJV) or “breast” (John 13:25, KJV; 21:20, KJV). This is a remarkable picture because John has seen Jesus’ power—how he can heal any sickness, calm the sea, walk on water, and raise the dead. He has also heard Jesus’ authoritative teachings (“You have heard it said, but I say to you”) and thundering judgments (“Woe to you scribes and Pharisees . . . brood of vipers”). Yet John still finds Jesus so loving and lovable that he leans upon him. What a sign of affection and dependence.

  The way Christians are to lean upon Jesus is similar to the way a wife is to lean upon her husband. A wife does not lean upon her husband for everything, but she should lean upon him for loving leadership, which includes affection, protection, and provision. That’s what it means to be a husband. That’s what it means to love your wife as Christ loves the Church.

  So, men, are you lovably leanable?

  As a pastor, I have yet to hear any Christian wife complain about being married to someone who is respectable and easy to submit to because he lovingly leads like Jesus Christ. Paul said, “The husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church” (Ephesians 5:23). Note the language—“is,” not “ought to be.” It’s a statement of fact, not merely a suggestion. The husband is in “a position of inescapable leadership.”5 He either leads poorly by not serving, sacrificing, protecting, and providing, or he leads like Christ by doing these things. And the husband who leads like Christ will often find his wife’s fair head leaning against his firm chest.

  Before we leave this idea and image of the bride leaning against her groom, notice that the image here is likely nonsexual.6 This is surprising because from the beginning of the Song (“Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth,” 1:2), every scene or larger poetic unit has ended with sexual intimacy. But, here at the climax of the whole Song there is no climaxing, if you know what I mean. This is the opposite of the modern romantic movie in which all builds toward the bedroom scene (or scenes nowadays).7 Here we get a picture of mature intimacy, one that teaches that the climax of love is not sex but relationship.8 “This is my beloved . . . my friend” (5:16b). A love that involves, as C. S. Lewis wrote of his marriage, “mere ease and ordinariness. . . . No need to talk. No need to make love. No needs at all except perhaps to stir the fire”9 and what he missed most when his wife died, “the tiny, heartbreaking commonplace.”10

  Love Is . . . Bigger Than Us Two

  Love is leaning on your husband. That’s the first idea and image of our text. The second is this: love is bigger than us two. Look at the second half of verse 5. The woman is speaking:

  

  
    	        
      	Under the apple tree I awakened you.

    

    
      	 
      	There your mother was in labor with you;
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	there she who bore you was in labor.
    

  



 
  What is said here is this: where the first sparks of arousal flew into the air is now the place they return to settle and call home. This is his mother’s house, the place where their love was born, the same place he was born.

  We don’t know if Mom is still alive or not. But we do know that this couple’s love affair has always been a family affair11 and that Mom matters in the matters of love. The bride’s mother is mentioned at least three times (3:4; 6:9; 8:2; cf. 1:6; 3:11), and in 8:2 she is described as the bride’s teacher—“she who used to teach me.” But what did she teach? The wisdom of God’s Word (cf. 2 Timothy 1:5)? Likely. But she also probably taught, in the language of Proverbs 30:19, “the way of a man with a virgin.” That is, her mother taught her the art of lovemaking.12 From the context it seems likely that this is the meaning of 8:2.

  Now, that is a very foreign concept to us—a mother teaching her daughter about sexual intimacy. But think of it this way: who would you prefer to learn the art of lovemaking from—your mother, who cares deeply for you and has experience, or the girls at the college dorm or high school cafeteria who haven’t been with one man long enough to know what really pleases a man? What wisdom do such fools have to offer you?

  I know this is a strange topic, and I wouldn’t be talking about it if their mothers weren’t talked about in 8:2 and 8:5. But they are. And so here we are. And here’s my word on the mother to mothers: Mothers, teach your daughters about these touchy topics that daily hang over their heads: What does losing one’s virginity feel like, and being pregnant, and giving birth, and nursing babies? And when the time is right, teach them about more than the birds and the bees; teach them also about the milk under the tongue, the wine between the teeth, the lilies and the grazing stags. Teach them how to handle a young stag at the start of spring. Listen, if “the talk” sounds like a lecture on mechanical engineering, then you’re not listening to how the Song does it. “The talk” (or “talks!”) should be alive with life, joy, and holiness.

  God’s wisdom is far removed from today’s world, where the widespread attitude is that parents are the last to be consulted in the matters of love and that what consenting adults do in the privacy of their own bedrooms is nobody’s business. God’s wisdom is far removed from two people making a private agreement (“Hey, let’s move in together and give it a try”), which is separated from the family’s approval, the church’s blessing, and even state law. Do you want to see a solid community crumble? There is an easy way to do it: just make the only rule about love that love is no bigger than us two, that sexuality is a personal, private affair. That attitude (and action upon that attitude) is killing our country and every country and community where it is king.

  In contrast to this, in our passage we find such relevant wisdom from God’s Word. Love is bigger than us two.

  Let me further illustrate. Have you ever noticed that as intimate as the bride and groom are in the Song, the daughters of Jerusalem seem to hover above every scene (e.g., 1:4b, 11; 5:1c, 9; 6:1, 10, 13; 8:5, 8–9; cf. 2:7; 3:5; 5:8, 16; 8:4). Why are they there? They are “there” for two reasons: 

    (1) as students—to learn about love, and especially the lesson that true love waits for marriage, and (2) as witnesses—to witness true love. They are often called bridesmaids, and perhaps that is how they function, as traditional bridesmaids. They are official witnesses. They represent society by saying, “Yes, we approve of this union.” And perhaps they do more than that. Perhaps, when times get tough they are supposed to come beside the couple and say, “Hey, we saw you get married with our own eyes. So confess your sin to her” or “forgive him” or whatever the issue is. “Work through it and get over it because you are not getting out of it.”

  Love is bigger than us two. That’s the picture of the second half of verse 5. In some ways the picture here reminds me of a photograph taken at the wedding of a couple in my church, Mary and Paul Adams. After the service, Paul and Mary were surrounded by all the witnesses to their wedding for one large photo. That should be the picture we have in mind when we think of the union of one man and one woman in holy matrimony. The man and woman do not stand alone.

  The imagery in the second half of verse 5 is especially interesting. Many scholars take “the apple tree” to symbolize what we would call “the family tree,”13 and symbolic value is placed there because of what follows—a remembrance of the groom’s mother in labor and giving birth. Although there is no mention of children anywhere in the Song (and this is what makes it unique among the erotic love poetry of the ancient world, where fertility and the gods of fertility are always related to love), this is likely a reference to conception and offspring.14 First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes the baby in the baby carriage. Or, sometimes in the Bible, first comes marriage, then comes love, and then comes baby in the baby carriage. In other words, there is a flow of history being talked about here. And this couple does not stand outside their family genealogies. They gladly carve their names into the family tree and look forward to adding their children’s names, and grandchildren’s, and great-grandchildren’s.

  Physicist turned Old Testament professor turned part-time poet Tom Gledhill puts the point poetically like this:

  Underneath the fruit tree’s bowers,

  heavy, ripe with golden showers,

  ’neath the shades of family tree,

  branches of maternal pedigree,

  there I stirred your sleeping form,

  where your mother brought new birth

  in agony of ecstasy writhing.15

  Love is bigger than us two. Love came before us, and love will continue after us. We find ourselves and our personal yet publicly inaugurated and ratified covenant love for each other within the context of our society and the family in which we are but one generation.

  Love Is . . . Wearing Your Wedding Ring Always

  
    	Love is leaning on your husband.

    	Love is bigger than us two.

    	Love is wearing your wedding ring always.

  

  I wear my wedding ring always . . . because it’s stuck. It’s stuck either because my finger has fattened (which I can’t imagine) or because my $80 gold ring is shrinking (which is more likely). Either way, I wear my ring always and proudly and gladly. That’s the image here. The image is that of happy permanence.16 In verses 6, 7 the bride sings to her husband this request: “Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm” (v. 6a).

  In the ancient world a person’s seal was “the guarantee of his identity,”17 like a photo ID or a signature today. Such seals were often made of “precious metals [and] . . . with ornately carved inscriptions.”18 They were sometimes called “signet rings” (Haggai 2:23; cf. Genesis 41:42; Jeremiah 22:24).

  

  
    	        
      	This is the property of Douglas Sean Michael O’Donnell

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	Second son of Padraic of Connemara, descendant of Irish nobility.
    

  



 
  A seal might say something like that. So the request here is that of mutual, lasting possession: “Set me as a seal upon your heart” (deeply and inwardly) and “upon your arm” (publicly and externally—like a wedding ring today).19

  The reasons for this commitment follow. Look at verses 6b, 7a:

  

  
    	        
      	[F]or love is strong as death,

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	jealousy is fierce as the grave.
    

    
      	 
      	Its flashes are flashes of fire,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	the very flame of the LORD.
    

    
      	 
      	Many waters cannot quench love,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	neither can floods drown it.
    

  



 
  Two images are given here, and they are both images of permanence: (1) “death” and (2) “the very flame of the LORD.” The first image in verse 6b is an example of a Hebrew poetic device known as synonymous parallelism. See below how “love” and “jealousy” are parallel, and then also “death” and “the grave,” and how the second word makes the first word more engaging and concrete.20

  

  
    	        
      	. . . love is strong as death,

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	jealousy is fierce as the grave.
    

  



  So when we say “love,” we are talking “godly jealousy,”21 the kind of single-minded loyalty a husband and wife should have toward each other. And when we reach for an image of how strong this concept of love is, death is the closest thing we can think of. And when we say “death,” we are talking “the grave”—that place no one digs oneself out of (cf. Ecclesiastes 9:11, 12). That’s how permanent love is.

  “Death” is the first image. “The flame of the LORD” is the second.

  

  
    	        
      	[Love’s] flashes are flashes of fire,

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	the very flame of the LORD.
    

    
      	 
      	Many waters cannot quench love,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	neither can floods drown it.
    

  



  
  Here there are two antithetical elements: fire and water. Now, when fire and water go up against each other, who wins? If there is enough water, water will always win.22 But here the fire wins. Why? Because it’s no ordinary fire! It’s “the flame of divine love,”23 as Roland Murphy calls it, or it’s a “god-awful” flame,24 as Tremper Longman says, or it’s “his fire of fires,”25 as Robert Browning put it. It’s “the very flame of the Lord,” so says Solomon.

  This is the only mention of “the Lord” in the Song (the word “flame” is suffixed by ya(h), likely an abbreviation of Yahweh),26 and it’s quite an awesome image given here, one that makes my mind travel to two images from two great God-events in Exodus. There is the burning bush, which symbolizes El Shaddai’s covenant redemption (“I will be who I will be”—i.e., “I will keep my promises about offspring, land, etc.”) and perhaps God’s eternality (“I AM WHO I AM”); and then there is the closing of the Red Sea—the waters open for Israel and close upon Pharaoh and his army. Here in the Song the image (at least how I see it) is that love is like that burning bush at the bottom of the Red Sea. It’s aflame when the waters open, and it’s still burning (somehow) even when millions of gallons close down upon it. The fire and smoke rise through and above the waters. Now that’s an image of preserving permanence! That’s love.

  Love is wearing your wedding ring always. Love is like death and God-fire. It has this permanence about it. And this is why “if a man offered for love all the wealth of his house, he would be utterly despised” (v. 7b). This pithy wisdom saying is more than the Old Testament’s version of the Beatles’ song, “Money Can’t Buy Me Love.” It is saying that to us. But it is also saying, “How foolish if anyone thinks he can put a price on love.” Love is not for sale. Love is not only “much better . . . than gold” (Proverbs 16:16), it can’t be compared to gold . . . or silver, diamonds, or any other material possession.

  This is a jab at King Solomon who collected whatever his “eyes desired”—pools and places, wine and women, gardens and gold (see Ecclesiastes 2:1–10; Song 8:11, 12). And it is a jab at our Indecent Proposal culture, where love always has its price. Money has no bearing on love because money is temporary, but love is permanent.

  The Apostle Paul reflects on love in the same way. In 1 Corinthians he gives a definition of love, which does not come from cute love letters he slipped into the back pews of the Corinthian church, but rather from a stinging rebuke to a rich, “super-spiritual” church that lacked love. In 1 Corinthians 13:4–7 he gave them what is now the most famous definition of love:

  Love is . . .

  patient

  kind

  not envious

  not boastful

  not arrogant

  not rude

  bears all things

  believes all things

  hopes all things

  endures all things

  And then what does he say? He says that “Love never ends” (v. 8a). Love has permanence about it.

  Let me give two implications to that idea. The first is this: married love is an exclusive, lifelong commitment. It’s like a ring or “seal” placed upon the arm and the heart—that is, it’s a public and private promise, an internal and external vow.

  Today when couples make up their own wedding vows, too often they give an “exaggerated view of the importance of romantic love.”27

  I promise to whisper in your ear “I love you” each night before bed.

  I promise never to lose that “loving feeling.”

  I promise to run my fingers through your hair.

  Okay, they’re not that bad. But you get the idea. Romance and compatibility are the key concepts. Although the Song is not against compatibility or romance, it knows that compatibility will be challenged and that romance will come and go and that sexual passion will slow down and often slowly pass away. But love remains—that seal on the heart and arm.

  I, Douglas, take you, Emily, to be my wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part.

  What symbol do you give of your love? A ring!

  With this ring, I thee wed, in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

  Love is not fundamentally about compatibility or romance but is rather an exclusive, lifelong commitment.

  The second implication involves the gospel—the life, the death, and especially the resurrection of Jesus Christ. There is a permanence to our covenant commitment to Christ, which is not only until death (“till death do us part”) but overcomes death (“O death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?” [1 Corinthians 15:55]).

  Here I’m talking about the hope of the resurrection—Jesus’ resurrection and ours. Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live” (John 11:25; cf. 8:51, 52). I’m talking about Easter! I’m talking about being “sealed” by the Spirit “for the day of redemption” (Ephesians 4:30; cf. 2 Corinthians 1:22; 2 Timothy 2:19). I’m talking about Jesus—“the one who died—more than that, who was raised” (Romans 8:34), the inseparable love of Jesus Christ. I’m talking about a love that tribulation can’t touch, trials can’t terminate, persecution can’t put an end to, famine can’t finish, nakedness can’t nullify, danger can’t demolish, the sword can’t sever (see Romans 8:35) . . . a love that even death cannot destroy (Romans 8:38)!

  If someone at this point wants to stop reading and shout, “Hallelujah,” go ahead. “Hallelujah!” indeed. Praise the Lord!

  Look again at Song of Songs 8:6. Now roll away the stone from over it. Jesus Christ transcends it. In Jesus, love is not merely compared to death, it has conquered death! “O death, where is your victory?”

  Early in his life G. K. Chesterton wrote to his future wife, Frances, “You say you want to talk to me about death: my views about death are bright, brisk and entertaining. . . . The transformation called Death may be something as beautiful and dazzling as the transformation called Love.”28 Precisely! In Jesus, love has conquered death, and thus death is the doorway to eternal life and eternal love, love as we have never experienced it before—free of sin and sickness, temptations and trials.

  Taking the Word at Its Word

  B. B. Warfield was one of the great minds in the history of the church. He was professor of theology at Princeton from 1887–1921 and was well-known for his writings on the inspiration and inerrancy of the Bible. But what is not as well known is how he cared for his wife. At age twenty-five Warfield married, and he and his wife, Annie, went to Germany for their honeymoon. There Annie was struck by lightning and was paralyzed for life. Warfield spent almost forty years caring for her. In fact, all those years he never left his home for more than a few hours at a time.29

  That’s touching. I get choked up every time I think about it. That’s wearing your wedding ring always. But what was he thinking? What was this great mind thinking? Why would he do that? To give forty years of his life to a woman who couldn’t kiss him, couldn’t make love to him, couldn’t have children to carry on his prestigious name?

  Why?

  One reason is honor. Warfield lived in more honorable times than ours, and he was an honorable man. He did his loving duty. I’m sure that was one reason. He was a man of honor. But I also think, knowing that Warfield took God’s Word at its word, he was a man of hope and that he held out hope for the resurrection, when he will one day see his wife’s body as bright as the sun, as beautiful as the moon—her deep blue eyes, her flowing black hair, her full-toothed smile, and her perfectly contoured spine, the work of a master craftsman.

  He was a man of honor. He was a man of hope. He was a man of love—he understood the nature of marital love as depicted here in 8:5–7: love is leaning on your husband; love is bigger than us two; and love is wearing your wedding ring always, till death do us part . . . until death itself departs.

  One short sleepe past, wee wake eternally,

  And death shall be no more, death, thou shalt die.30
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  Virginity and Eschatology

  THE SONG OF SOLOMON 8:8–14

  Make haste, my beloved, 

    and be like a gazelle 

    or a young stag 

    on the mountains of spices.

  8:14

  [image: ]

   

  A FEW MONTHS AGO a friend was over for dessert, and she was talking with Emily and me about having raised three daughters on her own during the sexual revolution of the 1960s and 1970s. She shared how she regularly pressed home to her girls the virtue and value of virginity and how they actually heeded their mother’s teaching. As an example of their obedience, she told us about the night her oldest daughter, a senior in high school at the time, came home from a date and said, “Mom, I really like him. And he really likes me. And when I tell him I’m not going to bed with him, he will really like me.”

  This girl so valued virginity that she knew any young man who was truly interested in her would also value it. He would value it so much that her firm stance on chastity would make her all the more appealing. She knew that the chaste are often most chased.1

  The Value of Virginity

  As we come to the end of the Song of Songs, we start with a vignette on virginity. In its usual poetic-dramatic form our text teaches why someone should remain a virgin until marriage and how to go about doing so.

  Look first at verses 8, 9. Here it is difficult to know who is speaking. From the word “we”—“we have a little sister”—we can surmise it is neither the bride nor the groom. That leaves us with the daughters of Jerusalem, whose voice we have just heard in 8:5, or the bride’s brothers, who were introduced in 1:6 (and if this whole Song is written in a chiastic structure, to hear their voice here would fit perfectly). Either way the ambiguity may be intentional. The ambiguity brings in every possible older sibling—male and female. All who fit that description should resonate with what follows. Look at verse 8:

  

  
    	        
      	We have a little sister,

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	and she has no breasts.
    

    
      	 
      	What shall we do for our sister
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	on the day when she is spoken for?
    

  



  
  This verse is to be taken literally. They have a little sister, and her chest has not yet developed (cf. Ezekiel 16:7). She’s on the cusp of puberty. Thus, before she hits that age they ask themselves, “What shall we do for our sister on the day when she is spoken for?”—that is, the day when some young man asks for her hand in marriage. Then, using metaphorical language, these siblings take responsibility—from prepuberty to preproposal—for their sister’s purity. Below I have emphasized the poetic parallels:

  

  
    	        
      	If she is a wall,

    

    
    	        
    	    
    	we will build on her a battlement of silver,
    

    
      	 
      	but if she is a door,
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	we will enclose her with boards of cedar. (v. 9)
    

  



  
  Being a “wall” means staying a virgin. The imagery is obvious. To be a “wall” is to not let anyone in or through, to be impenetrable and impregnable (literally!). To be a “door,” however, means to be easy to open or get through (or into). It symbolizes the loss of virginity, and perhaps promiscuity or even the potential of promiscuity. So the deal is this: if the older siblings see their little sister acting in any way like a swinging door—demonstrating any weakness of mind or body—they will board her up before it’s too late (“enclose her with boards of cedar.”) They will make her a cedar chastity belt.2 But if she has kept herself pure under their protective watch, they “will build on her a battlement of silver”; that is, they will reward her virginity with their full blessing and support (“silver” perhaps referring to a generous dowry to be given to her husband).3 They will honor, celebrate, and adorn her self-protection with military splendor. She has fought the good fight, and thus she shall be rewarded for her victory.

  After this voice of sibling virginity vigilance (vv. 8, 9), another voice arises. Now the bride speaks, or should I say boasts. She boasts in her virginity: “I was a wall, and my breasts were like towers; then I was in his eyes as one who finds peace” (v. 10).

  I’ll return to the “peace” part in a moment. For now simply note that this opening note on virginity comes to its crescendo. “I was a wall,” she sings! “I kept myself pure for my beloved.” Then she adds, “I kept myself pure even though my chest was well-developed. Your little sister ‘has no breasts’ (v. 8), but when I was her age, I had large ones—‘my breasts were like towers’ (v. 10), and still these towers were untouched, and what’s behind this wall remained inaccessible.” That’s what she boasts about. Now Scripture says we are to boast in nothing “except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Galatians 6:14). But here a slight allowance is made for the least boasted about teenage activity today—keeping one’s virginity. She boasts in it. And to that we add our “Amen,” or “You go girl!”

  That is how the final scene starts. Or to speak in musical terms, that’s how the coda begins. It begins with a tune on the theme of virginity. At first hearing it may seem odd to end an erotic love song by singing about keeping one’s virginity. It is odd only if we forget the primary purpose of the Song. In our first study I argued that the refrain—“I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, that you not stir up or awaken love until it pleases” (2:7; 3:5; 8:4)—is the poet’s way of saying, “Young ladies, save yourselves for marriage.” When we remember this central wisdom admonition and its original audience (young single women), then this final thought on virginity fits perfectly. As I have argued elsewhere,4 Proverbs is a book for boys. The phrase “my son” (my son, do this/don’t do that) is used twenty-three times there. The Song of Songs, however, is a song for girls—“O daughters.” “O daughters, wait.” Virgins stay virgins until the time is right!5

  How One Waits

  I want to explore further what our text teaches about virginity. If you look carefully, you will see that two highly relevant questions are tackled here: (1) how one waits; and (2) why one waits.

  First, how one waits.

  Before we answer that question, let me first clarify that although these verses are told from a woman’s perspective, the Bible holds no double standard. A man’s virginity is just as valued as a woman’s. That is one of the remarkable things about the Bible. In the Old Testament you will find verses like, “How can a young man keep his way pure?” (Psalm 119:9a)—sexual purity is a priority. Similarly, in the New Testament you will find verses like, “[Treat] younger men as brothers, older women as mothers, younger women as sisters, in all purity” (1 Timothy 5:1b, 2), or “with absolute purity” (NIV)—purity of eyes, hands, and imagination (cf. Matthew 5:27–30). So there is no double standard for men and women in the Bible. Everyone is to remain a “wall” until the “door” of marriage is opened.

  Now on to our first question: how does one wait? Our text speaks of what I’ll call Five-Point Protection. The five points are:

  
    	 Family

    	Peers

    	Community

    	Self

    	Knowledge

  

  The first three are external social protections. Verses 8, 9 discuss family protection. Older siblings, and especially older brothers, are to protect younger siblings, especially younger sisters. So the father dusting off his shotgun when his daughter’s date shows up is not so far removed from the sentiments of our text. His intentional action communicates: “You touch her and I’ll shoot you. Do we have an understanding?” Now I am exaggerating the image here (and I don’t advocate such subtle violent threats), but I exaggerate only to point out a great deficiency in our day. We have too many fathers who are out of the picture and too many big brothers who aren’t protective of their younger siblings, which is a picture so contrary to a Biblical worldview.

  Besides family protection there is also peer protection. We perhaps see this in verse 10 with the bride’s boast. We certainly see this in the bride’s refrain, which exhorts the virgins to stay virgins until the time is right. In the Song it is not the father, the mother, an older sibling, or some sage or religious leader who gives this admonition, but a peer, a girl of the same or similar age. The newlywed bride seeks to protect her peers.

  Third, there is community protection. I touched on this idea in the last study with my point that love is bigger than us two. The laws of these girls’ community (in Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy) frown upon the loss of virginity before marriage.6 In their culture such a loss was not tolerated.

  In our culture if you want to stay a virgin but are not surrounded by good family, peer, or community protection, you need to adjust your situation by increasing one of these protections. What I mean is this: if your family could care less about your virginity, you need to double your church family and friends. You need to surround yourself with likeminded people who care about your purity and will help you protect it.

  As I shared in an early chapter, I became a Christian at age nineteen shortly after my son, Sean, was born. Sean was born out of wedlock with a woman who was not and is not my wife. When I told my mom and dad, “My girlfriend is pregnant,” my mom said, “I thought we taught you better.” Now, I’m very grateful for my parents. They were good parents who taught me many things. But neither my mother nor my father ever talked about love, sex, marriage, or virginity. To be fair, they did send me to Catholic grade school and high school, where indeed the nuns tried to impress upon me, like a ruler pressed upon my knuckles, the value of virginity. And I think that’s what my mother meant when she said, “I thought we taught you better.” But you see, only a very righteous child (which I was not) will listen to the voice of his teachers alone. Most of us need the right message coming from school, home, friends, and church. Most of us need five-point protection. We need five-point protection because passion is pleasurable, and our bodies begin to tell us that before we are wise enough to know how to respond to it appropriately. And at that point we can either let our bodies or the Body of Christ define the boundaries.

  Point four is self or self-resolve. You might have the best big brothers and the most overly protective older sisters, but if you don’t resolve to stay pure yourself—“I was a wall,” she boasts in verse 10—then a swinging door you shall be. It’s default mode in our culture.

  This girl knows she is not independent. She has always had a community, yet her attitude here has a certain independence to it. “Siblings and friends,” she says, “thanks for your concern about me. But in this area of purity I have vowed to myself not to be open or easy. I will not put myself in potentially compromising places or relationships. I will always have a plan of escape if I find myself in the wrong place, at the wrong time, with the wrong person. But listen, I like boys. And I really like this boy. And he really likes me. But we have resolved to wait until marriage.” That’s what she says. Self-resolve. Do you have it? If you don’t have it, you’d better get it soon.

  Point five is knowledge. Here I’m talking about sex education. Now, the Song of Songs is not a textbook on sex per se, but it is a book of knowledge. It does talk about the human body, the pleasures of intimacy, and the purity that ought to surround such pleasures. It teaches us that topics such as the facts of life, the birds and the bees, or whatever you want to call it are godly topics. God does not blush over the word breast. You might, but he doesn’t. So when children grow up in the church and never hear about such things from parents, godly siblings, pastors, youth workers, children’s workers, if they never hear the word s-e-x in c-h-u-r-c-h, let me ask you, where will they hear it? What knowledge are they getting and from whom?

  As I was growing up, although everyone “righteous” around me tiptoed around this touchy topic, the late night cable movie at my buddy Timmy’s house didn’t, and the Playboy magazine in my friend Ryan’s closet didn’t, and the chitchat of ten-year-olds on the playground didn’t. There and then is where and how I gained my knowledge of such things. And I’m not alone, am I? Knowledge—the knowledge of the passion and purity of this book—needs to come from us adults to our children, and it needs to come before little Timmy next door and old “Hugh Hefner” down the road do the talking for us.

  Five-point protection:

  
    	Family

    	Peers

    	Community

    	Self

    	Knowledge

  

  How does a young man or woman keep his or her way pure? That’s how according to Solomon’s Song.

  Why One Waits

  Staying with this fifth point, I want to transition to imparting knowledge, teaching you from this text why one waits or stays a virgin until marriage. The answer? One waits because of the benefits or the blessings of peace and freedom.

  First, we have the blessing of peace. Again and for the final time we return to verse 10: “I was a wall, and my breasts were like towers; then I was in his eyes as one who finds peace.” Here she does one of those, “Let me give you the long story . . . short,” and she actually does it in less than ten Hebrew words. Here she says, “I kept myself pure. Then we got married and made love. And then my beloved saw that I found peace.”

  The Hebrew word here is shalôm, which means “completeness, wholeness, total well-being,” or it can just mean “peace” as we think of the word. She has internal and external peace. And this word “peace” fits well the context of the earlier military metaphors—wall, towers, battlements of silver. Thus the story can be written this way: this king has come to conquer, and he does. The wall is penetrated, and the towers fall into his hands. His banner now flies over the city fortress. Ah, but his banner over her is love (2:4), true love, godly love, love that has waited, passion that is pure.7 His victory over her virginity (ironically) brings peace—to her, to him, to them, to everyone around them. Peace!

  Over the past two decades of Christian ministry, I have never had a young man or woman confess to me, “Pastor, I stayed a virgin. Then I got married and lost my virginity on my wedding night. And boy was I dumb. What was I thinking? Oh, I feel so guilty. I’m so not at peace about this foolish behavior of mine.” I’ve never had that happen. But let me tell you, on a very serious note, that half the people I have counseled have confessed something like this: “I was so foolish. I feel so guilty. When it came to sex, I played by my own rules, and right now peace is far from my heart. What can I do to find peace?”

  Now, of course, I lead them to the Prince of Peace and the peace our Lord Jesus has made through the cross. “God forgave me—God can forgive you.” But forgiveness does not mean forgetfulness. We live with the consequences of our sin. We are perfectly forgiven, but not always perfectly at peace.

  In my situation, at first I thought my impurity had no possible negative side effects. It only brought pleasure. But then, in time, it only brought pain, chaos, and disorder—war. It brought anything but peace—to me, to her, to her family, to our families, to our schools, to our coaches, to our teams, to our community, to everyone within range of our impurity.

  I have a motto: holiness equals happiness. Well, let me tell you from Scripture and from experience that purity equals peace. Purity—doing passion God’s way—leads to peace with self, spouse, family, and community.

  So, why wait? Why wait for marriage? Two reasons are given here. The first is peace (shalôm), and the second is freedom. Peace and freedom. Unlike the word “peace,” the word “freedom” is not in our text, but the idea is clearly conveyed in verses 11–14. First, we’ll look at verses 11, 12:

  

  
    	        
      	Solomon had a vineyard at Baal-hamon;

    

    
      	 
      	 
      	he let out [rented] the vineyard to keepers;
    

    
      	 
      	 
      	each one was to bring for its fruit a thousand pieces of silver [an
    

    
    	        
    	    
    	 
      	astronomical sum].8
    

    
      	 
      	My vineyard, my very own, is before me;
    

    
      	 
      	 
      	you, O Solomon, may have the thousand,
    

    
      	 
      	 
      	and the keepers of the fruit two hundred [but big deal].
    

  



  
  Here the contrast is between King Solomon’s vineyard and the bride’s vineyard. Solomon’s vineyard might literally be a vineyard he owned a few miles south of Megiddo (several days journey north from Jerusalem),9 and it was so large that he had to rent it out to tenant farmers. It was his vineyard only on paper. He owned it, but he never had the pleasure of tending it and then directly eating from the fruit of its vines.

  Solomon’s vineyard could also symbolize his harem (cf. 6:8–10), which was quite large. In Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Huck says to Jim that Solomon “had about a million wives.”10 A slight exaggeration—Solomon only had 700 wives and 300 concubines. He had a thousand, not a million (but still large enough!).

  Whether this “vineyard” in verse 11 is some vast land that Solomon owns or (more likely) “a very thinly veiled allusion to his harem,”11 either way in verse 12 the bride compares his vineyard to hers. Pretending to address Solomon,12 she says, and I’ll slightly paraphrase this time:

  My vineyard, my very own, is right here before me; O Solomon, you might have power and money and a seemingly incredible love-life, but you know nothing of “my beloved is mine and I am his,” of one man/one woman/one marriage.13

  That’s verse 12. Then in verses 13, 14 the bride and the beloved (not Solomon) speak directly to each other. He invites her to speak (v. 13), and she speaks. She invites him to intimacy (v. 14). Her “mountains” (i.e., breasts; see 2:17; 4:6) are his to climb; her vineyard (i.e., vagina) is his alone to explore and enjoy. The “wall,” where no men were allowed through (v. 10), has now become a vineyard (v. 11; see 2:15; 7:9c; cf. 4:12—5 :1), a place of pleasure for only one man, her “beloved” (v. 14). “My vineyard, my very own, is for me alone to give to him alone.”14 “No need to travel seven days up north. Make haste, you swift, graceful, potent, and passionate animal (my stag!). Come now into this vineyard. Taste freely these spiced mountains.”

  Solomon, who seemingly has all the freedom in the world, has been enslaved by his own overindulgence. He has too much land and too many ladies for one man to handle. His vineyard is at Baal-hamon—which literally means “lord of wealth,” or perhaps even “owner of a crowd,”15 or “husband of a mob.”16 Here Solomon’s polygamy, with its expenses and complications, is contrasted with our couple’s monogamous love. Their love is so simple, so direct, so beautiful, so pure, and so free. Free to travel to each other. Free to eat of each other’s fruit. Whenever. One man/one woman/one marriage—that’s freedom!

  Often today Christians are rightly criticized for having nothing more to say about sex than “don’t”—don’t look, don’t touch, don’t indulge, don’t enjoy. I want us to be known for saying “do”—do look, do touch, do indulge, do enjoy sexual relations within marriage. I want us to be known for saying both “do” and “don’t.” But here in verses 8–10, it’s “don’t”—don’t fool around before marriage because waiting for marriage (vv. 11–14) will bring with it peace and freedom.

  Eschatology

  We are almost to the end.

  On Mondays when I first sit down with the text for the next Sunday’s sermon, by the end of the morning I try to come up with a preaching outline and a title that well summarizes its content and hopefully sparks interest. And so, when working on the current passage, I first entitled this final sermon “Uncompromised Purity; Unquenchable Passion.” Not bad.

  But then I thought, “Sure, that’s not bad; and sure, that’s a fitting title, but anyone could come up with that.” So I said to myself, “Think, Douglas, think.” So I closed my Bible and I thought. On Monday, then Tuesday, then Wednesday, and also Thursday and Friday I thought about titles. (Let the reader understand—I’m joking.) And then it finally came to me, “Virginity and Eschatology.” Not bad at all! It’s a gift, it really is. My next task then was to find something about eschatology in this text (still joking). Thankfully I did (no joke).

  Look at the final two verses again. He says to her, “O you who dwell in the gardens, with companions listening for your voice; let me hear it” (v. 13). And she says, “Make haste [“hasten towards me” is the sense],17 my beloved, and be like a gazelle or a young stag on the mountains of spices.” The End.

  That’s how the Song ends.

  Now notice two things here. First, there is this theme of unquenchable passion. We don’t know how long they’ve been married at this point, but the last line of the poem is, as I’ve said, another invitation to intimacy. (Will they ever give it a break?) We know this because she has given this same invitation twice earlier. So it’s quite clear. Scholars agree. In verse 14, “She is calling on him to make love to her,” as Duane Garrett frankly phrases it.18

  Here there is unquenchable passion. No doubt. But there is more than that. There is eschatology. Yes, eschatology. The word eschatology comes from the Greek word eschatos, which means “last.” Eschatology is the study of the last days or the end times. The last things.

  When I read these final two verses of the Song, I find it interesting that this book doesn’t end with actual consummation (“I went into my garden”) or a declaration of mutual love (“Now and finally, my beloved is mine and I am his”), or even the refrain one last time (“Do not arouse or awaken love until it so desires”). But instead it ends, if you will, with arms stretched out to each other, two lovers wanting to touch but not yet touching.19 We are left with longing, with the same kind of longing that opened the Song: “Let him kiss me” (1:2).

  It is my contention and others’ that this longing leaves us longing for more.20 In other words, the Song intentionally ends abruptly and inconclusively because the Song is not done. Love is not done. God is not done with his great love song and story. The Song of Songs ends with this eschatological angst.21 What’s going to happen next? And canonically this longing leads us forward to read Isaiah. (Isn’t that interesting placement?) And from Isaiah we journey through the prophets, the Gospels, the Epistles, ending with the book of Revelation! Yes, Revelation, the last book of the Bible, a book that ends as the Song ends (interesting as well).

  In Revelation 19:7 we read, “Let us rejoice and exult and give [God Almighty] the glory, for the marriage of the Lamb [Jesus] has come, and his Bride [the Church] has made herself ready” by keeping herself “pure” (staying a virgin spiritually) (v. 8). And then, in Revelation 22:20, this is how the book ends, how the Bible ends: in the last chapter and verse of our Bibles, our Lord Jesus/the Bridegroom says, “Surely I am coming soon,” and the Church/the bride says, “Come” (v. 17), “Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!” (22:20). Make haste! That’s how the Bible ends. That’s how the Song ends. (Interesting indeed!)

  So virginity and eschatology is what we have here. And what do both topics have in common? Waiting. (Something we as a culture excel in! Yeah, right.) Waiting for marriage; waiting for the marriage of the Lamb. Today we, as the Church, the bride of Christ, join the bride of the Song of Songs and her final plea. As we eagerly await the return of Christ (see Hebrews 9:28), “the descendant of David, the bright morning star” (Revelation 22:16), we hold our hands out with eschatological angst, knowing that only in the return and absolute reign of King Jesus can “the yearning for love [that] fills the cosmos” be met, consummated in and through and for the glory of Christ.22 The Apostle Paul puts it like this:

  For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ. (Titus 2:11–13)

  And so we wait.

  Soli Deo gloria!
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Chapter Three: The Metaphors and Metamorphosis of Loving Words
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Chapter Four: The Voices of Spring

   1. Robert Gordis suggests “this may be the most beautiful expression of love in the spring to be found anywhere in literature” (The Song of Songs and Lamentations, rev. ed. [New York: Ktav, 1954], p. 52). There are many excellent examples of Renaissance poems that feature the theme of arousing love in springtime. The most famous would be Christopher Marlowe’s “The Passionate Shepherd To His Love.” The Marlowe poem, which in part is printed below, can be found in Pamela Norris, ed., Come Live with Me and Be My Love: A Pageant of Renaissance Poetry and Painting (New York: Bulfinch, 1993), p. 65.

   Come live with me and be my love

   and we will all the pleasures prove,

   that valleys, groves, or hills, or fields,

   or woods and steepy mountains yield.

   Another later example is George Meredith’s “Love in the Valley.” The section I cite came from Marriage Poems, Everyman’s Library Pocket Poets, ed. John Hollander (New York: Knopf, 1997), p. 29.

   Then come merry April with all thy birds and beauties!

   With thy crescent brows and thy flowery, showery glee;

   With thy budding leafage and fresh green pastures;

   And may thy lustrous crescent grow a honeymoon for me!

   Come merry month of the cuckoo and the violet!

   Come weeping Loveliness in all thy blue delight!

   Lo! the nest is ready, let me not languish longer!

   Bring her to my arms on the first May night.
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   3. On 1 Corinthians 7:1–7, Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner write, “While a property ethic applied to sexuality was common in the ancient world, including the OT . . . the distinctive reciprocity of Paul’s comments (the husband’s body belongs to the wife and vice versa) recalls the notes of mutual belonging in the Song of Solomon (2:16a; 6:3; cf. 7:10)” (“1 Corinthians,” in G. K Beale and D. A. Carson, eds. Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament [Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2007], p. 714).

   4. See also Ezekiel 34:30 and Revelation 21:3.

   5. Tremper Longman III nicely summarizes: “Winter is gone and spring has arrived. Springtime is the universal time for love: warmer weather, the fragrance of flowers—a time to be outside, a time for the removal of clothes and intimacy” (Song of Songs, New International Commentary on the Old Testament [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001], p. 121).
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   7. Although Duane Garrett views this only as an invitation (“the couple has already consummated their relationship with sexual intercourse”), he nevertheless concedes that it “signals her willingness to give him her love and her body” (“Song of Songs,” in Duane Garrett and Paul R. House, Song of Songs/Lamentations, Word Biblical Commentary [Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2004], p. 163).

   8. Daniel J. Estes takes this view, seeing “her scented breasts” as “the mountains on which . . . her gazelle can frolic” (“Song of Songs,” in Daniel C. Fredericks and Daniel J. Estes, Ecclesiastes and the Song of Songs, Apollos Old Testament Commentary [Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2010], p. 322).

   9. Longman writes, “We might also point to 5:13, where the man’s lips are said to be like perfumed lilies, and suggest that there the reference is to the woman’s lips on which he feeds” (Song of Songs, p. 125). Christopher W. Mitchell speaks of this likely double entendre in this way: “[S]ince the beloved herself is a lily . . . and various aspects of her are described with lilies (4:5; 7:3 [ET 7:2]), the designation that . . . [her beloved] is ‘he who browses among the lilies’ (2:16; 6:3) may signify his devoted attention to her and intimacy with her. That implication is consistent with the verse that follows (2:17), where the Shulammite encourages him to be like a gazelle or hart upon mountains that may represent herself” (The Song of Songs: A Theological Exposition of Sacred Scripture, Concordia Commentary [St. Louis: Concordia, 2003], p. 719). On page 721 he adds, “Hence many commentators perceive 2:17 to be an invitation by the Shulammite for . . . her husband and lover, to enjoy intimacy with herself.” Mitchell lists Marvin H. Pope, Song of Songs, Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1977), pp. 409, 410; Roland E. Murphy, The Song of Songs, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), pp. 139, 142; John F. Brug, Commentary on Song of Songs (Milwaukee: Northwestern, 1995), p. 40.

   10. Most commentators agree that “foxes” are viewed negatively, as they are throughout Scripture (e.g., Luke 13:32) and ancient literature (e.g., Aristotle, History of Animals, 448b.1; Plato, Republic, 365c).

   11. Robert Davidson, who in the end goes with the most common view that foxes symbolize “young men . . . on the prowl” (cf. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 141), at first comes closest to my view: “The only major puzzle in the poem is verse 15 with its references to the little foxes which spoil or destroy the vineyards. Just as foxes raid hen farms today, so they used to cause havoc in the vineyards in ancient times. A Greek poem says:

   A plague on the foxes, bushy tailed vermin that creep

   To plunder the vines in the evening when Micon’s asleep.

   “The girl may thus be pleading that nothing should be allowed to destroy the love that is blossoming between them. There may, however, be a more explicitly sexual meaning, with the little foxes representing all other eager young men, and the vineyard representing the girl’s sexuality. She may be teasing her lover, playfully suggesting that he better watch out since there are others vying with him for her favors” (Ecclesiastes and the Song of Solomon, Daily Study Bible Series [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986], p. 118).

   12. It could be that the woman is referring to the flying fox, since that species eats fruit. See Oded Borowski, Agriculture in Iron Age Israel (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1987), pp. 156, 157. Another suggestion focuses on the foxes’ burrowing, for that activity “endangers both the vines and the walls” (Othmar Keel, Song of Songs, trans. Frederick J. Gaiser, A Continental Commentary [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994], p. 108).

   13. I’ll add another possible application here: the Bible is sensitive to life situations. For example, a man need not give military service during the first year of marriage (Deuteronomy 24:5); and sexual relations should naturally resume after a woman’s monthly menstrual period (see Leviticus 15:24), and a few weeks (at least two) after giving birth (Leviticus 12:5).

   14. Estes, “Song of Songs,” p. 323.

   15. Martin Luther raises and answers a valid question: “Why does he swear by creatures, when that seems to be prohibited in Matt. 5:34–37, where Christ prohibits swearing by heaven or by one’s head, etc.?” For his interesting answer, see “Lecture on the Song of Solomon: A Brief but Altogether Lucid Commentary of the Song of Songs,” trans. Ian Siggins, Luther’s Works, 56 vols. (St. Louis: Concordia, 1972), 15:216, 217.

   16. Estes summarizes: “Gordis (1974: 28) argues plausibly that the language is a close imitation of the names ‘the God of hosts’ and ‘God Almighty’, and he demonstrates that traces of this background can be construed in the LXX and the Midrash. Several recent commentators, including Fox (1985: 110), Murphy (1990:137), Snaith (1993: 33–34), Grossberg (2005: 231) and R. M. Davidson (2007: 622–623), have accepted this approach to the understanding of the oath. LaCocque (1998: 63–64) reasons, ‘No one in the Israelite audience of the poem could have missed such transparent allusions. The formulation could not be construed as a slip of the tongue or a mere poetic substitute for the customary religious content of an oath; besides, the occasion was neither casual nor perfunctory’” (“Song of Songs,” p. 321). Cf. Tom Gledhill, The Message of the Song of Songs, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1994), p. 128.

   17. Estes notes: “The oath formula implies swearing by Yahweh, because swearing by other gods was tantamount to idolatry (Schneider, TDNT 5:459; Pope, IDB 3:576). This construction represents a strong statement, in this case prohibiting the arousal of sexual passion” (“Song of Songs,” p. 321).
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Chapter Five: Greater Than Solomon
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   11. “To be in the service of Venus makes one bold, for ‘she never dwells in cowardly hearts’ (according to “Estuans intrinsecus,” a poem of the medieval Carmina Burana [songs of the Benediktbeuern monastery]).” Othmar Keel, Song of Songs, trans. Frederick J. Gaiser, A Continental Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), p. 124.
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   18. Richard S. Hess, Song of Songs, Baker Commentary on the Old Testament Wisdom and Psalms (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), p. 122.
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   24. Garrett, “Song of Songs,” p. 181.
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Chapter Six: A Love Feast in the Beautiful Garden
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   7. Richard S. Hess, Song of Songs, Baker Commentary on the Old Testament Wisdom and Psalms (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), p. 129.
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   12. From Andrew Marvell, “To His Coy Mistress,” in Love Poems, Everyman’s Library Pocket Poets, ed. Peter Washington (New York: Knopf, 1995), p. 36.
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   14. Tom Gledhill, The Message of the Song of Songs, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1994), p. 154.
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   18. Gledhill, The Message of the Song of Songs, p. 147. Duane Garrett has a different line count, but proposes the same results—this poem is at the center: “By my line count, there are four hundred lines of poetry in the Song, and 4:16 begins at line 200. Thus, although no proposed chiasmus ‘works’ perfectly, it is worth noting that near the center of the poem a dramatic sexual union occurs between the man and the woman and that numerous elements are repeated on either side of the event in chiastic sequence” (“Song of Songs,” in Duane Garrett and Paul R. House, Song of Songs/Lamentations, Word Biblical Commentary [Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2004], p. 31). Othmar Keel notes, “These songs form a high point in the Song, marked not only by their content but also structurally by their central location in the collection” (Song of Songs, trans. Frederick J. Gaiser, A Continental Commentary [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994], p. 184).
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   31. C. S. Lewis, The Four Loves, Harcourt Brace Modern Classic (New York: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1988), p. 56.

   32. Ibid., p. 110.

   33. Estes summarizes the scholarship: “The final line of the verse seems to be uttered by a voice different from that of the couple, although Keel (1994: 184) argues unconvincingly that this is Solomon urging his companions to enjoy the wedding feast. Various suggestions for the identity of the speaker have been offered (cf. Trible 1978: 163), including the wedding guests (G. L. Carr 1984: 129; Gouder 1986: 39) and the daughters of Jerusalem (Hubbard 1991: 311; Exum 2005c: 182–183). It may well be, however, that this undesignated speaker is God himself (cf. R. M. Davidson 2003: 61–62) expressing his pleasure in their lovemaking and encouraging them to enjoy fully their newfound sexual intimacy within marriage. If this is indeed the case, then God is giving . . . [this couple] his ‘sanction to enjoy fully the sexual feast that they have just sampled for the first time, just as he gave his approval to Adam and Eve to eat fully from the fruit of the Garden of Eden (Gen. 2:16)’ (Estes 2005: 421)” (“Song of Songs,” p. 362).
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   35. David A. Hubbard, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, The Communicator’s Commentary (Dallas: Word, 1991), p. 311.

   36. On page 745, G. Schwab nicely summarizes, “One’s view of sex has in it a theology, a view of God” (“Book of Song of Songs 1,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry and Writings, ed. Tremper Longman III and Peter Enns [Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2008], pp. 737–750).
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   38. The botanical description is not of a realistic garden but is intended to bring together a wide variety of flora with their smells and colors to describe a paradisiacal existence (cf. Jenson, Song of Songs, p. 50; Gledhill, The Message of the Song of Songs, p. 164; Keel, Song of Songs, p. 180). Roland E. Murphy notes: “This garden is unreal, in the sense that no garden in the ancient Near East would have nourished such a wide variety of plants and trees. Gerleman rightly calls it a ‘utopian, fantasy-garden,’ that contains the precious aromatic plants of the ancient world [from Gillis Gerleman, “Ruth, Das Hohelied,” Biblischer Kommentar, Altes Testament, ed. Martin Noth et al. (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukircherner, 1965)]. One suspects that the terms are chosen for sound and exotic qualities, rather than for botanical reasons” (The Song of Songs, Hermeneia [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990], p. 160).

   39. On the Song of Songs as an extended commentary on Genesis 2, Daniel Lys writes, “Le Cantique n’est rien d’autre qu’un commentaire de Gen. 2” (“The Song [of Songs] is nothing other than a commentary on Genesis 2”), Le Plus Beau Chant de al Creation: Commentarie du Cantique des Cantiques, Lectio Divina 51 (Paris: Cerf., 1968), p. 52. See also Francis Landy, “The Song of Songs and the Garden of Eden,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, 98 (1979): pp. 513–528. On an interesting but overall unconvincing study on the theme “The Garden Temple,” see Edmee Kingsmill, The Song of Songs and the Eros of God: A Study in Biblical Intertextuality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 155–178.
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   41. Augustine, quoted in Jenson, Song of Songs, p. 52.
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   43. C. S. Lewis, Screwtape Proposes a Toast (London: Collins, 1971), pp. 97, 98.
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Chapter Seven: A Reprieve and Return to Eden

   1. David A. Hubbard, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, The Communicator’s Commentary (Dallas: Word, 1991), p. 313.
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   5. As Othmar Keel notes: “Finally, it is possible that squeezing his hand through the hole says something about the purpose of the nocturnal visit. ‘Hand’ is occasionally used in the OT (Isa. 57:8, 10) and in Ugaritic . . . as a euphemism for ‘phallus.’ The ‘hole’ could then be understood as a symbol for the vagina. Thus this gesture would silently express the lover’s desire. But whether this gesture is a sexual pantomime or merely a helpless hand pushed through the hole in the door in an attempt to open the bolt, the result is a strong stirring of the woman’s emotions as she watches (in darkness?) from inside. The word translated ‘inmost being’ literally means the abdominal organs, e.g., the intestines (cf. 2 Sam. 20:10), or more often the female (Isa. 49:1; Ps. 71:6; Ruth 1:11) or male (Gen. 15:4; 2 Sam. 16:11; 7:12) reproductive organs” (Song of Songs, trans. Frederick J. Gaiser, A Continental Commentary [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994], p. 192). See also Lloyd G. Carr, The Song of Solomon, Tyndale Old Testament Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1984), pp. 133–135. Yet Gledhill’s caution is worth heeding: “The verses which have been interpreted in this way are 5:4–5 (literal translations) ‘ . . . he thrusts forth his hand through the hole’, ‘I arose to open for my lover’, ‘My hands dropped flowing myrrh upon the bolt.’ References to holes, opening doors and bolts, carry their literal primary meaning here. Any sexual meaning exists purely in the mind of the reader, as the secondary meaning is too distanced from the actuality of the narrative description. In other words, the phrases are not being used metaphorically as in the example of ‘the mountains of Bether’ where there is a clear meaningful transfer of ideas from the context as a whole. If we start looking for references to intercourse and private parts everywhere, we lose track of the main theme of the Song and begin to sink into a quagmire of eroticism” (The Message of the Song of Songs, p. 180).

   6. Robert Davidson notes: “If we translate as the Jerusalem Bible does, ‘I trembled to the core to my being’, then that trembling or thrill has a strongly sexual element in it. By the time she gets up, heavily perfumed—she had probably been expecting her lover—and reaches the door, he is gone (v. 5). She has overplayed her hand. She is left standing, disappointed. ‘My soul failed me when he spoke’ (v. 6) is not a very happy rendering of a phrase which could mean either ‘I wanted to hear his voice’ (GNB) or even ‘I nearly died when I found he had gone’” (Ecclesiastes and the Song of Solomon, Daily Study Bible Series [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986], p. 135).

   7. I borrow from Keel, who writes, “As was customary, she had undressed completely for sleeping (1 Sam. 19:24; cf. Neh. 4:23 [17]). The [garment] mentioned here is a close-fitting, ankle-length, shirt-like undergarment. In warm weather it could also be worn by itself, as shown by the portrayal of Judean women on an Assyrian relief (fig. 116; cf. 2 Sam. 13:18–19). The outer garment, needed in cold weather, was also used as a blanket (cf. Exod. 22:25–26; Deut. 24:13). The same relief shows that people usually went barefoot (less often they wore sandals; cf. Cant. 7:1 [2]). Before preparing for an evening at home or going to bed, one washed one’s feet (Gen. 24:32; 2 Sam. 11:8). The woman has made her detailed preparations (perhaps accompanied by a sense of longing and waiting?), has gone to bed, and is already half asleep. The Hebrew word translated ‘What?’ is an extraordinary form of the interrogative particle, otherwise occurring only in Esth. 8:6 (also twice); it expresses astonishment and indignation. The lover (arriving late?) has apparently all too easily taken for granted that she would once again get dressed and dirty her feet. Many exegetes are puzzled by the woman’s reaction. They think they need allegory, mythology, or depth psychology to explain her behavior. But what she does is hardly out of the ordinary” (Song of Songs, p. 189).

   8. Daniel J. Estes summarizes various scholars’ views: “The myrrh on the door bolt has prompted several different interpretations. Glickman (1976: 63) suggests that Solomon leaves some myrrh at the door as a sort of affectionate reminder to indicate that he has been there to see her (cf. also Murphy 1990: 171). On the other hand, Bloch and Bloch (1995: 181–182; cf. Gordis 1974: 90) link the ‘liquid myrrh’ (môr‘ōbēr) with the oil of myrrh in Esth. 2:12, thus arguing that Shulammith is prepared for lovemaking with Solomon and that her words in 5:3 were flirtatious coquetry that Solomon misinterpreted. A straightforward reading of the verse could well indicate that as Shulammith belatedly rises to open the door to admit Solomon, she first anoints her hands with myrrh” (“Song of Songs,” in Daniel C. Fredericks and Daniel J. Estes, Ecclesiastes and the Song of Songs, Apollos Old Testament Commentary [Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2010], p. 368). On page 369 Estes adds: “While the myrrh is ‘passing along’ (‘br) her fingers, Solomon is ‘passing by’ (‘br), indicating that this opportunity for lovemaking has been lost.”
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Chapter Eight: How Beautiful!
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