
Focus: God gives us the sacrament of human love.

No biblical book is more controversial than Song of Songs!  This Old Testament book, 
purportedly written by King Solomon as a young man, is the Bible’s most famous love song 
between a young maiden and her beau.  And not just a love song, but a love song, with erotic, 
even raunchy metaphors that have made biblical interpreters, both Jewish and Christian, blush 
for thousands of years.  The famous Jewish Rabbi Akiba was so careful to avoid scandal that he 
forbade the use of the book in popular celebrations saying, “He who sings the Song of Songs in 
wine taverns, treating it as if it were a vulgar song, forfeits his share in the world to come.”1  So 
there you have it!

Jewish and Christian interpreters for years have insisted that there simply must be something 
more behind this salacious book and so they have put forth a number of different interpretations:

 The Jewish Targum says it is really about the so-called marriage covenant of 
Mount Sinai between God and his people with the law uniting them;

 The famous Church Father Origen said that the book is about the love between 
Christ and the Church or Christ and the individual believer’s soul;

 Martin Luther wrote that this love-song is about the union between citizens and 
good government.  Well, that will get your heart beating fast.  

Recent commentators, such as J. Cheryl Exum2 have taken another look and proposed a shocking 
interpretation.  What if the Song of Songs really is…get this…a love song between two young 
lovers?  A love song celebrating the gifts of love and desire and yes bodies and all that goes with 
that?  As an aside, if any man knew about love, it would have been King Solomon, but I think 
Archdeacon Beth Drew already told you last week about all his wives and concubines.  

If we listen to this song not with some deeper allegory or metaphor in mind, what might that 
teach us?  

Sound, sight, smell, touch, everything is alive in this poem.  The image is one of spring.  
Longtime Tigers’ fans may remember that Ernie Harwell used to read this passage every 
Opening Day, “Lo the winter is long past and the voice of the turtle is heard in the land”—to use 
the King James Version’s rendering of “turtle-dove.”

For those of us who have fallen in love, we know that it can feel like spring.  Like everything is 
alive, new.  And what this passage captures remarkably well is not just that it feels that way, but 
the way love can renew our lives from what came before.  

Often when we find someone to love, we discover gifts in ourselves that we did not know that 
we had before.  We discover a strength to support our loved one through hard times.  There is 
something about having someone to love, to care for, even to desire that brings out the best in us.  
Falling in love really is a renewal of ourselves and our lives.  

1 William E. Phipps, "The Plight of the Song of Songs", in Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 42:1 
(March 1974), 85.  
2 J. Cheryl Exum, Song of Songs (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005).  



It’s at this point that I have to say that it does not always last that way.  Nor does Song of Songs 
suggest that.  By calling our attention to spring, it reminds us that there is also a cycle of things.  

C.S. Lewis famously wrote about the difference between love and what he calls “being in love.”

Being in love is a good thing, but it is not the best thing. If the old fairy-tale ending ‘They 
lived happily ever after’ is taken to mean ‘They felt for the next fifty years exactly as 
they felt the day before they were married’, then it says what probably never was nor ever 
would be true, and it would be highly undesirable if it were. Who could bear to live in 
that excitement for even five years? What would become of your work, your appetite, 
your sleep, your friendships? [I love that part.]

But of course, ceasing to be ‘in love’ need not mean ceasing to love. Love in this second 
sense – love as distinct from ‘being in love’ – is not merely a feeling. It is a deep unity, 
maintained by the will and deliberately strengthened by habit; reinforced by (in Christian 
marriages) the grace which both partners ask, and receive, from God. They can have this 
love for each other even at those moments when they do not like each other; as you love 
yourself even when you do not like yourself. They can retain this love even when each 
would easily, if they allowed themselves, be ‘in love’ with someone else. ‘Being in love’ 
first moved them to promise fidelity: this quieter love enables them to keep the promise. 
It is on this love that the engine of marriage is run: being in love was the explosion that 
started it.3

And it is that love that God really wants for us, not just a springtime love but a love for all 
seasons.  Song of Songs sums it up, “my beloved is mine, and I am his.”  It is a mutual sharing of 
commitment.  

Sometimes those commitments are tested.  Song of Songs doesn’t write of the time of winter, but 
if you continue to love long enough, you will know it is there.  Love, like any gift from God is 
affected by human sinfulness.  Love perhaps most of all being the greatest gift of all.  I hardly 
have to mention all the hurt and harm, great and small, that is done in the name or misuse of 
love: emotional, physical, spiritual every day.  

What is the solution?  Is it to simply shrug and say, “Better to have loved and lost than never 
loved at all?”  Or is it on the other hand to say that love and sex are dirty and God doesn’t really 
care about any of it?  No, I don’t think so.

Indeed, the fact that this book is in the Bible at all is the greatest testament of how deeply God 
cares about love.  Love at its best recalls our best selves, creates new relationships, even in a 
wonderful miracle creates new human beings.  The solution is not to look for a new springtime, 
but to turn to Christ who is the same yesterday, today, and forever (Heb 13:8).  

In the letter to the Ephesians (5:21-33), we are told that marriage is a mystery (probably 
everyone here who is or has been married would agree to that!).  But what Paul means by 
mystery is it reveals something about God that has been hidden.  What does marriage reveal?  

3 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: MacMillan Company, 1960), 84-5.  



Well, for Paul it is the fact that when we cherish each other and allow ourselves to be cherished, 
when we give of ourselves and let the other give to us, we are showing exactly the same love that 
Christ has for the church.  In this world, we will never discover the boundless, unlimited love 
that Christ has for each of us, but in the daily struggle to be faithful to each other, to risk the 
apology or the words “I forgive you,” to wake up every day together with a common future and 
purpose, we receive a foretaste of his kingdom.  Until the day when Jesus our Beloved speaks to 
each of us, “Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away” to his promised creation that is always 
new, always spring, always love.  Amen.      


