


 ‘At that first kiss I felt

Something melt inside me

That hurt in an exquisite way

All my longings, all my dreams, and sweet anguish,

All the secrets that slept within me came awake,

Everything was transformed and enchanted

And made sense.’

Herman Hesse48





‘Then I did the simplest thing in the world. I leaned down . . . and kissed him. And the world cracked open.’

Agnes de Mille49





 ‘All I have is a voice . . .’

W. H. Auden72





‘Sometimes strident, often tender, never afraid and seldom without humour, [his] voice will always be the voice of the voiceless.’

Nelson Mandela, speaking of Desmond Tutu73





 ‘Are the days of winter sunshine just as sad for you, too? When it is misty, in the evenings, and I am out walking by myself, it seems to me that the rain is falling through my heart and causing it to crumble into ruins.’

Gustave Flaubert



‘The Song of Songs describes the joy and mutuality, beauty and power, agony and ecstasy of human sexual love. It speaks of marriage as it ought to be – the beautiful intimacy of marital love between man and woman.

‘Yet marriage is, in a sense, a metaphor to describe something even more beautiful – the relationship of God to his people. Supremely, it is used to describe the relationship between Christ and his church (Ephesians 5:21–33). It is a picture of God’s deep and passionate love for us and our intimate relationship with Jesus. For this reason, throughout church history, people have used this book as a metaphor to express the intimacy between God and the church.’

Nicky Gumbel111





Chapter Eight



Wedding Preparations







Who is this coming up from the wilderness like a column of smoke, perfumed with myrrh and incense made from all the spices of the merchant? 

Look! It is Solomon’s carriage, escorted by sixty warriors, the noblest of Israel, 

All of them wearing the sword, all experienced in battle, each with his sword at his side, prepared for the terrors of the night. King Solomon made for himself the carriage; he made it of wood from Lebanon. 

Its posts he made of silver, its base of gold. Its seat was upholstered with purple, its interior inlaid with love. 

Daughters of Jerusalem, come out, and look, you daughters of Zion. Look on King Solomon wearing a crown, the crown with which his mother crowned him on the day of his wedding, the day his heart rejoiced.

Song of Songs 3:6–11



In our church community in Oxford, there are numerous weddings. A great deal of care goes into preparations: it is a joy to behold the imaginative inventiveness that goes into these events. You may have come across similar or been involved yourself. There is the dress, the bridesmaids’ dresses, the hair, the nails, the flowers, bright colours, the groom’s and ushers’ outfits, the decorations, the reception, the menu, the service, the music, the programmes, the guest list, overnight accommodation, the hen night, the stag night (a Song of Songs concept, incidentally), to say nothing of finding a marriage preparation course,140 the future home, organising the present list and so on. Preparation is an industry all of its own and hence the job of ‘wedding planner’ has been invented. I sometimes think the stress involved in wedding preparation is an ideal preparation for life itself! If you are reading this preparing for marriage, then may God give you time and capacity quietly and carefully to get ready.

It is King Solomon who is well prepared here and men could learn that it is not only for women to get ready but for them as well. The necessary preparations for marriage are both outward and internal. Here Solomon has a crown on his head, and inside his heart there is ‘rejoicing’ (v. 11). He is leaving his mother and cleaving to his wife in order to become one flesh.

I believe that Genesis 2:24, ‘a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh’, is reflected in this Song of Songs passage. It is a procession of leaving. This idea is important enough to be quoted by Jesus in Matthew 19:5, and by Paul in Ephesians 5:31. To ‘leave’ is sometimes difficult for a man – leaving parents, mother, past experiences; past pain perhaps, too. But without leaving, it is hard for there to be the necessary cleaving. I find it helpful to think of this process in the light of Solomon with his sixty warriors here as a procession accompanied by friends. His mother has ‘crowned him’ and this can be seen as a mother letting him go and giving him his own authority, as she must. If this is done, figuratively, during wedding preparations and into the marriage, then this is healthy. Such are some of the preparations, outward and inward, needed for a wedding.

But I often wonder: does as much care go into preparing people (including you and me) for the coming of the Bridegroom? I wonder: have you chosen your clothes yet? Have you got your invitation? Have you got your oil for your lamp, in case he comes at night? Have you got your ‘fine linen, bright and clean’? Are you ready? Are you in love? Do you talk to the Bridegroom? You can’t make a phone call to him every day – but you can speak lovingly daily: you can be in constant communication with him; you can certainly prepare.

The book of Revelation speaks of this time when the marriage supper of the Lamb at last happens. There, Revelation says: ‘“. . . his Bride has made herself ready. Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear.” (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of God’s holy people)’ (Revelation 19:7–8).

For the rest of this chapter we will speak of the divine romance, so rich is the application. The passage here is about someone ‘emerging from the wilderness’ prepared, perfumed, processing, with ‘daughters of Jerusalem’ helping.

It can be read about the Bride (the Church) and it can also be read as being about the Bridegroom (Christ).



Contemplating Christ

Look on King Solomon . . .

Christ is the ‘One greater than Solomon’ who truly emerges from the wilderness of the world perfumed with myrrh. The New Testament shows us that Solomon is a type of Christ in all his wisdom and beauty: in The Message, Matthew 12:41–42 reads: ‘On Judgment Day, the Queen of Sheba will come forward and bring evidence that will condemn this generation, because she travelled from a far corner of the earth to listen to wise Solomon. Wisdom far greater than Solomon’s is right in front of you.’

The exhortations here are to: Come out . . . Look at . . . Gaze on . . . him (v. 11; ESV).

Puritan writer Thomas Brooks says: ‘He is a jewel more worth than a thousand worlds, as all know who have him. Get him, and get all; miss him and miss all . . . The soul can crave nothing, nor wish for anything, but what is to be found in this Portion. He is light to enlighten the soul, wisdom to counsel the soul, power to support the soul, goodness to supply the soul, mercy to pardon the soul, beauty to delight the soul, glory to ravish the soul, and fullness to fill the soul.’141

In a passage very instructive to those learning about meditation on the Bible and Lectio Divina, C. H. Spurgeon urged his congregation to ‘see the Lord’: 



‘And behold King Solomon.’ To-day let your eye rest upon him. Let your eye behold the head that to-day is crowned with glory, wearing many crowns. Behold, too, his hands which once were pierced, but are now grasping the scepter. Look to his girdle where swing the keys of heaven, and death, and hell. Look to his feet, once pierced with iron, but now set upon the dragon’s head. Behold his legs, like fine brass, as if they glowed in a furnace. Look at his heart, that bosom which heaves with love for you, and when you have surveyed him from head to foot exclaim, ‘Yea, he is the chief among ten thousand, and altogether lovely.’142



The book of Revelation talks to the lukewarm Laodicean church as needing to ‘buy eye salve’ in order to ‘see’ and not be blind. Spurgeon goes on, piling up image upon image in his exhortation to ‘behold him’ and the application for daily living that flows from that. ‘Do not think that Christ has lost his former power. Behold him as he was at Pentecost, with the crown wherewith his mother crowned him in the day of his espousals . . . when the Church crowned him with her zeal, and the arrows went abroad, and three thousand fell slain by his right hand to be made alive by the breath of his mouth! Oh, how these early saints crowned him, when they brought of their substance and laid it at the apostles’ feet . . .’

So, how do we look on him? People have different ways. Throughout this book I propose the time-honoured route of meditation and contemplation often known as Lectio Divina. Lectio Divina has been likened to ‘Feasting on the Word’. The four parts are, first, taking a bite (Lectio), then chewing on it (Meditatio). Next is the opportunity to savour the essence of it (Oratio). Finally, the Word is digested and made a part of the body (Contemplatio). In Christian teachings, this form of meditative prayer leads to an increased knowledge of Christ.



Lectio: read

The first step is the reading of Scripture. However, it is generally recommended that we prepare for Lectio Divina, in order to achieve a calm and tranquil state of mind. As it says in Psalm 46:10: ‘Be still, and know that I am God.’ An example would be sitting quietly, and in prayer inviting the Holy Spirit to guide the reading of the Scripture that is to follow.

Following the preparation, the first movement of Lectio Divina is a slow and careful reading of the scriptural passage, perhaps several times over. In the traditional Benedictine approach the passage would be read slowly four times, each time with a slightly different focus.



Meditatio: meditate

Although Lectio Divina involves reading, it is less a practice of reading than one of listening to the inner message of the Scripture delivered through the Holy Spirit. Lectio Divina does not seek information or motivation, but communion with God. The second movement in Lectio Divina thus involves meditating upon and dwelling over the scriptural passage. When the passage is read, it is generally advised not to try to assign a meaning to it at first, but to wait for the action of the Holy Spirit to illuminate the mind, as the passage is pondered upon.

The English word ‘ponder’ comes from the Latin pondus, from which we get the word ‘pound’, here relating to the mental activity of weighing or considering. To ponder on the passage that has been read, it is held and gently considered from various angles. Again, the emphasis is not on analysis of the passage but on keeping the mind open and allowing the Holy Spirit to inspire. We can also use smell, sight, sound, touch and hearing, allowing and let the five senses to be involved in our meditation.



Oratio: pray

Prayer is loving conversation with God, who has invited us into his embrace. Saint Ambrose stated regarding the importance of prayer in conjunction with Scripture reading: ‘And let them remember that prayer should accompany the reading of Sacred Scripture, so that God and man may talk together; for “we speak to Him when we pray; we hear Him when we read the divine saying”.’



Contemplatio: contemplate

Contemplation takes place in silent prayer that expresses love for God. The Catechism of the Catholic Church states: ‘Contemplative prayer is silence, the “symbol of the world to come” or “silent love.” Words in this kind of prayer are not speeches; they are like kindling that feeds the fire of love. In this silence, unbearable to the “outer” man, the Father speaks to us his incarnate Word, who suffered, died, and rose; in this silence the Spirit of adoption enables us to share in the prayer of Jesus.’143

In 3:11 of the Song we are encouraged to go out . . . and look on him, and as we do, we may think of different scenes of the life of the lover of our souls. For example, we are reminded that he comes out of the desert of obscurity to be baptised by John – and heaven opens: ‘Come and look at what is happening . . .’ Then we may think of him coming into Jerusalem on a donkey, with the crowd saying: Who is this? He is perfumed with myrrh ready for his sacrifice. We can consider and meditate on these scenes in the light of the passage before us:



What is that coming up from the wilderness like columns of smoke, perfumed with myrrh and frankincense, with all the fragrant powders of a merchant? Behold, it is the litter of Solomon! (Song of Songs 3:6–7; ESV)



If we take the scene described in the Song of Songs 3:7, 9, we might imagine that, unlike the carriage made of the massive cedars of Lebanon, we have heard of one greater than Solomon carrying heavy wood for the True Cross that will bear the weight of the sin of the whole world! Let us come out and see him crowned. Matthew Henry put it thus: ‘Some apply it to the crown of thorns with which his mother, the Jewish church, crowned him on the day of his death, which was the day of his espousals to his church, when he loved it, and gave himself for it (Eph 5:25); and it is observable that when he was brought forth wearing the crown of thorns Pilate said, and said it to the daughters of Zion, “Behold the man!” [Then again] It seems especially to mean the honour done him by his church . . . When believers accept of him as theirs, and join themselves to him in an everlasting covenant, it is his coronation-day in their souls. Before conversion they were crowning themselves, but then they begin to crown Christ, and continue to do so from that day forward. They appointed him their head; they bring every thought into obedience to him; they set up his throne in their hearts, and cast all their crowns at his feet. It is the day of his espousals.’144

This is the first of three occasions when the phrase ‘What is this?’ (ESV) or ‘Who is this?’ (NIV) occurs in the Song. In Chapter 3, we read, Who is this coming up from the wilderness like a column of smoke? In Chapter 6:10: Who is this that appears like the dawn . . . majestic as the stars in procession? and in the final chapter we read: Who is this coming up from the wilderness leaning on her beloved? (8:5) The three-fold repetition of this rhetorical question adds weight to its importance. We can readily apply the first and second to Christ; but we can also apply all three to the Body of Christ: she comes up out of the wilderness of obscurity, covered in the aroma of Christ, terrible as an army with banners, having learned to lean on the Beloved in absolute dependence. This idea of the Bride who comes out of or emerges from the desert, ‘The Real Emerging Church’ if you will, is one that we can be nourished by and to which we will return.

Matthew Henry joins the Fathers in saying of 3:6: ‘This is applicable to the Jewish church, when, after forty years’ wandering in the wilderness, they came out of it, to take a glorious possession of the land of promise; and this may very well be illustrated by what Balaam said of them at that time, when they ascended out of the wilderness like pillars of smoke, and he stood admiring them: From the top of the rocks I see him. How goodly are thy tents, O Jacob! Num. 23:9; 24:5.’ He adds: ‘She is perfumed with myrrh and frankincense.

‘Who is this? What a monument of mercy is this! The graces and comforts with which she is perfumed are called the powders of the merchant, for they are far-fetched and dear-bought, by our Lord Jesus, that blessed merchant, who took a long voyage, and was at vast expense, no less than that of his own blood, to purchase them for us. They are not the products of our own soil, nor the growth of our own country; no, they are imported from the heavenly Canaan, the better country.’145

Columns of smoke is an echo of the cloudy, fiery pillar in the Exodus, which led the people through the wilderness. This phrase is interpreted by the Church Fathers and countless commentators as having to do with the deaths of the Church’s martyrs, the patient endurance of the saints. Wherever she goes, we might say the thick smoke of her suffering goes up to heaven. ‘We are always delivered unto death,’ said the Apostle Paul. The cause of truth involves a perpetual sacrifice. The fragrance also has to do with deeds of justice – ‘the righteous deeds of the saints’ (Revelation 19). Thus Spurgeon: ‘Wherever the Church of Christ proceeds, though her pathway is a desert, though she marches through a howling wilderness, she scatters the richest perfume.’

Considering the nature of this ‘richest perfume’: if we survey the history of the Church as she has sought to bring justice on the earth, we might say that wherever the Church advances she shows the perfume of the knowledge of Christ – this is the fragrance of myrrh. People love Jesus; and love in the eyes of heaven is better than frankincense. Loving Christ they want to be like him, till patience, humility, brotherly-kindness, truthfulness, and all things that are honest, lovely, and of good repute, like ‘powders of the merchant’, are spread abroad throughout the whole earth.

In my research into my previous book, Epiphanies of the Ordinary, looking at the difference that contemplative encounters with God, or ‘seeing salvation’, made to people in church history, I concluded with a list of works of mercy – charities founded by Christians as a result of ‘seeing the Christ’: ‘Many names spring to mind as examples of such love expressed in action: Tearfund, The Red Cross, Christian Aid, World Vision, The Leprosy Society, Open Doors, Amnesty International, Soul in the City, Betel, A Rocha, Viva Network, International Justice Mission. The Spirit of justice led Christians to pioneer the Socialist movement, the Feminist movement, the Peace movement, the Abolition of slavery movement, the Temperance movement. Wherever the love of God is invited – a passion for justice is ignited. If we just take a look through the lattice or window into the Church’s great hall of fame filled with God’s Spirit of justice, we see St Francis loving creation and pouring out his life on the poor; William Wilberforce shattering the chains of slavery and longing for a “reformation of manners” as he put it; Shaftsbury passing laws to protect children at work; Dr Barnardo loving the fatherless and giving the orphan a home; William Booth wresting prostitutes and alcoholics from the shadows; Hannah Moore seeking to educate the poor; Jackie Pullinger in Hong Kong building hostel-homes for addicts young and old and lovingly seeing them through the cold turkey night of deliverance with ceaseless loving prayer; Heidi Baker loving and feeding the poorest of the planet in Mozambique. This is a small list of a big group of people sacrificing their lives for others on the cesspits of society.’146

We can reasonably say that this is indeed the Church perfumed with all the spices of the merchants. The question to ask yourself is: am I part of this? What do I smell of? Do I have these ‘fragrant powders of a merchant’ on my garments? Often in my tradition, church can feel more like business and competition and striving to succeed, rather than the celebration of heavenly aroma, beauty, character and above all Christ-likeness. Take time with the exercises at the end of this chapter to examine your life and conscience and see what your aroma might be.



Sixty mighty ones armed against the terrors of the night

Around it are sixty mighty men, some of the mighty men of Israel, all of them wearing swords and expert in war, each with his sword at his thigh, against terror by night. King Solomon made himself a carriage from the wood of Lebanon. He made its posts of silver, its back of gold, its seat of purple; its interior was inlaid with love by the daughters of Jerusalem. (Song of Songs 3:7–10; ESV)



This chapter contains a graphic description of what are Solomon’s desert troops (his ‘Desert Rats’). The carriage has an armed guard: sixty mighty men, some of the mighty men of Israel, all of them wearing swords and expert in war, each with his sword at his thigh, against terror by night (3:7–8; ESV). This is an image of a highly trained, dedicated, armed and protected team of strong soldiers who act as bodyguards around this procession coming up out of the wilderness. These few lines are redolent of warfare and armour and intensive training.

Clearly, an application can be found in Paul’s image of the soldier at the end of Ephesians: he boldly states that our struggle is as a warrior Bride with rulers, authorities, cosmic powers over this present darkness, spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. It remains striking, emotionally charged language.147 But as we enter the third millennium since Christ, far from this motif being archaic, it seems increasingly appropriate. Following the Second World War, British preacher Martyn Lloyd-Jones surveyed what he saw as ‘the state of the world’, with the following conclusion: 



It is my belief that the modern world and especially the history of the present century can only be understood in terms of the unusual activity of the devil and the ‘principalities and powers’. In a world of collapsing institutions, moral chaos, and increasing violence, never was it more important to trace the hand of the ‘prince of the power of the air’, and then, not only to learn how to wrestle with him and his forces, but also how to overcome them ‘by the blood of the lamb and the word of our testimony’. If we cannot discern the chief cause of our ills, how can we hope to cure them?148



It is from outside time and into this context that this Song of Songs text speaks to us. The parallel for Paul writing to the Ephesians is their need to ‘put on the full armour of God’. The weapons he lists are: the belt of truth, breastplate of righteousness, shoes of the gospel of peace, shield of faith, helmet of salvation. The sword he ends his list of armour with is ‘the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God’.

It is difficult to overstate the absolute necessity for the Church today to know the word of God, be trained in the right use of the word of God, be lovers of the word and the ways of God, be students of the word of God and to be, as it were, ‘guardsmen’ in the Church. When preaching on this in Oxford to students – a ‘next-generation congregation’ – I remember being moved as I looked out over these hundreds of future leaders, sensing the call on their lives to be part of this army of love going forth into what has aptly been described as an ‘Age of Fracture’.149 This passage speaks of mighty men, people who wear swords, those who are experts in war, those who are armed against terrors by the night. May a generation join up who are indeed armed against the terrors of the night.

What are these terrors? I believe they are anything and everything imaginable that this army of ‘rulers, authorities, cosmic powers over this present darkness, spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places’ may throw at the Church. For Christ our captain this included the temptation to riches, to power, the accusation that he was mad or that he was demonically possessed, rejection by his family, rejection by those in leadership, betrayal by his close friend, abandonment by all his followers, torture and killing and darkness and the descent into hell. The terrors of the night today may include all of this; including the accusations we feel of pointlessness, pain, waste, madness.

To counter these threats, the Song gives an image of a set-apart, seriously trained, consecrated yet soldierly squad of lovers of God. As such they will be armed against the terrors of the night. How are we armed? By our training in the desert – training in the affections of God, which are powerful as our weapons, swords strapped on the thigh for us in this fight. It is impossible to avoid the desert. ‘The desert is a place of revelation and revolution. In the desert we wait, we weep, we learn to live.’150

Thomas Merton, speaking of this inescapable passage through the desert for all who would live godly lives, said: ‘This, then is our desert; to live facing despair, but not to consent. To trample it down under hope in the Cross. To wage war against despair unceasingly. That war is our wilderness. If we wage it courageously, we will find Christ at our side. If we cannot face it, we will never find Him.’151 But the passage speaks of coming out of the desert. And many commentators believe this is happening for the Church in many parts of the world today. Tim Dearborn expressed the ‘emergence from the desert’ of this fully armed Church like this: ‘Globally, we are in the midst of a transformation of the church that is far more substantive than the Protestant Reformation . . . The old structure of the imperial Western evangelical movement continues but is waning. The centre of Christendom has shifted to the South. This church bears marks that are transforming world Christianity, including that in the West. We stand in the midst of the intersection between the old and the new. Will Western evangelicalism allow itself to be transformed by these changes, or will it atrophy?’ In his observation of the Church that is emerging, Dearborn describes the Church ‘armed’ with different attributes: ‘Worship as a dramatic encounter with the power of God, rather than a passive and comforting moment of education and encouragement.

‘Community as a gathering of people rather than a cluster of programs and activities.

‘Mission as a daily encounter with the demonic and evil, conducted through spiritual battle, suffering and a holistic engagement with the world; for all of life is deemed as the domain of God, with social, economic and even political ministry integral to church life.’152

Perhaps the swords on the thighs of the warriors also speak to us about prayer. Prayer is not a walkie-talkie enabling us to discuss with friends where to meet up on the ski slopes, but a satellite phone connected straight to the throne room of heaven, to get our strategy for the battle in the war under God’s standard that we have been drafted into. Thus this sword at his thigh that each soldier has may certainly apply to our training in prayer. Paul, speaking of the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God, goes on in the next sentence to speak of the calling to ‘pray at all times with all kinds of prayer and supplication’.

Veteran prayer writer E. M. Bounds says this about untrained soldiers in the spiritual battle: ‘The great hindrance is in the preacher himself. There may be no discount on his orthodoxy, honesty, cleanness, or earnestness; but somehow the man, the inner man, in its secret places has never broken down and surrendered to God, his inner life is not a great highway for the transmission of God’s message, God’s power. Somehow self and not God rules in the holy of holiest. Somewhere, all unconscious to himself, some spiritual non-conductor has touched his inner being, and the divine current has been arrested. His inner being has never felt its thorough spiritual bankruptcy, its utter powerlessness; he has never learned to cry out with an ineffable cry of self-despair and self-helplessness till God’s power and God’s fire comes in and fills, purifies, empowers.’

Bounds speaks to the heart preparation of the Christian engaged in combat and it is not inappropriate to talk in these sacrificial terms when our task is to prepare the Bride. Bounds continues: ‘Self-esteem, self-ability in some pernicious shape has defamed and violated the temple, which should be held sacred for God. Life-giving preaching costs the preacher much – death to self, crucifixion to the world, the travail of his own soul. Crucified preaching only can give life. Crucified preaching can come only from a crucified person.’153

Come out, and look, you daughters of Zion. Look on King Solomon wearing a crown, the crown with which his mother crowned him on the day of his wedding, the day his heart rejoiced (3:11)

We have been looking at Solomon’s wedding preparations.

The book of Revelation speaks in a similar way in another passage concerning preparation for the wedding to come: ‘They triumphed . . . by the word of their testimony; they did not love their lives so much as to shrink from death’ (Revelation 12:11).

We will leave this crucial text reminding ourselves what it is about: wedding preparation. May we leave the wilderness having been thoroughly trained through it. May we come out of it leaning on the Beloved, perfumed with Christ-like character. May we be armed in prayer – may we play our full role in the wedding!



Spiritual exercises for wedding preparation

Check your perfume. Ask a friend, a spiritual director, your spouse: do I smell of Christ?

Spend time asking God specifically to reveal where you can grow in grace and character, remembering the fruits of the Spirit – love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.



The Examen of Conscience

From Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises: this is sometimes called the ‘Awareness Examen’, or otherwise ‘Daily Examination of Consciousness’.

Ask yourself these questions:



•    Where and when did I miss living God’s character in any of these areas yesterday? Spend some time asking for forgiveness and praying for change.

•    Where and when did I meet Christ and have his aroma yesterday? Thank him and ask for more of his aroma tomorrow.

•    Will I enlist to be one of these warriors armed against the terrors of the night? Ask God for training in the use of ‘the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God’.



Spend ten minutes in ‘Warfare Prayer’, using the word of God as your weapon. See Ephesians 6:10–20.



Repeat these questions daily, asking to grow in Christ-like character.





Chapter Eighteen


The Final Cry of the Song of Songs




Come away, my beloved, and be like a gazelle or like a young stag on the spice-laden mountains.

Song of Songs 8:14


We have travelled through all eight chapters of the Song and come to the end. This last word is enigmatic for the love song of the human heart. It can be translated variously – Make haste, my beloved, and be like a young stag (ESV and KJV) or Run to me, dear lover (The Message). The NIV translates it: Come away, my beloved. It can suggest that the lover has gone away and that the Bride is requesting his return. This suggestion implies that at the end of the Song there is separation. As incomplete as this may appear, it is sadly true even of authentic human love. Human beings know no absolute fulfilment, no definitive togetherness, and are inevitably destined for parting in the end. ‘Regardless of the quality or frequency of the lovemaking, there is always a measure of yearning present.’283

But in terms of the Bride of Christ in the divine romance, these lines take on a rich tone of meaning; for they speak of the longing and the yearning in the Bride for the return of Christ. 

If this is its meaning, it is the perfect end to a perfect song. The spice-laden mountains then become the place where the fragrant offering of Christ was made on Mount Calvary to heal the rotting sin of the whole world. The Song the beloved sings is like that of a barren woman who now has hope. Her song tenderly trusts that the ‘young stag’ or ‘gazelle’ has enough power and strength and swiftness to leap over the hills of difficulty, over the mountains of opposition to ‘come away’ and be on earth all that he is heaven. We have seen that this is Spurgeon’s view: ‘The Song of Songs describes the love of Jesus Christ to his people, and it ends with an intense desire on the part of the Church that the Lord Jesus should come back to her . . . Is it not somewhat singular that as the last verse of this book of love has this note in it, so the last chapter of the Revelation, the last verses of the whole book of God which I may call the Book of Love have that thought in them? . . . “Even so, come, Lord Jesus.”’284

Eugene Peterson also identifies this last cry of the Song with prayer for the return of Christ. He says: ‘“Make haste my beloved” is the equivalent to the New Testament church’s cry: “Maranatha” (1 Cor 16:22) . . . The language of prayer is always in some degree urgent.’285


The Challenge of the Return of Christ

This year I have been trying to pray: ‘Maranatha. Even so, come, Lord Jesus’, the prayer of the early Church. It is a challenging prayer, because I think for many of us we are not quite sure if we want him to come back just yet.

I recently sat with dear friends at a wedding reception discussing this. I was saying that I felt a healthy Church would be one in which we longed with all our hearts for Christ’s soon coming. My wife said: ‘But don’t you want to see your grandchildren grow up?’ And another friend said to her husband: ‘Don’t you want to see your boys get married?’ To which he replied: ‘No – it’s miserable and dangerous here – let the Lord return soon.’ It was a classic male–female split perhaps, but the conversation revealed the complex implications of the return of Christ.

In fact we were living out one of the classic tensions of the Christian life. We groan and struggle in this valley of tears; we long to ‘be clothed instead with our heavenly dwelling . . . For while we are in this tent, we groan and are burdened, because we do not wish to be unclothed but to be clothed instead with our heavenly dwelling, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life’ (2 Corinthians 5:2, 4–5). And yet at the same time we cling to life. We want to see our children’s children grow up. At times we so love what God is doing we can’t imagine it coming to an end. At other times of grief or yearning, we long for his return.

I think it is a tremendous challenge today actually to desire and ask for the Lord



























Appendix 1



The Lord’s Prayer







Praying the Lord’s Prayer

The Lord’s Prayer is a model for the Church at prayer and for disciplined personal prayer. This appendix is intended as a practical aid to help you pray longer and more fruitfully.



Our Father in heaven

Begin with intimate worship and thanking God for his Fatherhood . . . for free access to the throne of grace . . . and receive healing in his intimate embrace.



Hallowed be your name

Whether it is the Old Testament names of God – YHWH Shamah, YHWH Raphé, YHWH Tsidkenou, YHWH Jireh – or the New Testament names of Jesus – Good Shepherd, Light of the World, Bread of Life, Resurrection and Life, Baptiser in the Holy Spirit and with fire – it is good to continue worship and meditate with a daily hallowing of the name of God. To declare out loud these facts about God’s character is deeply faith-building and edifying.







Names of God from the Old Testament



YHWH Hesed     Loving God    Exodus 34:6

YHWH Tsebaaoth    The Lord of hosts    1 Samuel 17:45

YHWH Elyon    God Most High    Psalm 7:18

YHWH Jireh    God my Provider    Genesis 22:14

YHWH Roï     The Lord my Shepherd    Psalm 23:1

YHWH Nissi    The Lord my banner    Exodus 17:15

YHWH Shalom    The Lord my peace    Judges 6:24

YHWH Shammah    The Lord who is there    Ezekiel 48:35

YHWH Tsidkenou    The Lord our 

Righteousness     Jeremiah 23:6

YHWH Mekadesh    The Lord who sanctifies    Leviticus 20:8

YHWH Raphé    The Lord who heals    Exodus 15:26

Elohim    God in Three Persons    Genesis 1:1

El-Elohé Israël     The Lord God of Israel    Genesis 33:20

Adonaï    My Lord    Genesis 15:2

El Shaddaï    All-powerful Lord    Genesis 17:1

El Olam    Eternal Lord    Genesis 21:33

El Gibbor    Strong God (Champion)    Isaiah 9:5

El Elyon    Most High God    Genesis 14:18



Names of Christ from Isaiah 9:6



Wonderful Counsellor

Mighty God

Everlasting Father

Prince of Peace



The seven ‘I Am’ statements of Christ from John’s Gospel



I am the Bread of Life (6:35, 51)

I am the Light of the World (8:12)

I am the Door (10:7, 9)

I am the Good Shepherd (10:11, 14)

I am the Resurrection and the Life (11:25)

I am the True Vine (15:1, 5)

I am the Way, the Truth and the Life (14:6)



Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven

Ask now for the leading of the Holy Spirit, for his direction with regard to what aspect of his kingdom to pray for. This could include healings and deliverance that are sought for, church planting, guidance about growth of the Church, missionary activity and praying for the nations, being a house of prayer for all nations, the conversion of the lost, and the coming rule of God (his kingdom) into different parts of society.



Give us today our daily bread

John Wimber said, ‘Give us tomorrow’s bread today.’ We can pray that the provision of the kingdom flows into our lives today: money needed for projects or survival, jobs for the unemployed, spiritual food for us and for our children.



And forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us

‘If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened’ (Psalm 66:18). Confession of sin must begin at a personal level. Take time to ask the Holy Spirit to reveal what does not please him in your life and confess it. More and more churches are being taken into corporate confession on behalf of the Church, community or nation. Study Nehemiah 1 for this practice and several other passages (Nehemiah 9, Ezra 9, Daniel 9).

Often reconciliation between churches is on the Holy Spirit’s agenda, with the need in the praying church to give time for interceding for the growth of other churches – that they may be blessed even more than your own.



And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from the evil one

Strong spiritual warfare against the forces of darkness is something more and more churches are being led to do. Be careful not to pray above your authority: to do so can be either meaningless or dangerous. Know that pulling down strongholds is as much to do with preaching the gospel as with prayer warfare. But there is a need to take authority, to ‘bind the strong man’ or the territorial spirit that may influence a situation that is blocked. A praying church needs to grow in authority and discernment in this area.



For thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory,

For ever and ever, Amen.

Be sure to end a time of private or corporate prayer with praise and worship, which can put things back into a right perspective and brings the reward of a sacrifice of praise to the Lamb who was slain for us.





Appendix 2



Selected Musical Settings of the Song of Songs







Classical

Bantock, Sir Granville (1922), The Song of Songs, Orchestral Piece/Opera

Ceballos, Rodrigo de (1525–91), Hortus Conclusus

Gombert, Nicolas (1490–1556), Tota Pulchra Es, Quam Pulchra Es

Guerrero, Francisco (1528–99), Ego Flos Campi, Surge, Propera Amica Mea, Trahe Me Post Te

Lassus, Orlande de (1562), Sacrae Cantiones: Veni, dilecte mi and Veni in hortum meum

Marais, Marin (1656–1728), Passacaille

Palestrina, Giovanni Pierluigi da (1584), Canticum Canticorum: Song of Solomon

Papa, Jacob Clemens non (16th century), Ego Dormio, Ego Flos Campi

Penderecki, Krzysztof (1973), Canticum Canticorum Salomonis, Schott Music

Tomkins, Thomas (1668), My Beloved Spake

Victoria, Tomás Luis de (1561), Nigra Sum Sed Formosa, Vadam et Circuibo, Vidi Speciosam

Vivanco, Sebastian de (1551–1622), Veni Dilecte Mi

Walton, Sir William (1938), Set Me as a Seal

Williams, Mark (2014), My Beloved’s Voice, directed by Mark Williams, Choir of Jesus College Cambridge, Sigma Records, 2014, which contains the following: ‘Sicut lilium’ by Antoine Brumel (c.1460–1515); ‘As the apple tree’ by Robert Walker (b.1946); ‘My beloved spake’ by Patrick Hadley (1899–1973); ‘Ubi caritas’ by Maurice Durufle (1902–86); ‘Rise up my love’ by Howard Skempton (b.1947); ‘How fair is thy love’ by Howard Skempton; ‘My beloved is gone down’ by Howard Skempton; ‘How fair and how pleasant’ by Howard Skempton; ‘Set me as a seal’ by Nico Muhly (b.1981); ‘Ego flos campi’ by Clemens non Papa (c.1510–c.1556); ‘Aubade from Pieces de Fantasie’ by Louis Vierne (1870–1937); ‘Rise up my love’ by Healey Willan (1880–1968); ‘I beheld her beautiful as a dove’ by Healey Willan; ‘Nigra sum’ by Pablo Casals (c.1479–1528); ‘Anima sum’ by Martin de Rivafrecha (d.1528); ‘How fair is thy face’ by Edvard Greig (1843–1907); ‘I sat down under his shadow’ by Edward Bairstow (1874–1946); ‘Set me as a seal’ by Gerald Finzi (1901–56); ‘Blessed be the God & Father’ by Samuel Sebastian Wesley (1810–76).



Contemporary worship

Edwards, Misty (2003) Eternity; (2005) Always on His Mind; (2007) Fling Wide; (2009) Relentless, Forerunner Music

Prosch, Kevin (1991), ‘His Banner over Me’, from the album Even So, Come, Mercy/Vineyard Publications

Richards, Noel and Tricia (1995), ‘You are My Passion’, from the album The Best of Noel Richards, Thankyou Music

Salyn, Dean (2015), ‘He is Yahweh’, from the album The Way (The Way – Volume 1) Mercy/Vineyard Publishing

Smith, Martin (2013), ‘Song of Solomon’, from the album God’s Great Dancefloor, Step 02, Integrity Music

Thurlow, Jon (2010), ‘Fragrance’, from the album Strong Love, Audiobook Publishing
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