Liturgy:
Reading : SoS 4, 1 – 5, 1

Text       : SoS 4, 1 – 5, 1
Ps.   108 : 1,2
Ps.     26 : 2

Hy.    36 : 5

Ps.     25 : 2,4,6

Hy.    59 : 1,2,3
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

A fortnight ago, in a first sermon on the Song of Songs we heard that in this book two children of God sing of their love for one another. They are filled with a desire, a passion, as only two lovers know it. However, also in this desire, in this passion for one another, they want to serve the Lord. In other words, their strong love for one another is embedded in their mutual love towards the Lord.
Their passion and desire for one another is indeed very strong, as it becomes clear, in particular also from the way they sing about the beauty of each other’s body. At times, they do so very explicitly, to the extent that people sometimes wonder: is this God’s Word, does all this not refer to a deeper meaning, can we indeed take this literally?

This difficulty, which people sometimes have with this book and as you can find it also in some of the commentaries on this book – this difficulty has to do with a teaching, which in the past was very strong in particular in the Church of Rome. I think here of the teaching that considers nature, i.e. the realm of this world and grace, i.e. the realm of God’s world as two opposites. Yet, beloved, the flaw of this teaching is that the two opposites are not nature versus grace, but sin versus grace. Sin indeed ruined everything, including all relationships. It ruined not only the relationship between man and God but also the relationship between men among each other, including the relationship between husband and wife, the relationship also between a boy and a girl, when dating, courting or engaged. Yet –and that’s the gospel – through God’s grace in Jesus Christ, there is healing for those relationships affected by sin. From Scripture we learn that in Christ God wants to restore us in the image, in which He once created man.
In the beginning, God created everything beautiful and good, also when He created man male and female. In Paradise, we hear Adam sing about the beautiful gift God gave Him in Eve as a helper fit for him. Before the fall into sin, this was indeed a perfect relationship with no shame for one another whatsoever. However, then sin came and ruined this wonderful relationship. Yet, beloved, in Christ God’s grace shines over marriages, where husband and wife want to serve the Lord together. God’s grace shines also over relationships between a boy and girl, who in their relationship want to serve the LORD. That’s how we should read the Song of Songs, rejoicing in what God in His grace gives, also when two children of His fall in love with each other and full of desire and passion long for the day of their marriage, long for it in the LORD. Continuing reading this wonderful love song, this morning once again I may preach you the gospel we find in this song
THE GOSPEL ABOUT A LOVE RELATIONSHIP

BETWEEN TWO COVENANT CHILDREN

Who

1) Keep their love pure for each other

2) Rejoicing in what God gives in that love

I
Having dealt with the first chapter of this book a fortnight ago, this morning, Br. & Sr., we picked up the reading in Ch. 4, where in typical Eastern language, which is always very colorful, the bridegroom-to-be describes how beautiful the girl he loves is. He starts with saying, vs. 1, “…”  In vs. 9 we read, “…”  In a different translation it reads, “You have stolen my heart, my sister, my bride…with one glance of your eyes, with one jewel of your necklace.” Let it be clear, this has nothing to do with love at first sight, where a boy only looks at the outward beauty of a girl, almost in a lustful way. As I said it a fortnight ago, the ground on which we stand, when reading this book, is too holy for such thoughts. Here is pure love towards a girl, love embedded in mutual love towards the LORD.
I base this conclusion on an expression we meet throughout this book, i.e. the expression with which this boy addresses the girl of his love repeatedly: “my sister, my bride.” Here are two lovers, who seem to have eye only for each other. Their blossoming love grows stronger and stronger. It’s full of desire and passion, and again as such there is nothing wrong with this. Also this is a gift of God.

Well, when reading this book, repeatedly we see that God is not ignored in the relationship between these two lovers. Here are surely not two people, who so to speak go to church on Sunday, but for the rest do their own thing, pleasing themselves. A fortnight ago, I pointed to the refrain verse we meet throughout this book, mentioned for the first time in Ch. 2, 7, where we read, “…”  In other words, also in their love relationship these two lovers don’t want to do what is displeasing the LORD. This is evident also in the way this boy addresses the girl he loves, “my sister, my bride.” This points to a spiritual unity. They are not unequally joked. After all, the riches of a true Christian marriage is that the one with whom we share our life, the one with whom we share also the marriage bed sits together with us also at the table of the LORD, where together we rejoice in God’s grace, i.e. the grace which shines also over the marriage relationship. After all, it’s only by this grace that we can remain faithful, faithful towards each other as husband and wife as long as we both shall live. Only by God’s grace, we can cope also with difficulties and temptations. Hence, before anything else there should be spiritual unity. Well, that’s why in this book the word ‘sister’ precedes the word ‘bride’. No, then we don’t have to say this always with so many words, yet it is the secure foundation on which a true Christian marriage rests, a marriage in the LORD. Well, this should already be in our mind, when we start dating and courting. Very explicitly, then we look for a girl, a boy inside the church and nowhere else, since our greatest desire should be to find a partner in life, with whom together we can serve the LORD in all things for this life and the life to come.
Going back to the Song of Songs now, since here is a couple that together wants to serve the LORD, they also want to keep their love towards one another pure. In today’s society, people laugh at you when you say to them that you want to keep your relationship pure. That’s simply old-fashioned. We live in a time where more often than not love is driven by lust, both outside as well as inside marriage at times. Yet the boy in the Song of Songs, when describing the beauty of the one he loves is not driven by lust, instead he rejoices in her God-given beauty. He rejoices in what the LORD gave him in this girl. Beloved, when creating man male and female, God indeed designed the woman  also in such a way that a man might be attracted to her, be rapt with her, as Adam was rapt with Eve before the fall into sin, singing about bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.

Thus, this boy rejoices in the girl of his love, rejoices also in her outward beauty, her bodily features, by which she had stolen his heart, vs. 9. Yet we do not read of any dishonorable desire. Somewhere I read, the Shulamite is discretely veiled, Ch. 4,1 + 3, and does not flaunt her sexuality. When the desire becomes too much – they don’t want to stir up nor awaken love until it pleases – and therefore when desires become too much, it’s time to part, vs. 6a. Although betrothed, engaged we would say today, this couple does not remove the boundaries set by God. In this is a beautiful lesson for couples in the church, courting or engaged, however not married yet. As congregation, we should also pray for these couples that in this world full of temptations they might keep their love-relationship pure.

In vs. 12 this boy speaks about his bride-to-be as, “…” Again, he addresses her as “my sister, my bride.” In other words, this love is carried by mutual love towards the LORD, by love sanctified through faith in God. It is this faith that causes this boy to speak about his bride-to-be as “a garden enclosed, a fountain sealed.” 
It is easy to understand these two terms, when thinking about the countryside where this young couple had grown up. In Palestine, you could not just lay out a garden, as we do it nowadays, an open garden. Wild animals could easy ruin such a garden. Therefore when laying out a beautiful garden, people would secure this garden, mostly by building a wall of stone around it, a garden enclosed. In most cases, in such a garden, one would also find a spring or a well, used to irrigate the garden. The opening of such a well was often secured with a large stone on top of it, to protect it against the blowing in of sand and other dirt, a spring shut up. At times, the owner would even seal the well, the fountain, so that no one unauthorized could draw water from it, a fountain sealed.
Using this image: a garden enclosed, a fountain sealed – the bridegroom-to-be of our text rejoices in the care his betrothed, his fiancée, had taken to guard her sanctity, her purity. Unlike the daughters of Jerusalem, this girl had not been flirting with other men. She had been a locked garden, even for the one she loved with all her heart. In other words, there had been no sexual intimacy before marriage. The boy rejoices in this.
When reading this book, one can understand that also this couple must have had its struggles to stay pure. For them too there was the pressure not to worry about these boundaries set by God, but simply to do what they longed for. After all, didn’t this happen elsewhere as well. Look only what was going on at Solomon’s court? Why would they, who truly loved each other, still have to wait until the day of their marriage; temptations very similar to what couples nowadays have to struggle with. Yet this couple found the strength to fight these temptations in their mutual love towards the Lord.

Young people, here lies your strength as well, be it single or courting, or engaged. You all will have your various struggles, struggles to live holy for the Lord, holy also in dealing with your sexuality and the feelings connected with this. The slogan you meet in today’s society is, “if it feels good do it.” The temptations are strong, and many do not wait until the day breaks and the shadow flees, vs. 6. In a society, where everything seems to revolve around sex – it’s almost the air you breathe in when walking through a shopping centre, looking at the advertisements but also in the way the majority of the people dresses, just lust provoking. In the midst of this society, the battle is on for all of us, the battle to live holy lives both outside as well as inside marriage. This battle, beloved, we can only fight in faith, reminding ourselves daily how beautifully Scripture speaks about the beauty also of sexuality. May our thoughts always be determined by what Scripture teaches also regarding this area of life and not by what the world has for offer. The boy of our text, rejoices in the fact that his bride-to-be had indeed kept herself pure and he also wants it to stay that way. Therefore, he is not tempting her to give in to sinful desires, as boys sometimes can do and not only boys but girls as well. Young people, when struggling with these issues as a couple, or even single, fold your hands and ask the LORD for help and strength. Sometimes it strikes me when I get engaged couples in my study that they have never prayed together. Prayer is a lifeline, a powerful weapon to withstand temptations, not only for us as individuals, but also when we are together as a couple, engaged or married.
Back to vs. 12, when this boy speaks about the girl of his love as a garden enclosed, a fountain sealed, one thinks of similar words found in the book of Proverbs, I now think in particular of Ch. 5, 15 – 20 of the Book of Proverbs, where we read the following, “…” I realize this speaks about marriage, whilst the couple of our text is still engaged. Nevertheless, also these words point to sincerity and being averse to all flirtatious love as we see in nowadays, at times also among boys and girls in the church.

Back to the Song of Songs, Ch. 4 – in the verses 13 and following the image of the enclosed garden is further developed. We read, vss. 13 + 14, “…”  These are all images by which this boy wants to tell how rich he is with the girl he loves. This is the language of a couple in love with one another, over the moon, deeply in love. When reading this, sometimes one wonders, what is left of all this once a couple is married, say for 5, 10 or even 20 years. Sometimes the familiarity that comes with marriage causes couples to forget the overwhelming feelings of love and refreshment we shared at the beginning. Routine sets in and the love doesn’t run as deep anymore as in the beginning, we become less sensitive to each other’s feelings. Beloved, perhaps at times it’s good to think back of the days before you were married, when we laid the foundations of our marriage. Sometimes it’s good to think back of the dreams you had at that time. After 10 or 20 years of marriage, is there still that spark which there was in the beginning, the same affection for each other? Once, I read about a child that had sweet memories of his father and mother kissing each other. Their public displays of affection were always appropriate, yet his friends were amazed about the affection they saw at the boys place. The boy said to his friends, “What so unusual about it? My folks love each other and don’t mind to show this in an appropriate way. What’s wrong with that?” Beloved, blessed is the family where children indeed see this love between their parents. Blessed are that husband and wife, when together they may grow old this way, treating each other after 25 or 40 years of marriage in the same way as during their honeymoon.
In vs. 15, the bridegroom-to-be reaches a climax, when he says, “…”  A fountain sealed, yet how long still, we are close to the wedding now. In everything, you taste that this boy is looking forward to that day, when God gives him in all purity to drink from this fountain.

When reading a chapter like Ch. 4, Br. & Sr., at times, the language used by this boy may come across to us as a bit over the top, too romantic, perhaps at times even a bit embarrassing. Yet there is no need for this, when we think of the fact that God created also this aspect of life beautiful. We live in a time in which it has become almost impossible for a boy and girl, being deeply in love, to speak in such a pure way about each other’s body. Perhaps we would say this is not fitting, be careful; and indeed so easily sinful thoughts can creep in, let us not hide this. Yet it is just because of this, that it is so refreshing to read a book like the Song of Songs.

Think of this girl, this bride-to-be. She surely had had no easy youth. Most likely, she came from a family, of which the father had died – we read about her mother and her brothers, but not about her father. Her brothers made her work in the family vineyard, as we saw it a fortnight ago, so much so that this girl had little time for herself, little time to think about outward beauty and about how to impress the opposite sex. In addition, as you can read about it later on in this song, her brothers watched over her, seeking the well-being of their sister, when she grew up into an adolescent girl. I think here of what we read in Ch. 8, 8 + 9, “…”  Perhaps we read these verses with some shyness or even embarrassment. Yet also this is written in God’s Word for our instruction. On the day or her wedding, this girl thinks back of the days she was still young and grew up in her mother’s house together with her brothers. As I said, these brothers considered the well-being of their sister, also her sexual well-being during those vulnerable years when suitors would come to call on her. They would not leave their younger sister unprotected. It says here in Ch. 8, if their sister would remain a virgin before marriage, standing like a wall against sexual temptation, they would praise her. They would build on her a battlement of silver, showing how much they treasured her. However, if she would be like a door, open to immorality, they would take steps to guard her from doing something foolish. Well, on the day of her wedding this girl looks back on this in thankfulness. She is thankful that she grew up in a family where the LORD was honored, where also the brothers – as I read it somewhere – not looked at the body of their sister as mere flesh but as a temple of the LORD. Blessed is that family where this lifestyle is found among siblings. Blessed is that family, where – when sexual matters are spoken about, this is done in the right manner, holy and pure, without embarrassing laughter or by using double-loaded language, speaking in the wrong way about what God has created beautifully. Let us make our homes safe havens, where the youth of the church can grow up in a protected environment; safe havens, where parents live by example also in their marriage relationship and their speaking about love.
In. vs. 16 we read the reaction of the bride-to-be. She says in response to what her fiancée had said about her beauty and her enclosed garden – in response she says, “…” With these words, this bride-to-be expresses as her eager desire that the garden with which her fiancée compared her may soon blossom in full glory. In other words, she too longs eagerly for the wedding day. In vs. 16 we read about the wind from the north and from the south. The wind from the west, from the sea, would bring rain. Yet it’s spring time now. The wind from the east was scorching, detrimental for blossoming fruits. Yet the wind from the south brought moisture and was fertile, whilst the wind from the north made sure that the growth would not be too rapidly, but the fruits in the garden could develop rightly. See there, how this bride likes to be there for her fiancée on the day of her wedding. Let my lover come now to His garden, this garden only for him, and taste its choice fruits. 
After this verse, we read in Ch. 5, 1a, “…”  The wedding has come. You could say, the solemnization of this wedding takes places, where after the friends are invited to join the festivities, vs. 1b, “…” Literally it says, “Drink your fill” – this must not be considered as an incentive to get drunk, but it points to a joyful banquet, where there was indeed often wine in abundance. Think of the wedding fest in Cana.
In conclusion, for a moment I like to come back to vs. 16, especially to the words, “Awake, north wind, and come south wind.” Commentaries that interpret this Song as having a deeper meaning, referring to the relationship between Christ and the church, see in this verse a reference to the work of the Holy Spirit.  A fortnight ago, I said there is no need to see this song first of all as an allegory referring to the relationship between God and His people, between Christ and the church. At the same time, however, Christ is present in this song, present with His renewing work to redeem our life also of all stain and filthiness. Christ does so by the power of the Holy Spirit in our life. It is only through that renewing power of the Holy Spirit that we can live holy lives. It’s only by the renewing power of the Holy Spirit that couples engaged can withstand the temptations to remain pure. It’s only by the renewing power of the Holy Spirit that also within marriage we can live our life to the glory of God and not for own sinful pleasure. In that respect we may indeed pray for the healing wind of the Holy Spirit over our life; healing power – also when things have gone wrong.
Having come to the end of this second sermon on the Song of Songs, I like to conclude in the same way as a fortnight ago, making clear that all this is written not only for couples in love, couples engaged or married couples, but for all of us. After all, whether dating, already engaged, married, or single, the LORD asks all of us live holy lives to His glory. We all need God’s help in the struggles and temptations we go through, struggles and temptations also sexually. The Song of Songs teaches us, all of us (engaged, married or single) how to deal with these struggles and temptations, how to deal with them in faith, namely by living our life with the LORD in all that we do. And if at times you feel weak, realize, beloved, the LORD with His grace is near always. Thus, we can cope, no matter how difficult the battle might be at times. Satan is strong, always out there to lure us away from God. However, Christ is stronger. Focus, therefore on Him, beloved, the Author and Perfecter, also of your faith. In the battles we have to fight, be it single, engaged, or married, Christ with the power of His Spirit is there bring us safely home, all of us.
Amen.
� Gen 2, 23
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