Liturgy:
Reading  + Text : Song of Songs 1,1 – 2,7

Ps.    84 : 1,3

Ps.    84 : 4,6

Ps.  103 : 2,7
Ps.    45 : 4,5

Ps.  119 : 1,2
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

The Bible book we will deal with in the coming weeks is not very easy to explain. This applies both to specific details as well as to the overall view of this book. Questions that arise are, e.g. who is the author of this book? Who are the main characters? Do we have to take what we read literally or is there a deeper meaning to this book. In many commentaries, especially the not so recent ones, you will read that the love relationship, of which the Song of Songs speaks so highly, points to something deeper. They say that this love relationship primarily must be considered as an image, which as far as the OT is concerned points to the relationship between God and Israel and as far as the NT is concerned to the relationship between Christ and His church. The reason for this interpretation is basically that people find it difficult to accept that a book of the Bible can speak so explicitly, without any restraint, about a love relationship between a boy and a girl. Hence, there is need for a deeper meaning.
Yet, beloved, why; there is no need for this, since right from the start Scripture speaks quite openly about how beautifully God created man, male and female. When Adam and Eve, before the fall into sin, walked nakedly through the garden, they had no shame for each other. We can hardly imagine this, since sin destroyed also this wonderful relationship, which God had created pure. Well, something of that initial beauty, which there was before the fall into sin, we find back in the book called Song of Songs. It’s a book, in which two young people, not yet married, sing of their love for one another. They do so in a poetic way, as lovers often do, even today, delighting also in the beauty of each other’s body. In itself, there is nothing wrong with this, as long as we do it in a different way as the world around us.
Yes, here lies often the problem also for us. Because of the society we live in, a society where everything seems to revolve around sex and this often in a very sinful way – because of this, at times we may find it difficult to speak freely about sexual matters in an unconcerned way. However, beloved, then we forget how in the beginning God created also this aspect of life beautifully, as something really to rejoice in. The book called Song of Songs will help us in this. It will help us to speak without any shyness about sexual matters, as long as we do so in thankfulness to God for what He has gives us also in this wonderful gift. That’s what this book is all about, not hiding that in a life broken by sin there are also tensions and temptations. But then this book shows how to deal also with these tensions and temptations, how to deal with them in faith.
Finally, also the Song of Songs, it’s incorporated in the Bible to guide God’s children on their way to the New Jerusalem. Also to this book applies that God is the ultimate Author, what I mean is also this book is inspired by the Holy Spirit and therefore as the apostle Paul writes it in 2 Tim. 3, 16, profitable for instruction in righteousness. As regards this book, this means, profitable for instruction to live rightly with the Lord also regarding sexual matters. After all, beloved, the LORD claims our whole life. One day, God will call us to account and ask us whether we have dealt in holiness also with the sexual aspect of life. Should this scare us? There is no need for this, beloved, as long as we let ourselves be taught by Scripture about the beauty of true love and all that is related with it, including the sexual aspect of true love. To open our eyes of faith for this beauty, the Lord willing, in three subsequent sermons we will deal with a book of the Bible, which, apart from the occasional wedding address, is not often preached on. For all three sermons, I will use the same theme, when I may proclaim to you the gospel, i.e.
THE GOSPEL ABOUT A LOVE RELATIONSHIP

BETWEEN TWO COVENANT CHILDREN
Who (as we will see in this first sermon)
1) Rejoicing in each other also bodily

2) Do not awaken love contrary to what pleases the LORD
I
The first verse of this book reads, “The song of songs, which is Solomon’s.” Because of this, many simply take it that King Solomon is the author of this book. Yet the original Hebrew does not necessarily say this. The Hebrew word that is translated by ‘of’ Solomon in itself doesn’t say anything more that there is some kind of relation between Solomon and the Song of Songs.
You will find similar instances of this same Hebrew word in the Book of Psalms. Let me give just one example. Then I think of Psalm 11, which starts with the words, “For the director of music. Of David.”  The words translated by ‘for’ and ‘of’ have the same Hebrew word, Thus we could also translate, “Of the director of music. For David.” David might well be author of this psalm. Yet in itself, it doesn’t say anything more than when reading Psalm 11 we should think of David. Hence, the first verse of the book Song of Songs does not necessarily say that King Solomon is the author.
There are also other arguments, which make it more unlikely to consider Solomon to be the author of this book. I think of Ch. 8, 12, for example, where it reads, “…” There are more of these verses in this book. 
This brings us to the next question, what then is the relationship between Solomon and this book, if he is not the author and most likely not the main character either, seeing the detached way King Solomon is spoken about in this book, at times. Because of this, some commentaries consider the reference to King Solomon with his many wives as a contrast picture over against the pure love between the young shepherd and the Shulammite. The difficulty with this interpretation is that elsewhere in Scripture we do not find this negative picture of King Solomon. True, Scripture does not hide these specific sins of King Solomon. Yet in Scripture as a whole the main reference to Solomon’s kingship is always that it showed a foretaste of the messianic kingship which was to come. 
Well, the Song of Songs gives us a glance what life is like in Christ, also in the relationship between boyfriend and girlfriend or as husband and wife. In and through Christ we are able to fight also against wrong sexual desires, against temptations to give in to the desires of the flesh. That’s what this book will teach us. This brings us to the Christological character of this book.
At times, the question is raised, if this book is simply a love song about two covenant children who rejoice in each other, where does the gospel of Christ come in as regards this book of the Bible. There is a very simple answer to this question. Also in this book, Christ is present as our Redeemer. After all, Christ came to redeem not only our soul but He also came to redeem our body.  He came to redeem our life from its futility and decay. He came to redeem us not only from sin, but also from the stain of sin, the stain and filthiness as we see it today, specifically in all kind of sexual sins and broken relationships. Our redemption in Christ embraces our whole life, also our sexual life. When two people fall in love with each other, how can they keep their relationship pure: only in and through Christ! How can we, as husband and wife live holy marriages: only in and through Christ. How can we, also as single persons live sexually holy: only in and through Christ, who not only forgives us our sins by His blood, but also wants to renew us by His Spirit. Christ is the source of all enjoyment, also when it comes to enjoying a love relationship.  If as boyfriend and girlfriend, as husband and wife, or even as single people, we leave Christ out of the picture, soon it all becomes stained with sin. That’s what the Song of Songs will teach us and that’s the gospel I may proclaim to you also this morning, when focusing on the first passage of this wonderful book. 
Yes, the Song of Songs is indeed a wonderful book, which from beginning to end is filled with a desire, a passion, as only two lovers know it, but then two lovers who also want to serve the Lord, even in their passion for each other.

The first chapter of this book starts with introducing the two main characters. First we meet the girl deeply in love, longing to be kissed by her lover, vs. 2, “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth…” In these kisses she tastes the love of her boyfriend, love better than wine. A couple, truly in love with each other, will be able to identify with the longing of this girl. This longing, when shared only with the one you truly love, is a wonderful gift of God. Blossoming love between two youngsters, who in their love towards one another also seek the Lord – it’s indeed something beautiful God has created! Because it’s so beautiful, we should not play around with it, but indeed save it only for the one we truly love and want to share life with. Hence, as far as the couple we meet in this book, we should give thought to them as a couple being already engaged. It has nothing to do the flirting we meet in today’s society. So to speak, the ground on which we stand in this book is too holy for such a flirtatious love.
In the verses five and following, the girl tells a bit more about herself. She is not a model walking the catwalk, always concerned about her outward appearance. This girl had simply no time to stand always in front of the mirror. As a country girl, she had to work hard in the vineyard of her brothers. Because of it, she had become dark, tanned by the sun. Yet she was not ashamed of this, even though the daughters of Jerusalem, i.e. the girls from the city who lived in the king’s citadel, may have looked down on her, because of her tan. After all, in those days being tanned was not popular. It was regarded as plain. It made you a country girl, who did not know anything about how to look beautiful. Yet this girl doesn’t mind. She is not bowed down by peer pressure to look just like others. She is simply herself, rejoicing in what the Lord had given her, even though she had but very little time to think about her outward appearance.

In all this is surely a lesson, especially for our youngsters. How much peer pressure is there today – even at our own schools – to look cool, to be attractive in the eyes of the opposite sex, to wear the latest fashion, to flirt even through the way we dress. Young people, remember, the most important thing in life is not what others may say about you, but what the Lord will say about us. In the library of my study, I’ve a book about peer pressure called, “When people are big and God is small.” It deals with our human fear, what people may say, and so we want to be cool, we go for the fashion of this world. Yet, young people, more important is what does the Lord say. Especially when it comes to the standard of dress and in our contacts with the opposite sex, we should remember that our bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit. Hence, our first priority should be to live holy before God. Does that make life bored? Listening to the girl in the Song of Songs, life was surely not bored. She rejoices in the wonderful gift of love. Too bad, that the daughters of Jerusalem looked down on her. This did not worry her. She had eyes only for the one she loved. She knew true love, love better than wine.
Next, we read something more about the boy whom this girl loves. We hear her say in Ch. 1, 7, “…” From this verse we learn that the boyfriend/fiancée of this girl was tending the flock somewhere out in the fields. She wants to meet him. Yet at the same time, she doesn’t want to be found wandering around in the fields, to be found perhaps meeting some of the companions of her boyfriend and thus giving the wrong impression. She doesn’t want to be out there to impress others, flirting. She wants to keep her love pure also in this stage. That’s verse 7.

Next, in vs. 8, we once again hear the degrading comments of the daughters of Jerusalem, the girls from the city who looked down on this country girl. Is this your fiancée, just a shepherd, who has nothing to show for so to speak? 
In passing, we meet here some social issues that played during that time. It’s not my intention to overemphasize this. Yet it shows that also in those days there was friction between the people living in the city and those living out in the country. Those who lived in the city looked down upon those who lived in the country, like this girl and her fiancée, not really being in tune with the latest fashion and what those city girls thought was important. Country girls were looked down upon as being backward, too plain, surely not cool.  Thus, those girls from the city could not understand that this young country girl could be so happy with a simple shepherd boy. Yet the point is they did not understand what true and pure love was all about.
The verses following verse 8 speak about this pure love: a boy rejoicing in the love of his heart, his girl. Look how beautiful she is, vss. 9 + 10, “…” What is the meaning of these words? Well, like a mare in a high spirited way throws his head backwards, so this does girl shows her earrings and the strings of jewels around her neck. Thus, her boyfriend delights in her beauty, the beauty also of her body. Is this wrong – no, as long as it happens in a pure way. In addition, ornaments that emphasize this beauty – there is nothing wrong with this either: a necklace, some perfume for that special occasion – one can truly rejoice in this. The point is, these ornaments should not become an obsession, as we see it nowadays, where at times also church members simply try to stay in tune with the fashion of the world without any modesty. I may refer here to what the prophet Isaiah says about the daughters of Jerusalem in his day, Isa. 3, 16, “…”  These women lived for their clothing, their ornaments rather than for God. They dressed to be noticed, to gain approval and to be fashionable, instead of being concerned about the oppression around them. They lived a self-centered life. Yet what we read here in the Song of Songs is different. Scripture surely does not condemn all wearing of ornaments. The point is, where do we live for. Even when delighting in outward beauty, we still should remember what the apostle Peter wrote in his first letter, 1 Peter 3, 3 + 4, “…” Again, these words do not condemn all outward adornment, but it warns against being totally pre-occupied by it.
In the next verses, we find the two together, rejoicing in each other’s presence. In poetic form, they speak about the beauty of each other’s body. They have eyes only for each other. He looks at her, vs. 15, “…” She looks at him, vs. 16a, “…” In Ch. 2, we read they are faint with love. They long for each other also bodily. At the same time, they don’t want to develop an intimate relationship merely on the basis of their strong feelings. We find here two covenant children who fighting these temptations find their strength in the Lord. We find here a couple that knows: our feelings for one another, including our sexual feelings, should be motivated by love and commitment and not by lust. Hence Ch. 2, 7, which is a refrain verse throughout this book and which brings us to the second point of this morning’s sermon.
II
The couple we meet in the text chosen for this morning’s sermon speaks openly about their longing for each other, rejoicing in the beauty also of each other’s body. They let each other know how much they love the other.  They are faint with love, Ch. 2, 5. This is the love, about which we read in Ch. 8 of this same book, that its flames are like flames of fire, yet set aflame by the LORD Himself. In other words, there is nothing wrong with this blossoming love between these two covenant children. They may enjoy it, enjoy it in the Lord and as a wonderful gift of God. That’s what we learned from the first point. Also to this blossoming and wonderful love between covenant children applies what Paul writes in 1 Tim. 4, 4 + 5, “…” 
Yet this couple is only engaged, i.e. although destined for each other, they are not yet married. Hence, they don’t want to take advantage of each other’s longing in a way that would displease the Lord. Well, that brings us to vs. 7, where the girl makes the following oath, “…” She swears by the gazelles or the does of the field, you could say she swears by all that is graceful and pleasant not to do what would be displeasing the LORD. It’s God Himself, who gives husband and wife to each other in His time. As engaged couples we should wait for this and not take what belongs to marriage. This also means avoid situations by being too much together without others being present. Know your own weaknesses.  Pray together, so that you may be able to withstand temptations. Do not stir up or awaken love, until it pleases, i.e. until it is pleasing to the Lord. Realize what true love is all about. In 1 Cor. 13 we read, true love does not seek its own, but is patient and kind.
The daughters of Jerusalem, the girls in the city, did not bother about this true love. They were daily busy to awaken this love by their pretty faces and fashionable clothing, in a similar way as we see it in today’s society. Young people, pray to the Lord that He will give you the strength to live a different lifestyle, to show also in the way you dress, in your contacts with the opposite sex that you want to be a child of the Lord and therefore want to act differently.

I realize that’s not easy. Today’s society puts a lot of pressure on our young people, and not on our young people only. As parents, we have a task here. How do we speak about sexual matters with our children? As far as TV and movies are concerned, what do we watch? At times, we would do better to turn the TV off and to open God’s Word.  Read together with your teenage children a book like the Song of Songs and speak openly with them without shame about the beautiful gift of love, about sexual intimacy without any embarrassment and point out how wonderfully God created all this, a gift to be enjoyed, yet within the protecting walls of marriage only. Therefore, my son, may daughter, do not stir up nor awaken love until it is pleasing to the Lord.

And what when things have already gone wrong? Beloved, remember, whether we are young or old, as God’s children we may kneel down before the Lord, knowing that in Christ there is restoration also of relationships that encounter difficulties or when sin has occurred . Wherever this is the case, beloved, turn back to this pure beginning.  In Christ, we may make a new start every day, as long as there is true repentance. This applies to couples who could not withstand the temptation, but also to those who are married. After all, even when we are married, our love for one another should never be ruled by lust, but instead by caring for each other with a love that does not seek its own but always the other first, also when it comes to sexual intimacy.
Those who are single may wonder, what has all this to do with us. First, let me say this, as God’s children – whether courting, married or single – we all have to live holy lives. Moreover, not all marry at the same age. At times, we may long for a relationship, yet it seems that we cannot find it in church and so some may start looking for it outside the church. Yet that’s not the answer. Also here applies, do not stir up nor awaken love until it is pleasing to the Lord, i.e. wait for God’s time. And even when in His wisdom God does not give you a partner, look on high and warm yourself in God’s love. That love never fails. That’s why a true love relationship can only flourish when is embedded in mutual love towards the LORD. That’s the main lesson we may learn from the Song of Songs.
In conclusion, whether still dating, or already engaged or married, or when single, the LORD asks all of us live holy lives to His glory. When we do so, the Lord’s grace will be sufficient every day to carry us, also through difficult times. God’s grace is sufficient every day, for each and everyone of us: sufficient for engaged couples that struggle with temptations, sufficient in marriages were love has grown cold, or in the lives of single people who struggle with not having found a partner in life. We all face our own struggles also this area of life. Yet when in these struggles we cling to the Lord, we will realize God with His love is always near. Moreover, where human love often fails or falls short, beloved, God’s love never fails. To that promise we may cling, all of us.

Amen.
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