
Song of Songs 1:2; 2:10b-13; 4:1-7; 8:5-7; 5:10-16 

Last week we began our series on love which we will explore this Lent. This is a different 

take on Lent altogether – usually Lent is all about denying ourselves something we enjoy 

and suppressing our desires one way or another. This time we’re looking at love in all the 

different aspects of it and how our humanity expresses itself through and in the different 

loving relationships. 

Starting with today we will look at 4 kinds of love as taken from the Greek: eros – erotic 

love, philia – love between friends, storge – love between family members and agape – 

love of God, for God and for the world.  

We begin today by looking at eros – the erotic love. That’s the feeling of being in love 

with butterflies in the stomach, longing to get a glimpse of the other and almost total lack 

of capability of thinking of anything or anyone else.  

The immature version of this you can experience as a teenager – and everyone here has 

been one. I remember being at a youth camp where we discovered the Song of Songs – a 

highly erotic book of the Bible. Since it was a topic which was uppermost in our minds 

and it was a church youth camp, we decided to ask the minister to lead Bible studies on 

the Song of Songs throughout the fortnight. To start with he wasn’t convinced that it was 

a good idea. Eventually he relented and led an hour-long lecture on the history of the text. 

He is boring as it is but that hour killed our desire for more – which was of course his 

deep wish. We thanked him profusely and continued to study the book on our own, 

behind closed doors of our rooms. 

I would say it was a missed opportunity as it could have been used to speak of 

faithfulness, mutuality and joyful sexuality that comes with them. We live in a world 

where sexual activity is almost completely separated from any sort of relationship with 

the other. Song of Songs celebrates a love that is faithful. The two main characters only 

have eyes for each other and no one else.  

That   minister was not the only one though who is not sure what to do with the Song of 

Songs. Rabbis of the first century CE debated whether to include it in the canon of 

Scripture or not. Many Christian theologians quickly jumped on the bandwagon of it 

being an image of the love between God and his Church. Which I don’t think is wrong 

but I reckon there’s more to it. Song of Songs validates our human experience of erotic 

love. It positively includes it in the wholeness of human living and tells us that erotic love 

has something to teach us about God’s overwhelming desire for us, his head-over-heels 

love for us. 

Before we get there though, let’s look at the text itself. It doesn’t actually say whether the 

couple are married, engaged or just dating at this stage. On one hand the deep intimacy is 

there, on the other the man calls the woman his bride and his sister, on yet another they 

both want to escape together. I’m personally leaning towards the married interpretation – 

this marriage though is somehow threatened from the outside hence the wish to run away. 



In chapter 5 there is mention of one of the lovers being beaten and bruised – we don’t 

know where the violence is coming from but it’s certainly mentioned. 

The fact that the woman is called sometimes bride and sometimes sister is compatible 

with this understanding. I’ve recently watched a programme ‘The Real Marigold on 

Tour’ whereby four celebrities travelled to Mexico in search of an ideal retirement 

destination. Two of them were married for 50 years – comedians Ian and Janette Tough. 

The two of them had a great time together – they laughed, they were so natural with each 

other and so happy. Janette at one point revealed that Ian is her best mate. The bond 

between them is eros at its best – deep, close and one of a kind. 

Another example I can think of is a girl in her twenties who was telling me about the 

boyfriend she had found. She was absolutely gobsmacked how well they got on together 

and that it’s even possible. She commented – he is me but a boy!  

In both examples – as well as the Biblical one – erotic love is much more than just sexual 

activity. It’s closeness, intimacy and deep understanding.  

Wil Gafney, a Hebrew Bible scholar, speaks of – I quote - ‘the dominance of the woman -

- in voice and agency -- in the composition. It can be difficult to distinguish the voices in 

English; in Hebrew nouns and pronouns and their adjectives and verbs are gendered and 

numbered for individual and collective women and men or mixed-gender groups, making 

it possible to identify the speaker and the addressee.’
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 The woman in the book is not shy 

and retiring but comes with initiative. She’s incredibly modern in some sense. On the 

other hand this relationship is what a relationship should be – a relationship of equals, 

where none is lesser than the other.  

Song of Songs is thus considered the reversal of the fall in the Garden of Eden. It takes 

place in a garden but while Eve was cursed with her desire for Adam, this woman is 

blessed with the relationship with her man. The whole nature around them seems to be 

celebrating their love and reflecting it by blossoming and being full of life. 

Erotic love is described as natural, beautiful and desirable. The book affirms erotic love, 

affirms our bodies as lovely and good, and affirms our physicality. God created us as 

physical beings, with physical longings and desires and the Bible tells us that his creation 

was good. Jesus took on our physical flesh – with its sexual desires and bodily functions 

– and became one of us. This is a powerful affirmation of the same truth – our bodies and 

everything connected with them are good at their core.  

Moreover, the Song of Songs tells us that erotic love teaches us about God’s love for us. 

Kathryn Schifferdecker explains in her commentary that ‘the word for "passion" can be 

translated "jealousy" or "zeal" and is used often (though not exclusively) in the Bible for 

talking about God's passion for Israel and Israel's (or the individual Israelite's) devotion to 
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God (…). Davis notes especially the similarity to Deuteronomy 4:24, "For the LORD 

your God is a consuming fire, a jealous God."
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The way we search for the one we love, God searches for us – with passion, impatience 

and unquenched desire. But if human love is as strong as death, would God’s not be even 

more so? If ours burns like blazing fire, would God’s not be like even mightier flame? 

It’s so overwhelming that ‘many waters cannot quench love and rivers cannot sweep it 

away.’ That’s how God longs for us. 

Indeed, at its best, erotic love is a glimpse of God’s passionate desire and love for us. 

Amen. 
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