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Dedication

My Beloved Sheldon

Of all the love stories God will ever script, ours will always be my favorite




Epigraph

We love because He first loved us.

–1 John 4:19
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Introduction

I cry at weddings . . . a lot. It really doesn’t matter how well I know the bride or groom; I’m just awestruck at the leap of faith two people are willing to take in vowing their lives and their hearts to each other. I remember being giddy with excitement as I walked to the altar, deeply in love with Sheldon and excited about the future we imagined we’d have together. Just before both my father and step-dad walked me down the aisle, my father looked at me and began to cry. His emotion confused me a bit because I was ready to joyfully sprint to the front of the church and get this show on the road!

Midway through the ceremony, the pastor had Sheldon and me turn to face our families and friends and I was shocked at what I saw. His three sisters were literally sobbing, to the point that I suddenly wondered if they didn’t want their brother to marry me. And that confusion is what poor couples must feel when they see me crying through their ceremonies!

It’s all a matter of perspective. Everyone at the wedding is thinking about that magical ingredient our hearts all long for: love. It’s inspired captivating poems and sweeping symphonies, grand gestures and ultimate sacrifices. But it’s also found in the more mundane decisions like letting someone else have the last piece of birthday cake or caring for their wounds—physical or emotional. You see, everyone at that marriage ceremony may be thinking of a different facet of love. The young bride, like I was, is often bursting with optimism and thoughts of romance (though we had certainly walked through some fires before we got to the church that day). Others may be remembering their own heartbreaks, knowing from experience that the road ahead will test every syllable of the vows the couple is about to utter—and that the community who stands around them will make all the difference. Some attendees will likely be taking their own trip down memory lane, remembering the day they said, “I do” and wondering how they so quickly fast-forwarded to the blessing of becoming grandparents—seemingly overnight.

The important point is that love is a lot bigger than just romantic feelings. Even at a wedding, where we gather to celebrate what many of us consider the most straightforward form of romance, we see how much bigger and more varied love is for everyone in the congregation. Similarly, in the Bible there are all kinds of “love” stories, from the romance of Song of Solomon to the friendship of Paul and Barnabas to the love of Christ for us.

Love is central to the Christian life, and particularly, the way God defines it, not the world. I was struck by all of these themes when I sat down to re-read 1 Corinthians 13 not long ago. If you’ve been to many church weddings, you’ve likely heard it—repeatedly! It’s the most popular scripture reading of all time for marriage ceremonies. Someone even gave us a beautiful framed version, done in calligraphy, as a wedding gift. It’s an inspiring, challenging reminder of what true love is actually supposed to be and how we should see it play out in our own lives.

The first four verses begin by telling us that without love, pretty much anything else we do is worthless, void, meaningless. Forget power, money, fame—all the things the world values—in the economy of heaven, love is the only currency that matters. That’s the first lesson: Love is not optional. 

If I speak in the tongues of men and angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.

1 Corinthians 13:1–4

To recap: you can have the best oratorical skills, actually be able to see the future and understand the deepest puzzles of the universe, have unwavering faith, give away everything you have to those in need and sacrifice your own life—but without love, all of that is completely pointless.

Those verses should get our attention. We can do and be and strive, even doing things that are wholly positive, but if we are operating from anything less than the purest motivations of love—we might as well have stayed home on the couch eating bonbons. It’s so important that we learn to love that Paul writes,

The entire law is summed up in a single command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Galatians 5:14

In that same passage, Paul admonishes us to “serve one another in love.” (Galatians 5:13b) So, we know love should be the underpinning of all that we do in this life, and that the definition of that word itself sets an incredibly high standard.

But that brings us to the second lesson. What is love? It’s not what the world tells us, or whatever our emotions tell us it is. We can only truly understand and share love in its purest form if we allow God to show us the way. As you’ll see in the pages ahead, all true love is rooted in God. He is not only the source of love He is love. He created Adam and Eve in His own image, to be in eternal fellowship with Him. He poured—and is still pouring—out His heart into the very breath in our lungs.

I often pray the Lord will allow me to see my true reasons for taking particular actions, and I cringe at times when He holds up a mirror. Did I run that errand for someone simply to help them in a time of need, or do I want them to like me more and think I’m a nice person? Am I motivated out of love for them . . . or for my own self-image? If I’m being honest with myself, sometimes the good deed is more selfish than it would appear from the outside.

There’s also this conundrum: finding the balance in “speaking out of love.” You know the drill. You see someone struggling, but you just know if they’d get their lives together and quit self-sabotaging themselves their journey would be much smoother. I mean, look at how well your own life is going! You decide it’s time to confront them—you know, for their own good. Please hit the pause button for just a second. Search your heart. Am I ignoring the plank in my own eye in order to tend to their splinter? Am I approaching them with some secret air of superiority, deigning to reach down and pull them up from the mud without looking at the splatters on my own shoes? No doubt, real love will act to approach and assist others, but let’s remember how Christ did this. More to come on that!

Here’s where it gets tricky.

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.

1 Corinthians 13:4–8a

I’m not gonna lie, plenty of conviction is hitting me right between the eyes as I read through that list. I’ve fallen short of all those measures on multiple occasions. By the way, are we supposed to love our fellow motorists? Because that “patient” and “not easily angered” stuff can be tough to live out.

But now for the good news!

God’s love for every person reading this page or hearing these words is perfect and unstoppable. It is unbounded, unblemished, and unconditional. It doesn’t matter where we’ve been or what we’ve done, His love for us doesn’t dim. You don’t have to do a single thing to earn it, and no one can take it away.

For I am convinced that neither death nor life, nor angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our LORD.

Romans 8:38–39

What could be more comforting and hopeful than that? The God of the universe sees you, knows you, and adores you without hesitation.

As we grow in Him, and allow His goodness to infuse our souls and our lives, we increase in our ability to love others in the same way. We’ll never fully arrive at perfection this side of heaven, but if we’re willing to follow His example, He’ll give us what we need in order to make peace with that highly-irritating family member, backstabbing co-worker, or the neighbor who decided to buy a rooster. Sometimes I have to pray that God will give me the willingness to try to walk that path, then we can talk about making actual progress.

His love covers and surrounds us, it compels us to be better and is there to heal us when we get it wrong. Everything He models for us, He also equips us to live out.

The Bible is full of stories of people failing to live up to God’s standard. We see ungodly interpretations of love in the toxic relationships of the Bible, from the foolishness of Samson to the arrogance of Xerxes to the cowardice of Adam and Eve. But we also see God’s mercy for His misguided children.

On the other hand, in the Song of Solomon, we see the joy and desire of two people who can’t wait to get married. It reminds us that God created us with all of those yearnings for passion and connection. We have the privilege of witnessing Ruth’s selfless love for her mother-in-law, Naomi, when she could have easily walked away from a desperate situation. Jonathan was so devoted to his friend David that he pledged his loyalty to him, rather than to his murderous father, King Saul. And all throughout the New Testament we witness the many friendships of Paul on his missionary journeys, relationships that served as the foundation of the early church.

In some ways these stories confirm our cultural assumptions about love, and in other ways, they challenge them. Through studying them, we can begin to truly understand how to love in the way God does.

Each of us is on our own journey too, of both realizing how deeply God loves us and of learning how to love others the way He does. In the pages to come we’ll read about all kinds of love stories: romance, friendship, community, and more. Some are pure, as God designed. Some are a devastating mess. If you’ve read any of my previous books, you already know I think the Lord can work through both scenarios. I look forward to taking this adventure right along with you. .




Romantic Love




Song of Solomon

The Gift of Love

Song of Solomon

It’s the best-known love story in the Bible, but I’m not going to lie: I’ve often been intimidated by the Song of Solomon (also called the Song of Songs). It’s a beautiful book full of flowery language, intimate moments, and gushy sentiments. It was too racy to end up in our Sunday School lessons, leaving us giggling as young kids flipping through the pages and trying to understand what the fuss was all about. Recently, I was visiting a church with friends and saw the sermon was going to be about this mysterious book. My first thought as I looked around at the mostly twentysomething congregation: awkward! I haven’t heard many pastors tackle the Song of Solomon from the pulpit, and I was intrigued by the deep, practical lessons he so eloquently outlined for us.

The principles woven throughout this romantic book stand in such stark contrast to much of what modern society tells us about relationships. They show us the truth about God’s design for romance, love, and sex. He created it all! In Song of Solomon, we’re given an insider’s view into a couple longing to be together but committed to the virtue of waiting to awaken love at its proper time. They shower each other with praise, respect, and admiration—along with their obvious physical attraction. Again and again we see their desire to finally join together in marriage, while respecting the boundaries keeping them apart.

When you’ve found the one you love, the wait can be agonizing. I remember my wedding day, waiting in the children’s area of the church. My bridesmaids and I gathered around on tiny chairs and tables, finishing our make-up and watching the clock tick slowly down to the moment I would finally meet Sheldon at the altar. I was able to peek out the windows and see family and friends as they walked across the parking lot and into the church entrance. Excitement and impatience bubbled through my chest. I wasn’t scared to walk down the aisle. I was like a fired-up racehorse trapped in the starting gate. Let’s get this show on the road, people! Like the bride in the Song of Solomon I trusted that I had found a man of great integrity, and I was crazy about him.

There has been plenty of debate over the centuries, and it still continues, about whether Song of Solomon is a broader allegory about God’s love for Israel or Christ’s for the church. I think it’s always possible that the words of Scripture are pointing us to the bigger picture of God’s unconditional love and plan of redemption for humanity, but many scholars do believe Song of Solomon is a literal love story—one that’s full of practical instruction on how we should cherish our relationships and our spouses. And while it doesn’t mention God by name, His wisdom is ever-present in the story. Like the book of Esther, which also has no direct mention of God, Song of Solomon still contains His truths. In Esther, we witness God’s saving care for His people through the persons of Esther and Mordecai. Here we see the gift of marriage specifically crafted by God’s plans.

This book is full of intense and heartfelt poetry, and it contains some of the deepest expressions of love and devotion ever written in the ancient world. The dialogue between Solomon, the “Beloved,” and his bride pulses with their love and desire for each other. It also shows us the beauty and power of our natural yearnings. Much like fire, which can be destructive without boundaries, passion alone can be disastrous. But just like a flame contained and channeled into a resource for preparing delicious meals, creating cozy warmth, or refining valuable metals, passion can be incredibly beneficial—the cement for a lifelong commitment. And that is the context of Song of Solomon, a celebration of courtship and marriage.

The name alone tells us how significant this book is. Solomon was known for his wisdom and is credited with writing more than 1,000 songs. But this one was deemed the greatest of them all, a love song to beat all others. King Solomon himself is widely believed to be both the author and the bridegroom in this ballad. He and his bride, a Shulamite woman, are enamored with each other. The language is so colorful, that some ancient scholars thought it best for anyone who may struggle with lust to avoid studying it. Early Christian writer Origen in his book, Commentary on the Song of Songs, cautioned:

I advise and counsel everyone who is not yet rid of the vexations of flesh and blood and has not ceased to feel the passion of his bodily nature, to refrain completely from reading this little book and the things that will be said about it.1

That didn’t discourage theologians over the years, those who knew how helpful the lovely words of this book could be for anyone looking to God’s direction in the area of romance—so let’s dive in!

The Bride

From the very beginning, we see that the bride is clear about her desire for Solomon.

Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth—

for your love is more delightful than wine.

Pleasing is the fragrance of your perfumes;

your name is like perfume poured out.

No wonder the young women love you!

Song of Solomon 1:2–3

This is no shrinking violet afraid to tell her Beloved exactly how she feels. Her senses are overwhelmed with everything about this man. The bride also praises his name, meaning his reputation and character are pleasing to those who are observing him. She sees why so many others would love to be his potential bride, and she has no shame in the words of adoration she’s sharing.

She goes on to describe her own appearance, just as she will celebrate her bridegroom’s. 

Dark am I, yet lovely,

daughters of Jerusalem,

dark like the tents of Kedar,

like the tent curtains of Solomon.

Do not stare at me because I am dark,

because I am darkened by the sun.

My mother’s sons were angry with me

and made me take care of the vineyards;

my own vineyard I had to neglect.

Songs 1:5–6

It’s important to keep in mind that for the bride and her cultural context, her reference to dark skin meant primarily that she had not had the luxury of staying indoors. She had worked outside, instead of living a more privileged life. Her “angry” brothers had assigned her to work out in the fields, the verse suggesting that she’d had to ignore her own care in the process.

This bride also openly declares that she wants to be with her groom.

Tell me, you whom I love,

where you graze your flock

and where you rest your sheep at midday.

Why should I be like a veiled woman

beside the flocks of your friends?

Song of Solomon 1:7

She wants to know where he is, so she can find him. The reference to a “veiled woman” was likely an allusion to a woman of questionable morals. This bride didn’t want to be mistaken in that way; she wanted to proudly show her face in the presence of her man. Their heartfelt compliments trade back and forth in this first chapter, making their intentions unmistakable. We’ll look at Solomon’s perspective a bit later.

In chapter 2, the bride calls herself “a rose of Sharon, a lily of the valleys” (v. 1). It’s not a boastful statement, but probably an acknowledgment of how he has made her view herself. These flowers were lovely, but also abundant. She is not setting herself above every other woman. Solomon sees her as pure and lovely, and he responds:

Like a lily among thorns

is my darling among the young women.

Songs 2:2

In his eyes, she is exceptional. The love that she has received and given has made her own beauty bloom: the daughters of Jerusalem call her “most beautiful of women.” (Songs 1:8, 5:9)

The groom’s words of praise have made her feel confident and attractive. Think about the power of words between spouses. It is so easy in the heat of an argument, or in the middle of a string of frustrations, to lash out with words that deeply wound and scar. We will all have times of conflict in our marriages, but how we choose to engage will either strengthen or chip away at the foundation of our relationship. It can require enormous restraint not to criticize and blame when tensions are high. Sheldon and I have disagreed just like any other couple, but from the beginning we made the concrete decision not to cross the line into weaponizing the way we talk to each other. If that means walking out the door or screaming into a bedazzled throw pillow, so be it! I’ve been so mad that my insides felt like a nuclear bomb had gone off, but I don’t ever want to live with the regret of tearing apart our sacred bond with venomous words.

Instead, over the years, Sheldon has made me believe in myself with his steady encouragement and cheerleading. It’s not that we never get it wrong, but we’ve purposed that we will mostly get it right. I don’t want anyone else vying for the role of being my husband’s number one fan. Nope. That’s my title and I’m willing to fight for it. I want my words to encourage and challenge him, to let him know that I’m impressed by his integrity and thankful for his character. I also think he’s incredibly handsome, and what husband doesn’t want to hear that?! Solomon and his bride show us the beauty of lavishing each other with positive reinforcement.

The bride continues to praise her groom:

Like an apple tree among the trees of the forest

is my beloved among the young men.

I delight to sit in his shade,

and his fruit is sweet to my taste.

Songs 2:3

This is starting to make me think my attempts at love notes are so amateur! It’s interesting to note that it would be unusual to find an apple tree in your average forest. Is this bride signaling that Solomon is a rare standout among other men? And remember how she lamented working in the blazing sun? She’s now praising her groom as a place of shade, suggesting she finds security and comfort with him.

In this chapter we also see phrases that will be repeated again in the book. In verse seven, the bride urges: 

Daughters of Jerusalem, I charge you

by the gazelles and by the does of the field:

Do not arouse or awaken love

until it so desires.

Songs 2:7

Take note of that admonition not to stir up love just yet. This couple was not yet joined in marriage, but they were definitely looking forward to it.

Also threaded through her words of admiration for him and her growing excitement about finding their way to each other is another phrase we’ll see again: “My beloved is mine and I am his.” (Songs 2:16) She is secure in what she’s found with her groom. Solomon’s love has given the bride confidence in their relationship. This expression of mutual love and assurance is so powerful that in the Jewish tradition, this Hebrew phrase—ani l’dodi v’ dodi li—is inscribed on wedding bands and marriage certificates as the ultimate statement of commitment.

We next find the bride in the middle of the night, in what appears to be a dream.

All night long on my bed

I looked for the one my heart loves;

I looked for him but did not find him.

I will get up now and go about the city,

through its streets and squares;

I will search for the one my heart loves.

So I looked for him but did not find him.

The watchmen found me 

as they made their rounds in the city.

“Have you seen the one my heart loves?”

Songs 3:1–4

In this dream, the bride’s heart was emboldened to roam the city looking for the man she adored. She sounds downright miserable to be separated from him, and what joy when she found him.

Scarcely had I passed them

when I found the one my heart loves.

I held him and would not let him go

till I had brought him to my mother’s house,

to the room of the one who conceived me.

Songs 3:4

She’s dreaming not only of finding her Beloved, but also of something much more lasting—taking him to her family. She wants this relationship, but with the approval of her mother. In the ancient Near East, the mother was often the one who arranged the wedding ceremony and celebrations. This is not the call for a fleeting affair; it’s a picture of wanting this love to follow the boundaries and traditions of purity and permanence.

The bride closes out chapter 3 by describing a glorious wedding processional.

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.

Songs 3:6–10a

My first thought when reading this was that it portrays the arrival of the groom. But some noted theologians say it could actually represent the bride arriving in a carriage and procession that Solomon himself had arranged for her. In the question, “Who is this?” the Hebrew translation of “this” refers to a singular female. That would suggest that her bridegroom had made sure she would have the glories of a majestic entrance, riding in a spectacular carriage and surrounded by noble warriors committed to her protection.

The bride then urged the women of Jerusalem to come see the groom.

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.

Songs 3:10b–11

If you’ve read Mothers and Daughters of the Bible Speak, you know all about King Solomon’s mother, Bathsheba. She fought to make sure he assumed the throne, and it is fitting that she would be there to share in his joyous wedding day.

In chapter 5, we once again see the bride dreaming of—and yearning for—her groom. She tells the Daughters of Jerusalem that if they could locate him, “Tell him I am faint with love.” (Songs 5:8) In response they ask what makes him so special, and we now get to see the bride’s grand portrayal of the groom she desperately longs for.

My beloved is radiant and ruddy,

outstanding among ten thousand.

His head is purest gold;

his hair is wavy

and black as a raven.

His eyes are like doves

by the water streams,

washed in milk,

mounted like jewels.

His cheeks are like beds of spice

yielding perfume.

His lips are like lilies

dripping with myrrh. 

His arms are rods of gold

set with topaz.

His body is like polished ivory

decorated with lapis lazuli.

His legs are pillars of marble

set on bases of pure gold.

His appearance is like Lebanon,

choice as its cedars.

His mouth is sweetness itself;

he is altogether lovely.

This is my beloved, this is my friend,

daughters of Jerusalem.

Songs 5:10–16

Now that’s a description!

I can’t imagine many of us sit around describing our spouse by talking about their lips as lilies or their arms as rods of gold. Those initial sparks of physical attraction can cement the early years of a relationship, but how many long-married couples wax poetic about each other’s body parts over the breakfast table? We don’t do those things, because “real life” gets in the way, and because our connection with our spouse grows and evolves into something much deeper than mere physical passion.

But the lovers in the Song of Songs challenge us to think about that some more. To sit and look at our spouse—really look at them—and to notice all the little things that maybe we stopped paying attention to, is an act of deep love and selflessness. It’s an act that says, “I cherish this person from head to toe.” It’s not that physical desire and mutual respect should compete with each other within our marriages. They should always serve as a complement, and by feeding one you often nourish the other.

I’m reminded of the bestselling book The Five Love Languages by Gary Chapman. Like many young couples we were given a copy by our pastor as a part of our pre-marital counseling. Early on in our relationship, I had wrongly assumed that everyone was motivated and encouraged by the same things. While Sheldon and I were dating, I put together an elaborate treasure hunt with clues, gifts, and cards all over Tallahassee for his birthday. It was the first of his that we had celebrated as a couple. I went all out, roping in family members and spending days planning the whole thing. When we ended the night in a candlelit gazebo overlooking a little lake, I expected him to gush over the details and presents. There was none of that, and I was very disappointed. Why wasn’t this guy doing a cartwheel?! Turns out my husband is motivated by acts of service. I would have been better off washing his car.

For me, it’s definitely words of affirmation, and I think there’s a strong argument that Solomon and his bride were into that too. Again and again we see them lavish praise and adoration on each other. We also witness them complimenting each other in front of other people. I’ve found in twenty-seven years of marriage that there are few things I appreciate more than my husband bragging about me—in front of me. It’s reassuring and romantic to know he’s happy to let others know he made a good choice. Solomon and his bride left no doubt.

Their story also clearly telegraphs to people of faith that God doesn’t want us to ignore this facet of our humanity. The poetic language, beautiful and direct, teaches us to approach sexuality with wonder and care instead of vulgarity or fear. By engaging our emotions with this love song, the book gives us an imaginative vision of an ideal relationship that’s more powerful than simple factual description.

The Beloved

What about Solomon? What was his view of this bride thrilled at the thought of finally becoming his wife? He too saw his adored as the pinnacle of physical perfection, a young woman with no flaws at all. We first see him speak of her in chapter 1:

I liken you, my darling, to a mare

among Pharaoh’s chariot horses.

Your cheeks are beautiful with earrings,

your neck with strings of jewels.

We will make you earrings of gold,

studded with silver. . . .

How beautiful you are, my darling!

Oh, how beautiful!

Your eyes are doves.

Songs 1:9–11, 15

He was besotted, freely showering her with descriptive appreciation. Solomon again compliments her in chapter 2:

My dove in the clefts of the rock,

in the hiding places on the mountainside,

show me your face, 

let me hear your voice;

for your voice is sweet,

and your face is lovely.

Songs 2:14

This language echoes what we heard from the bride earlier, and will see throughout Song of Solomon. The couple appears to be separated, longing to be together, and searching for each other.

In the very next verse, there is concern about what could interrupt their joy.

Catch for us the foxes,

the little foxes

that ruin the vineyards,

our vineyards that are in bloom.

Songs 2:15

Scholars and various interpretations of Scripture differ on who the speaker is here. In any case, the principle is a good one: take note of the things that could ruin a relationship. What are the little foxes that could ruin the fruit of our marital vineyards?

The world will constantly throw temptations our way, whether it’s something that seems as common as complaining about our spouse—or the invitation to break our marriage vows with someone else. Every day resentments can chip away at our respect and admiration for each other. Avoiding tough conversations, getting lost in online shopping or porn—there are plenty of little foxes out there looking to sow discord. Rarely does someone float down the aisle to their beloved and wake up the next day deciding they hate everything about them. There are small hurts and slights and selfish behavior that begin to chip away at the promises we make to each other at the altar. When we rationalize a work relationship that’s gotten too chummy or constantly grumble about our spouse to someone else, we are inviting the little foxes in. When we decide to hide our secret purchases or undermine our spouse to our children, we open the door to real damage. It is always the right time to catch the little foxes and toss them out of our sacred vineyards.

The groom spends almost the entirety of chapter 4 wooing and complimenting his bride again. Some of the imagery may seem silly translated into modern-day English, but the descriptions all have deep meaning—Solomon’s best attempt to tell his bride just how enamored he was with her.

How beautiful you are, my darling!

Oh, how beautiful!

Your eyes behind your veil are doves.

Your hair is like a flock of goats

descending from the hills of Gilead.

Your teeth are like a flock of sheep just shorn,

coming up from the washing.

Each has its twin;

not one of them is alone.

Your lips are like a scarlet ribbon;

your mouth is lovely.

Songs 4:1–3

He continues on for several verses more, including this passage: 

You have stolen my heart, my sister, my bride;

you have stolen my heart

with one glance of your eyes,

with one jewel of your necklace.

How delightful is your love, my sister, my bride!

How much more pleasing is your love than wine,

and the fragrance of your perfume

more than any spice!

Your lips drop sweetness as the honeycomb, my bride;

milk and honey are under your tongue.

The fragrance of your garments

is like the fragrance of Lebanon.

You are a garden locked up, my sister, my bride;

you are a spring enclosed, a sealed fountain.

Songs 4:9–12

If the word “sister” catches your eye, keep in mind that in the customs and language of the day the words “sister” and “brother” were regularly used as terms of endearment between husbands and wives. Some say it would be like using the word “sweetheart” as we do today. I think we could also imagine that it was a pronouncement that they shared the same faith in the God of Israel, their heavenly Father.

In chapter 6, Solomon told his bride she was so beautiful he couldn’t even make eye contact with her!

Turn your eyes from me;

they overwhelm me.

Songs 6:5 

He also called her “unique” and noted, “The young women saw her and called her blessed . . .” (Songs 6:9) One of the most instructive and beautiful things about this relationship is that others outside of it were able to see how special these two were. Have you ever dated a guy that all your friends hated, and you spent a lot of emotion and time trying to convince them they didn’t see the “real him”? That’s not happening in this relationship. Earlier, we saw how the bride bragged on him and talked about how all the young women would be happy to be at his side. Here, in chapter 6, Solomon is doing the same. He’s noting that other people see her great value and beauty.

And here’s where the romance really heats up. Chapter 7 consists of these two lovebirds expressing their desire to be together. He ticks through every part of her body, admiring and yearning for it. She doesn’t hold back either, returning his eagerness to be united. If you’re fanning yourself while reading this amorous back-and-forth, remember that God created all of this. He could have simply made us machines for reproduction. But unlike nearly every other being to ever exist, God set humans apart to have real pleasure in our physical relationships—within the boundaries he created. Again, not because he wants to make our lives boring—quite the opposite. His gift to us is the beauty and intimacy of truly connecting with someone we’ve pledged our life to and who has given us the same in return. It’s in the midst of that security and commitment that we can fully enjoy everything God intended for us. And if we’ve gotten that wrong at any point, God is a forgiving Father ready to help us work toward His ideal for how we relate to one another.

In the final chapter of this all-time great love song, we see the bride extol the virtues of love itself. 

Place me like a seal over your heart,

like a seal on your arm;

for love is as strong as death,

its jealousy unyielding as the grave.

It burns like blazing fire,

like a mighty flame.

Many waters cannot quench love;

rivers cannot sweep it away.

If one were to give

all the wealth of one’s house for love,

it would be utterly scorned.

Songs 8: 6–7

There’s a lot of truth and passion packed into just two verses.

She asked her groom to place her as a seal over his heart and on his arm. That speaks to the permanence of this relationship. She declared that love is as strong as death. Who can run from death? No one. Love can be that overwhelming and all-encompassing. And the picture of a flame reminds us that it can be both beautiful and destructive, depending on how it’s handled. You can’t drown love, and you can’t sweep it away. If you tried to stack up every material thing you owned against love, it would be pointless. Its value is
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