The Song of Songs                                             Reading:    Chapter 2 v 8-13

Here we have another book that some think is a strange one to have in the Bible.  Does it really belong there?  What is it all about?
Some see it as just a collection of love songs which have some connection with Solomon – perhaps by him or about him.  But is that all?  Is it an idealised picture of a romance and marriage – something to be celebrated as one of God’s gifts to people?  Is there another or a deeper meaning?   Why is it included amongst the Wisdom literature?   Over time a tradition arose amongst the Jews that it was a picture of God’s love for Israel and Christians have moved on from that to see it as representing Christ’s love for His Church.   Is it any of these things or maybe even all of them?
Let’s have a look at the story.  There are two main protagonists – the Bridegroom who is addressed as the Lover and the Bride who is called the Beloved. We don’t know her given name but in chapter 6 she is called the Shulammite, probably because she comes from a place called Shunem. There are also a group of young women called the Daughters of Jerusalem and the Bride sometimes seems to be talking to them.
The story starts with an obviously-in-love young woman singing the praises of her intended.  She can’t wait to be with him.  Then one thought strikes her;  she has been talking to the fashionable young women of Jerusalem and suddenly realises that they have an advantage over her.  Being rich, they were able to stay in their cool and comfortable houses, out of the worst of the blazing sun.  The poor majority worked in the fields where they became unfashionably sunburnt – not considered a good look.   She is acutely aware that she comes into this group- she compares herself to the tents of Kedar which were made out of dark goatskins- because she has had to spend her time working in her family’s vineyards.  However, she is still eager to be with her betrothed, who is described as a shepherd, and wants to know where he will be resting at midday so that she can go straight to him without having to run the gauntlet of all the other shepherds.  Once she is with him he is very quick to assure her of how beautiful he finds her.
We can guess that the original Jewish readers of the poem were reminded of how God chose them out of all the nations on earth;  not because they were great or numerous but because He loved them (Deut. 7 v7).  They were precious in His sight.  This may also have a special resonance for us as Christians when we think of Jesus choosing us.  We are constantly, and rightly, made aware that our salvation is a matter of God’s grace and not because of anything we are or do.  But let’s not lose sight of the fact that Jesus loves his bride the church and takes delight in His people.  He is not a reluctant bridegroom.  He wants to be with His bride – just look at the reading we had earlier, where the shepherd comes rushing down from shepherding his flock on the hills as agilely and quickly as a deer, to stand outside her home, at her window and call her to come out to be with him.
But she seems strangely reluctant.  She sends him away.  Why?  It seems odd – and yet we sometimes notice the same thing in ourselves.  We are not always eager to be with the Lord even when he is calling us to Him.  What is holding us back?  Small things perhaps like the shepherd’s mention of the little foxes that sneak into the vineyards when they are in bloom and cause havoc amongst the fragile blossoms.  Small sins or reservations and yet enough to keep the two separate.
But even though it was her choice to send him away she is unsettled.  She can’t sleep, or when she does she has one of those dreams where the dreamer is constantly trying to do something but never succeeding.  She sees herself getting up and going out into the city to look for the Bridegroom.  She searches through the streets and squares but can’t find him.  The watchmen making their nightly rounds come across her and she asks them for help.  It seems they don’t know but then she’s just moved on again when suddenly the bridegroom appears.  She grabs hold of him, won’t let him go and quickly leads him back to her mother’s house.  Has she learned her lesson?  Will she be careful not to turn him away again?  Has she found out how much she missed him when she had done that?  Have we had periods in our lives when we have turned away from the Lord, perhaps saying to ourselves that it was not convenient to listen to Him and to follow him closely at that particular moment.
But for now the Shulammite is happy and the story moves on to the next stage.  We find the question “Who is this coming up from the desert like a column of smoke, perfumed with myrrh and incense made from all the spices of the merchant?”  It is a picture of the Bridegroom’s procession making its way to the marriage feast.  The Shulammite sees him as splendid as Solomon in all his glory, travelling in the most elaborate of chariots and crowned, not with the crown of kingship but with a special wedding garland.  
As Christians we might wish to see this as a picture of the marriage feast of Christ and His church at the end of time but there is another way of looking at it because, as we shall see, this is not like the wedding at the end of a fairy story where there is nothing else to say other than that “they lived happily ever after”.   Shall we say this is a picture of salvation where the Bridegroom claims His bride and tells her how precious and beautiful she is to Him.  
In the tradition of the time the bridegroom was only able to see the bride’s face after the wedding when he was permitted to lift her veil.  In chapter 5 it is clear that he has done this and he praises her eyes, her hair, her teeth and her  whole body.  He describes her as a “garden locked up, …a spring enclosed, a sealed fountain”.  She is wholly his – only he can come into this garden.
There is one telling aspect to this which it is easy to overlook but which the bride remembers.  She asks the winds to blow across her garden so that the scents of all the trees, from which only the bridegroom can eat, are  carried out over the walls for the enjoyment of passers-by.  There are pomegranates and all manner of other fruit trees and a wide range of the finest spices and all these scents are carried on the wind.  It is a picture of what Christians should be like.  Although Jesus is our only Lord the results of his work in us should be evident to those around us and should be a blessing to them.
But now the Bridegroom and bride have work to do.  He calls her to go with him up into the mountains to the haunts of lions and leopards.  What are they doing there?  Are they searching for sheep lost from his flock?  We are not told, but we can easily draw comparisons from it for our own lives.  After the initial euphoria comes the hard work, sometimes difficult – even dangerous- but always with the Bridegroom close at hand to support and protect.  All is well.
Then suddenly things change.  In chapter 5  the Shulammite is back in the Bridegroom’s house.  She is tired and has gone to bed.  She has taken time over her preparations – she has taken off her robe and folded it neatly away, she has carefully washed the dust and dirt of the day from her feet and been lavish with the handcream, with costly lotions of myrrh. She doesn’t want to be disturbed.  The Bridegroom is out late – perhaps dealing with some problems with the flock – and she doesn’t know when he will be back.  She is gently drifting off to sleep, relaxed and comfortable when she suddenly heard him knocking at the door which she had prudently bolted when she went to bed.  He is cold and wet and weary. It is his house and his bed-chamber but he is still asking her to let him in.  She reluctantly rouses, she doesn’t want to go to all the trouble of getting up to let him in.  She sees his hand appear at the peephole in the door but he can’t reach the latch and bolt from the outside.  When at last she begins to wake properly, to want to let him in, it takes an age for her to get out of bed and when she reaches the door her hands, still slippery with her lotion of myrrh, make it hard for her to get a grip on the bolts and the handle.  When she finally manages to open it he has gone.
Suddenly she is wide-awake.  She looks all round,  she calls out for him but he does not answer.  She panics, grabs her cloak and rushes out into the city to look for him as she had done in her dream but this time when the watchmen find her they assume that she is up to no good out by herself at that hour and so, instead of helping, they beat her.  She is in despair –  and calls out to the daughters of Jerusalem (when did they arrive?) to help her find him and all they do is ask what is so special about this person she is looking for.
All she can do is describe him and try to explain what is so different about him.  She starts  “his head is purest gold; his hair is wavy and black as a raven” and as she continues she becomes more and more caught up in thoughts of him instead of her own predicament.  “he is altogether lovely” she concludes and the listeners are convinced by her and promise to help her find him.   Suddenly it dawns on her where he is likely to be – down in his garden- and no sooner has she realised this than he is there with her.  He is not reproaching her but speaking to her lovingly and very quickly all is well between them.  He tells her that love is as strong as death …..it burns like blazing fire……many waters cannot quench it; rivers cannot wash it away.
When the Jewish rabbis were examining and expounding this passage they must have remembered how God had dealt with their people when they had turned their backs on Him; on the troubles they had experienced and yet how God was always willing to forgive and restore them.
For ourselves,  there is a lesson to be learnt from the Shulammite as she frantically searched to be back again with her bridegroom.  Things changed when she ceased to concentrate on herself and to try to describe him to those who asked her what was so special about him.  Perhaps the experience of seeming to have lost him made him more precious to her.  When we try to describe our Lord to other people and make Him real to them  He becomes more real to us.   As the Shulammite tried to make the picture of him clear to the daughters of Jerusalem he became clearer to her and she knew where to find him.  It didn’t take long then – he was with her as soon as she returned to wanting him for himself.
That’s not quite the end of the story.  They set off together into the countryside and arrive early in the vineyards to tend the vines and then to go on to be involved together in her family’s other activities.  Remember at the beginning of the story she had found that looking after her family’s vineyards had been an unwelcome task.  Now she is eager to do it because the bridegroom is with her.  His presence makes all the difference.  What a picture of Christian service.
The reward is to be pleasing to the Lord;  to be part of the Bridegroom’s rejoicing; as a verse in the final chapter says -  to “become in his eyes like one bringing contentment”.   
So what do you make of the story?  Just another story and a surprising one to find in the Bible?  Is it a picture of Christ’s love for his bride, the Church?  And what examples and warnings and encouragements does it hold for us as a church and as individuals?  Perhaps a story is a good way for us to see ourselves and, more importantly, to see Jesus.  

