Liturgy:

Reading : SoS 8, 5 – 14

Text       : SoS 8, 6 + 7, 11 + 12

Ps.  138 : 1,3

Ps.    19 : 3

Hy.   50 : 6,7

Ps.  128 : 1,2,3

Hy.   48 : 1,3
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This morning in a third and final sermon on the Song of Songs, we will look at how this song speaks about true love and how only this true love can make a marriage last. We need also this guidance, especially in a society, where marriage is no longer considered as a commitment for life. Faithfulness in marriage has faded away in the smoke of countless divorces. Statistically the preference for getting married might be on the increase, yet in most cases, these marriages are just a shell of what they are supposed to be. Often they are characterized by selfishness and a living simply for own pleasure, each party defending his or her own rights within marriage.
All this, beloved, has surely its impact also on life within the church. It’s a way of thinking that doesn’t simply stop at the doors of the church. If only this was true. Yet it’s not. Also in the church, we are confronted with an increasing number of broken marriages. We surely are not immune to all that what happens in the world. At times, we even weaken this immunity by all that we allow entering our homes, via TV programs, videos, internet and you name it. I’m convinced that we should be more alert here, in order not to give Satan a foothold within our homes. Through it, so easily we too get the wrong view on what to understand by true love. I experience this at times, when couples come to my study prior to their marriage and when I ask them to give a definition of love. Often I get all kind of answers, which leaves one wondering, what is true love, the only love that will last? Beloved, looking at what Scripture says about true love, it’s more than just a feeling, rather it’s a commitment, a self denying unconditional total commitment for life, as it becomes clear also from the text chosen for this morning’s sermon. Once again, we will turn to the gospel, proclaimed also in this morning text, using once more the same theme as I used it before:
THE GOSPEL ABOUT A LOVE RELATIONSHIP 

BETWEEN TWHO COVENANT CHILDREN

Who rejoice

1) In the strength of true love
2) The uniqueness of true love
I
Having looked at the Song of Songs thus far in two previous sermons, we learned that in this song two covenant children speak about their love for one another. They do so with fervent passion, since the desire, their longing for one another is very strong. At the same time, however,
they did not stir up nor awaken love until it was pleasing, i.e. until it was pleasing in the eyes of the LORD. There had been no sexual intimacy before marriage. When the desire for one another would become too strong, they would part, as we learned it last week from Ch. 4, 6. However, finally the wedding day has come. We touched on this already last week, when briefly we dealt with Ch. 5, 1.

Well, beloved, as it happens also nowadays when a couple gets married, so also in those days events of the past were called to mind. One of these events is mentioned in Ch. 8, 5b, “…” The question is here, who awakened whom? Some say, the bridegroom awakened the bride. After all, where it concerns matters of love the boy takes the initiative, isn’t it? Yet the original Hebrew doesn’t leave any doubt that it is the bride who speaks here. She was the one who awakened her boyfriend, not when he was sleeping, but at a time that he was fully awake, when she aroused his love for her. The bride thus calls to mind the very beginning of their relationship, when her boyfriend was standing or sitting under an apple tree and she passed by. That’s how it all started. That unforgettable moment that he all of a sudden realized: “That’s she!” On her wedding day, this bride clearly remembers that specific moment when she passed by the one, now her husband, when he was stand​ing there under the apple tree close to the house of her parents. It was at that very moment that the flame of love started burn​ing. In the vss. 6 & 7, the bride expresses as her hope that this flame will be a continual fire throughout their marriage. She fervently hopes that this first love will only become stronger and stronger and never will die. That’s why she beseeches her husband, vs. 6a, “…” 
In those days, people wore two kind of seals. The one was carried on the heart, fastened to a cord around the neck. It was car​ried on a very intimate place, where one hides something precious. Close to the heart of her husband, that’s where this bride wants to be carried, in the same way as he would like to rest as a bag of myrrh between her breasts, Ch. 1, 13.  Next, this bride also likes to be worn by her husband as a signet of metal or stone set in a bracelet, which points to being something very personal. Thus with the words mentioned in vs. 6a, this bride expresses that nothing should be able to separate her from her husband, “Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm.”
Next, she says, vs. 6b & 7a, “…” Love is as strong as death. This seems to be a strange comparison. Love and death are these not two extremes strongly opposing each other? This is indeed true. Yet on the other hand in the same way as death can’t be stopped in its course, so it is with love when it is set on fire in our heart. Yes, the power of true genuine love is as strong as death. No one can resist it, or break its power. 
Well, beloved, isn’t this what happens when a boy and a girl fall in love with one another? Once this love has been aroused, the desire to become completely one becomes stronger and stronger. It is irresistible like a fire that spreads rapidly. That’s why we should never fool around with it, but deal with it in holiness as a wonderful gift of God, to be enjoyed in faith. Indeed this also applies to love. We read in our text, “Its flames are flames of fire, a most vehement flame.” Literally, these last words read, “like the very flame of the LORD”, thus highlighting that it is the LORD Himself who kindles this love like a fire. That’s also the reason why many waters cannot quench this love.
How nice this figure of speech is. After all, flames set into fire by people can easily be quenched, no matter how big such a fire might be. Love compared with such a human fire would not be unquenchable. In this context, I think of people who do not serve the LORD and whose marriages sometimes so easily break down, because there is no lasting love towards one another. When young, one falls in love with a boy or a girl whereby the fire of love sometimes is kindled very quickly, and it burns vehemently. However, when this love has no deeper roots than just some sexual attrac​tion for one another, when it is not rooted in mutual love for the LORD it can also be quenched very easily. Don’t we see this in many a marriage, which initially started happily? It happens that a marriage, which started with great expectation, sometimes already after a few years becomes an unbearable burden. Well, if then that first love is no longer there, the flame soon starts dying. Isn’t this what happens in many a marriage today, especially when this love was based on nothing more than outward things: youthful beauty, a good job with a high income. When all of sudden all these outward things fade or when things turn out to be different than initially expected, at times you see that the love for one another dies as well. Despite the many pop-songs, in which love is glorified, today many a husband and wife just live their own life within marriage, cold to one another. The hardships of life that are to be faced – the many waters – were indeed able to quench that first love. 
However – and these are the riches we have in faith – when the love between husband and wife is rooted in their mutual love for the LORD, these many waters will not be able to quench that first love. No, this does not mean that a Christian marriage will always be a bed of roses. Also in a Christian marriage, difficulties may arise. However, if indeed faith in the LORD is the basis for our marriage relationship, these difficulties will not be able to destroy marriage. Instead, then marriage will last, even throughout periods of crises, since in a Christian marriage husband and wife will seek the LORD in prayer, asking Him for help, asking Him to uphold and strengthen them by the power of His Holy Spirit. It is this power, which makes the bond of love in a Christian marriage to such a strong bond.  After all, within a Christian marriage, husband and wife look at each other not first of all as two parties knit together by the bond of marriage, but first of all they look at one another as a brother and sister in Christ. That’s why in the Song of Songs the bride​groom always first addresses his bride as ‘my sister’, as we spoke about it last week in the sermon.
This true love is indeed something very special, as becomes clear from the second part of vs. 7, “…” Riches, wealth, sexual attrac​tion, beauty, and you name it, it all pales away in comparison with this true genuine love. True love is priceless. It cannot not be bought. It must be accepted as a gift from God. In addition, it must also be shared within the guidelines God provides. If as husband and wife we indeed do so, this love will be lasting and many waters will not be able to quench the fire of this love. Couples that love one another in this wonderful way are really to be congratulated. Beauty will fade away and charm will vanish, and if this was what our love towards one another was based on, it will vanish likewise. However, if our mutual love towards the LORD is the basis also for our love towards one another, then we may be assured that God will help us, also when difficulties arise. I think here of what it says in the Form for Solemnization of Marriage, “Those who marry will face trouble in this state and because of sin will experience many difficulties and afflictions.” But then it con​tinues, “Yet they may also believe the promise of God that they, as heirs of the grace of life, will always receive His aid and protection, even when they least expect it.” This means, beloved, when as husband and wife you put your trust in the LORD, He will guide you by His fatherly hand, whilst you may also firmly believe that whenever something goes amiss in your marriage, whenever you draw near to Him in true repentance, He will graciously forgive you your sins and shortcomings. And, as it reads in LD 51 HC, the fruit of God forgiving us our debts is that we are also are willing to wholeheartedly forgive one another. Well, that counts also in marriage. Then as husband and wife, we make sure that the sun never goes down over our anger. Instead, then at the end of the day we will kneel before the LORD, asking Him for forgiveness and also for strength to forgive one another. Yes, then indeed, the flame of love set into fire by the LORD – after all, He gave you to one another – then this flame will never be quenched. For it is the very flame of the LORD.
How rich we are, when in marriage our love towards one anoth​er indeed gains this depth. Yes, then we are really to be congratulated. Beloved, let us as husband and wife daily pray that our heavenly Father through His Holy Spirit may enable us to live this way, all the days of our marriage, really loving one another, not only in days of prosperity, but also in days of adversity. Trust in the LORD. If you do so, then not you as husband and wife have to make it in marriage, but then in faith we may expect everything from God’s almighty power, who in His time will provide, according to His wisdom, which surpasses our human wisdom.
Here lies comfort also for those who are single. Love is a wonderful gift of God. Yet as it applies to other gifts of God as well, also with respect to this gift, the LORD in His wisdom does not give to all of us to experience this love. At times, this can be very difficult to accept. You have longed for it, prayed for it. Yet God did not answer your prayers in the way you would have loved to see it. It was different, and perhaps you struggle with the why of all this. Yet realize there are other members in the church, who struggle in a similar way, couples who would love to have children or would love to have more children. Yet only God can open and close the womb. Like love, so also life is a gift of God. I could mention more examples. The point is this, we all, each in the circumstances in which God has placed him or her – we all in faith have to learn to live what we sing with the words of Hymn 48, “Be still! What God in His good pleasure to you in wisdom may impart is given you in perfect measure. Thus be content within your heart.”
 I could say more about this, yet this is the bottom line, that we trust the wisdom of God, knowing also that – whether we are single, engaged or married –“to Him who chose us for His own our needs and wants are surely known.” 

II
I now come to the second point of this morning’s sermon, in which we will focus on the verses 11 + 12 of Ch. 8. In the previous verses the bride spoke, now we listen to the bridegroom, who in these verses rejoices in his bride, as a gift God has given him as his very own. He says, vss. 11 + 12, “…” 
In figurative language, this bridegroom compares his bride with a vineyard. Actually, he speaks about two vineyards. First, he says, “Solomon had a vineyard at Baal Hamon.” Most likely, this was one of Solomon’s crown domains in the north of the country. A large staff had to maintain this vineyard, to hoe the paths, to prune the branches, to pick the grapes, etc. Next, this groom says, “I too have a vineyard, namely my bride.” That the groom indeed speaks here about his bride can become clear from the previous chapters of this book. 
I think of what we read in Ch. 1, 6, “…” In this verse, this country girl responds to criticism of her complexion – “I am dark.” The daughters of Jerusalem expressed this criticism. As a country girl, this bride was deeply tanned because her brothers made her work in the vineyards, hard work! Playing with words this girl now says, “But my own vineyard (whereby she is referring to her body) my own vineyard I have not kept.” Since she had to work hard, this girl had no time to pay much attention to outward beauty, like the city girls who criticized her because of her dark complexion. As a country girl, she had always worked outside and so her face and arms had become deeply tanned. In today’s society, people like to become tanned by the sun. It looks good and healthy. However, in those days a tanned skin gave evidence of humble labor. Yet the girl in this song is not ashamed of this. She doesn’t mind to admit that there was work to do and therefore she had not much time to look after her own vineyard, her body.
We were looking at texts where the bride is compared with a vineyard. Another example of this, we find in Ch. 2, 15, “…” In this verse, the flourishing love of this engaged couple is compared with a vineyard in blossom. Well, likewise in our text, the groom speaks about his bride as a vineyard. Comparing his own vineyard with the one King Solomon had, a real vineyard, this bridegroom considers himself richer than King Solomon. After all, as regards his vineyard this groom can say, she is my very own, Ch. 4, 12, “…;” sealed for him as groom alone and no one else. Well, King Solomon could not say this about the vineyard he had. Rarely would he go there, perhaps once a year. Never did he pick a grape himself or prune a branch. His servants did all this work for him. Even the proceeds of his vineyard were not entirely his own. From the one thousand pieces of silver he earned from it, his servants received two hundred. Yet now look at me, so this groom says, my own vineyard is before me. I can always see her. She is my very own, as a seal upon my heart, as a seal upon my arm. 
In these words, we also hear the praise on a monogamous marriage, in which the lives of husband and wife are indeed like vineyards blossoming before the Lord. I think here also of what the author of Psalm 128 says, “Blessed is everyone who fears the LORD, who walks in His ways . . . Your wife shall be like a fruitful vine.”
  These are indeed the riches of a true Christian marriage. Such marriages blossom before the Lord. Well, that’s exactly the reason why in our text the groom speaks so highly of his vineyard. She is his very own.
As I said before, King Solomon could not say this about his vineyard. Later on in history, this vineyard fell into the hands of Jeroboam, whilst in the end exile cut this vineyard off altogether. Solomon’s trunk was cut off. Yet one day a shoot sprang from this stump – the Messiah came, from the lineage of David. He too has a vineyard, His church; a vineyard He will never loose. She is His most personal possession, since He gave His life for her. He bought this vineyard with the price of His precious blood. Thus she is indeed completely His own.
Well, beloved, the marriage of God’s children is allowed to reflect this wonderful unity between Christ and His church. Isn’t it great, when we may see our marriage in this light, i.e. in the light of Christ, who through His grace will also help us never to give up on one another, but always to stand firm in our love towards one another. By this grace, we can cope, also when marriage may go through difficult times. 
A moment ago, I quoted Ch. 2, 15, which speaks about foxes spoiling the vineyard. Let us just focus on this image a bit longer. We all know what a destructive animal a fox can be. The larger and craftier foxes become, the more seriously a threat they become for the vineyard. Well, in Ch. 2, 15 we hear the bride say, “Our vines have tender grapes.” With these words, she refers to the blossoming love between her and her groom. A love she doesn’t want to be threatened. Yet also in marriage, there are those little foxes, dangers, which can threaten that wonderful unity between husband and wife. Mostly this does not happen straight away, but after a while when routine takes over. When married for a while you get to know each other as you really are, since everything is shared: living room and bedroom, garden and kitchen, habits, likes and dislikes, the sweet and the bitter. Because of this, so easily tension or conflicts arise, causing a threat to this wonderful unity. One must deal with those innumerable little foxes and catch them, before this threat becomes a real danger. Here lies indeed a task for every married couple in the church.  Catch those little foxes. 
How are we to do this? The simple answer is, beloved, by denying ourselves and by devoting ourselves to one another in love. I think here again of that analogy of marriage reflecting the love between Christ and His Church, as the apostle Paul speaks about in Eph. 5. He writes the following, as Christ loved His church and gave Himself up for her, so the husband has to guide, to protect, and to comfort His wife. And in the same way as the congregation accepts this guidance of Christ, so the wife must entrust herself to this loving care of her husband, accepting his guidance, and assisting him in all good things. When in marriage, as husband and wife, we indeed live this way – denying ourselves, accepting each other in true love – those little foxes will have no chance to threaten our marriage relationship. Again, this does not mean that then there will never be any problem. Yet the point is this, when these problems arise, you will deal with them in faith, asking the Lord for strength and wisdom to catch those foxes, which are threatening your vineyard. Yes, it is only in and through Christ that our love towards each other will stand firm. Yes only then – as we heard it in the first point of the sermon – only then many waters cannot quench this love, nor can the floods drown it.
  
Beloved, may God grant that marriages within the church are always dominated by this true love. As husband and wife, always look at your love towards one another not only as gift but also as a mandate. Then in Christ, your marriage will be richly blessed.
In Christ – for without Christ even the best of intentions cannot guarantee a good and lasting marriage. No doubt, we all have our good intentions and there is nothing wrong with this. However, we should also realize that we will not make it because of all the good intentions we may have. We will only make it, when daily we expect our help from Him, who has bought also us with the price of His precious blood.  
Again, this rule applies to all of us, whether we are single, engaged or married. After all, all of us, each in the place where God has set us, we all have the calling to serve God and to live to His glory. Prof. J. VanBruggen in a commentary on 1 Cor. 7, a chapter that speaks about marriage, but also addresses the unmarried people in the congregation of Christ – in a commentary on this chapter, Prof. VanBruggen writes the following, “The ways in which married and unmarried people walk differ from each other. However, as long as both ways move in the direction of God’s kingdom, they will be narrow ways, where the lust of the flesh can no longer dominate us. Instead on this narrow road we will limit ourselves for the sake of the kingdom, lest we will run the risk of no longer walking on this narrow road.”

See there, beloved, how we –married and unmarried – travel together, travel together to the other wedding, the marriage feast of the Lamb, the new heaven and the new earth, where marriage will be gone, and we all will be focused on the Lord alone without sin, in perfect holiness. As today we are still travelling towards this wedding, may the Lord help all of us - inside and outside marriage – to live holy lives to God’s glory and the wellbeing of our neighbor.
Amen.
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