“The Holiest of Songs”

You may have never heard of him, but Robert
Murray McShane is one of the most beloved
pastors of modern Christian history.

He was born in Edinburgh, Scotland, in 1813 and
began ministry as a pastor in the Church of
Scotland when he was just 22 years old. He died
not many years later at the age of 29, a week
after contracting typhus fever. But in that short
period of ministry - in those seven years -
McShane was immensely productive. He
preached sermons. He visited people in his
parish. He took a role as the founding pastor at a
new parish church in Dundee, which as soon as
it opened, counted 1100 members. He served as
a missionary in Palestine. He published hymns
and he wrote nearly a dozen books, all in seven
years.

But when he died, what people most
remembered about him wasn't his tireless work
ethic or all of the ministry he'd accomplished. It
was his remarkable piety and character for
which he was universally admired. An estimated
7000 people attended his funeral. Robert Murray
McShane was one of the spiritual giants of
modern Christianity.

But there's one thing that he said that may
surprise you and has to do with a certain book of
the Bible, and with how we as Christians read
and relate to that book. And what that says
about our maturity in the faith.
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There is no book of the Bible which affords
a better test of the depth of a man’s
Christianity than the Song of Solomon.

ROBERT MURRAY M'CHEYNE

| imagine that this statement would surprise
most Christians today. Very rarely do we even

read the Song of Songs, much less treasure it
like McShane did. But at the time, his comments
wouldn't have seemed that strange to the people
who heard him. Many Scottish Presbyterians in
his day regarded the Song of Songs as the most
beautiful of all books in the Bible, and many of
them thought of it as the height of the spiritual
life.

And in thinking that way, they weren't alone. For
most of Christian history, this book has been one
of the most beloved of all books in the Bible.
Much like McShane, early church fathers like
Gregory of Nyssa and Origen of Alexandria, they
thought that the reading and the meditation on
this book that that marked the pinnacle of the
spiritual life. Medieval monks and theologians
wrote countless treatises and sermons and
commentaries on it.

The 12th century theologian Bernard of
Clairvaux, who is revered by both Protestants
and Catholics alike. Bernard actually wrote 86
sermons on the Song of Songs, and he never
even made it past the first verse of chapter three.

In the Jewish tradition, the song has likewise
been an object of both reverence and delight. In
fact, the earliest known commenter on this song
was a Jewish rabbi, a man by the name of Rabbi
Akiva, who was writing near the end of the first
century AD. And here's how he characterized it:
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All the Writings are holy, but
the Song of Songs is the holiest of all!

AKIVA BEN JOSEPH

I'm hoping that through the course of this study
that even if you don't agree with Rabbi Akiva or
Robert Murray McShane, that you'll come to
understand their sentiment and why it is that
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they and so many others before us have
treasured this book.

But before | go any further, | should say a little
more about what this book actually contains.
I've been calling it the Song of Songs, but even
that's debatable. Mcshane referred to it as the
Song of Solomon, as many others do as well. So
which is it? Well, both, because both titles come
from the book's opening words: “The Song of
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Songs, which is Solomon's.
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The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s.

SONG OF SONGS 1:1

But what exactly is this song? As you read
through it, you'll notice that it's practically one of
a kind in the Bible. There's no other book quite
like it. Because the songisn't a narrative like
Genesis or Exodus or the New Testament
Gospels. It's not a letter like Paul's epistles. It's
not a collection of prophecies or Psalms or
Proverbs.

It's a love poem, or rather a collection of love
poems. It's also a bit like a Greek drama. The
main characters include a woman, a man, and,
and then a chorus that chimes in at various
times. And that's not the only strange thing about
the book. It's one of only two books in the entire
Bible, the other being Esther, where God is never
directly mentioned by name.

It's also the only book in the Bible where the
main perspective and the primary spokesperson
is awoman. So there's a lot that's unique to this
book.

It's also not an easy book to understand. The
dialogue when you read it, the dialogue shifts,
sometimes very unexpectedly, between the

woman, the man, and the chorus. Sometimes
you don't know who's speaking.

The song is also filled with poetic imagery,
descriptions of lovers and their love that revel in
metaphor and images and figures. All of those
things make the song difficult to interpret.

But perhaps the most perplexing question, the
one that has animated the most discussion
throughout the centuries is exactly who this song
is about.

Who is the Song about?

Who are this man and this woman? Well, clearly
it's a man and woman who are madly in love with
each other. Aman and woman whose love faces
challenges and obstacles and who have to fight
for their love. A man and woman whose love
leads them to marry one another. That happens
in chapter three and following.

All of that's clear. But can we say any more about
the identity of these two lovers? This may
surprise you, but for a vast majority of this song's
history, people interpreted it not simply as a
celebration of human love and marriage, but as a
poetic description of the relationship between
God and his people. God is the man, and the
woman is his people.

Ancient and medieval Jewish interpreters read
the song this way. Like that first century rabbi |
mentioned a moment ago, Rabbi Akiva, not only
did he insist that this song speaks about God
and his people, he went so far as to say that
anyone who suggests otherwise, anyone who
suggests that it is simply romantic poetry about
two human lovers is unfit for the kingdom of
God.
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Whoever trills the Song of Songs in banquet
halls—and treats it like a mere lyric—
has no share in the world to come!

RABBI AKIVA

Christian readers thought very similarly. Origen
of Alexandria, who is probably the earliest
Christian to write a commentary on the song,
believed that the bridegroom in the songis God,
and that the bride refers to either the church or
to the individual Christian soul.

Other Church Fathers - Gregory of Nyssa,
Gregory the Great, Ambrose of Milan, they all
thought the same. In fact, to my knowledge,
there's only one early Christian author who
argued that the lovers in the song are just human
lovers. His name was Theodore of Mopsuestia,
but his opinion was so unpopular that even his
own disciple Theodoret of Cyrus rejected it as:
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... unbefitting [even] the mouth
of a crazy woman.

THEODORET OF CYRUS

Practically all medieval Christian commentators
followed this pattern, interpreting the song as
about God and his people, as did nearly all early
Protestants.

In fact, up until the 19th century, this was almost
the only way the song was interpreted. When
Robert Murray McShane wrote about it, he said
that all the best interpreters agree with him, that
the song is like a parable which is meant to

depict the love of Jesus and his church, which is
precisely why McShane loved it so much.

(¢

[The Song] contains the tenderest breathings
of the believer’s heart toward the Savior,
and the tenderest breathings of the Savior’s
heart again toward the believer.

ROBERT MURRAY M'CHEYNE

That way of reading the song, however, was
mostly rejected in the 19th century by biblical
scholars, and for a couple of reasons.

First, the practice of figural or metaphorical
interpretation, what is often called allegory, that
came into disrepute among modern scholars.
They tended to think of it as unscientific and as
little more than reading into a text whatever you
want to read into it.

At the same time, historians and archaeologists
were discovering more and more about the
Ancient Near-Eastern world in which the song
was written, and they started to find other
examples of similar romantic poems using
similar language from places like Egypt and
Babylon and ancient Assyria. And those
similarities led them to think that the Song of
Songs must simply be one more example of this
kind of erotic romantic poetry.

Finally, modern scholars have often thought that
early Jews and Christians tended to read the
song metaphorically, mostly because they were
just deeply uncomfortable with its literal
meaning. After all, as you'll come to see, it does
have some very erotic themes, some very
sensual imagery, and so many modern
interpreters have just dismissed spiritual
readings of this book as little more than the
imaginations of prudish minds.

For that reason, when most people read the song
today, they don't think it's referring to the love
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between God and his people or Jesus and the
believer. They typically think it's just the story of
a man and a woman, maybe Solomon and one of
his wives, and their desperate longing and desire
for each other.

But who's right? How should we read this song?
Is it about human love and marriage and a
relationship of a man and woman? Or about
Christin the church?

In this study, I'm actually going to suggest that
we read it both ways. On the one hand, it's
difficult to deny that the simplest, most
straightforward meaning of these poems is that
they convey a passionate love story between a
bride and her bridegroom.

At the same time, ancient Jews and Christians
had good reason for thinking that this song is
also about God's relationship with his people.
Even if God is never mentioned, remember this
song is not just a freestanding collection of
poems. It's a book of the Bible. It's a book in a
collection of other books, all of which tell a
united story about God and the redemption of
his people.

And the Bible frequently uses the metaphor of
marriage to talk about God's relationship with
his people. Hebrew prophets like Hosea and
Jeremiah and Ezekiel, they portray God as a
bridegroom and Israel as his bride.

In the New Testament, the Apostle Paul does the
same with Jesus's relationship to the church,
even going so far as to say; Paul goes so far as to
say that human romantic love and marriage, that
itself is and has always been a symbol of the love
between Christ and his people.

So attentive Bible readers have good reason to
think that the Song of Songs is not just about
human romance, although it is certainly that.
They have good reason for thinking that it is
telling a greater story. As the contemporary
Jewish scholar John Levenson puts it.
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Who could these two passionate lovers possibly be? Let us put
the question in terms of the rest of the Hebrew Bible: Where
in that set of books do we find an intense love in which the
lovers are separated much of the time, the male of the two is
not continuously accessible, powerful external forces oppose
and threaten the romance, and the consummation of the
relationship seems to be continually, maddeningly postponed?

JON LEVENSON

Put that way, the answer seems obvious enough.
And so in this study, as we read and discuss this
book, we're going to read it both as a depiction of
human love and marriage, and also as a
depiction of the intimate love between God and
his people.

But finally, before we begin looking at the details
of the text in the next session, | want to raise one
last question. Why should we study this book?

Why study the Song?

It's all well and good for Robert Murray McShane
to say that the Song of Songs is one of the most
important books in the Bible, And maybe for you
that's reason enough.

But why is it so important? I'd like to suggest two
reasons. They're both fairly simple, but | think
they're both important.

First, | don't think I'm telling you anything you
don't know when | say that we live during a time
of immense confusion when it comes to the
subject of sex and romantic love. Lots of people,
young people in particular, feel confused and
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often disillusioned about love and marriage. And
sometimes it seems that the only response that
Christians have to their questions is just a list of
prohibitions. Well, don't do this, and definitely
don't do that.

But that's not the Bible's attitude towards sex. In
the Bible, we're told that sex is a blessing from
God and that the love and the longing and the
intimacy between a man and a woman are some
of the most beautiful gifts that life has to offer.
The Bible does not condemn sex. It celebrates it.
And in studying the Song of Songs, we can
rediscover God's purpose for sex and intimacy
and the wonderful gift that is marriage. That's
one reason to study the song.

And in some ways it's very similar to the second
reason. The Scottish author Bruce Marshall
published a novelin 1945 called "The World, the
Flesh and Father Smith." It's all about this
Catholic priest named Father Smith and his
interactions with the people in his small town,
Scottish parish. And in one of those interactions,
he's talking with a young woman who has
rejected the faith, and she's conveying all her
criticisms to him.

And at one point, she tells Father Smith that she
thinks religion is nothing more than a substitute
for sex. To which he responds:

BRUCE
MARSHALL
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Father Smith isn't making a novel observation.
16 centuries before, Saint Augustine said
something very similar when he confessed that
all of his own longings and all of his earlier

sexual experiences were in fact rooted in a
longing for a deeper love and intimacy,
something beyond what any human lover could
offer.
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The single desire that dominated my search
for delight was simply to love and be loved.
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Augustine wanted to love, and he wanted to be
loved. But what he ultimately found is that his
desire wasn't just for romance, it was to love and
to be loved by Christ himself.

That is what Augustine truly wanted, and that's
what all of us, whether we recognize it or not,
that's what we're really longing for.

And that is why we are going to study the Song of
Songs. Because in its pages we will discover not
only the beauty of human love, but the reality of
a love that transcends even the greatest of love
stories and the face of the one who loves us
more than we could possibly imagine.
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