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This thesis considers the complexity of premarital romantic and sexual relationships for 

Emerging Adults in the Western world, and the particular challenge faced by Christians of 

this age group, their lives being framed by their contemporary culture, as well as the 

beliefs and practises of their faith. It will discuss the inadequacy of the limited Christian 

teaching that is available which neither listens to the experiences and realities of 

believers, nor to the diversity and depth of its Scriptures.  

 

In response, this thesis carries out an original study of discourse of desire and relationality 

in the Song of Songs, seeking to provide some parameters for a ‘Theology of Dating’ 

which both seriously considers the text as well as the realities of the contemporary world. 

It does this through a two horizons approach, examining discourse of the Song, and using 

this to examine sex and relationship scripts in the contemporary horizon, asking the 

question as to how the lovers of the Song might consider these scripts according to this 

reading of the Song. 

 

In particular, the textual study aspect focuses on the use of key volitional verbs in the 

Song (imperatives, jussives, and cohortatives) as a verbalisation of sexual want, and how 

they interplay in discourse portraying the desire and the nature of the relationship between 

the Female Protagonist and the Male Lover. 
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Chapter 1: The need for a Theology of Dating 

 
Dating is a fun way of meeting someone who is as terrified of dying alone as you are.1 
 
 
The Ladybird Book of Dating, from which the above quotation is taken, has been 

marketed as part of a humorous series that seeks to deal with ‘some of the most pressing 

and complex issues of our day’.2 Popular romantic comedy films like Love Actually and 

TV series such as Friends and Sex in the City, as well as countless others, grapple with 

the issues of love, sex and relationships. They make us laugh and they make us cry. And 

they do this because in one way or another we can relate to the experiences of 

characters, as they show us just how complicated human sexuality and the forming of 

relationships can be. Shakespeare too made his living in part by entertaining audiences 

with the great themes of love and relationships.3 Dating is a contemporary form of a 

bigger human process of mate-selection, and dating is an entertaining, but complex 

business! 

 

Dating is certainly a complex matter and worthy of academic study. It is complex because 

it involves the collision of practical questions, ethical decisions and emotional experiences 

of human beings in the melting pot of real–life.4 And yet given that it is such a key aspect 

of human life, and such a potential vibrant area of study, it is one that has not received 

much academic theological attention.5 As an aspect of sexuality, being an essential part 

of human experience, dating (to be described more below) is arguably made further 

complicated for those of religious belief who seek to be able to make sense of their faith 

by respecting and following its teachings and directions, and at the same time still live it 

 
1 Jason Hazeley and Joel Morris, The Ladybird Book of Dating (Loughborough: Ladybird, 2015), p. 
6; Viren Swami, Attraction Explained: The Science of How We Form Relationships, 2nd edn (New 
York, NY: Routledge, 2021), pp. 273-274 discusses the psychological phenomenon of the ‘Fear of 
Singleness’. 
2 Lucy Mangan, ‘Lucy Mangan on Ladybird Books for Grown-Ups’, Penguin, 2015 
<https://www.penguin.co.uk/articles/2015/lucy-mangan-on-ladybird-books-for-grown-ups.html> 
[accessed 7 October 2021]. 
3 Comedies such as The Taming of the Shrew, Love Labour’s Lost, A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
etc., as well as tragedies, such as Romeo and Juliet portray the complexity of love and 
relationships; See summary of Shakespeare’s plays in Derek A. Traversi, ‘Shakespeare’, in 
Reference Guide to English Literature. 2: Writers H - Z, 2nd edn (Chicago, IL: St. James Press, 
1991), pp. 1204–8 (pp. 1206-1207). 
4 Joshua Wolf Shenk, ‘Foreword’, in Dating – Philosophy for Everyone: Flirting with Big Ideas, ed. 
by Kristie Miller and Marlene Clark, Philosophy for Everyone (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 
pp. viii–x. 
5 Jason King and Donna Freitas, ‘Sex, Time, and Meaning: A Theology of Dating’, Horizons, 30.1 
(2003), 25–40 (p. 25) <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0360966900000037>. 
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out in a way that enables them to be able to have relationships.6 People who practise 

religious faith have the challenge of making sense of how their faith, with its beliefs, 

cultures and values is lived out in practice in a wider cultural horizon, with its many beliefs, 

cultures and values.7  

 

Part of the complexity related to the subject of sexuality is that the changing cultural 

Western world, which is shifting and morphing from one generation to the next, deeply 

frames the mindset of people. Furthermore, as will be discussed below, traditional 

Christian teaching of how to practice faith in relationship to sexuality is often largely 

unhelpful or inadequate, because it often neither adequately listens to the experiences 

and realities of believers, nor to the diversity and depth of its Scriptures.8 

 

This thesis is interested in grappling with this issue from the perspective of engaging with 

one particular text, the Song of Songs, a text in which sexuality is celebrated within the 

Hebrew Scriptures (HS).9 Through a detailed study of some of the discourses of desire 

and relationality in the text, it seeks to suggest from this reading some parameters for a 

 
6 A H Maslow, ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, Psychological Review, 50.4 (1943), 370–96 (p. 
381) in his ‘hierarchy of needs’, classifies ‘sex’ as a basic physiological need, at the bottom of the 
pyramid. This is different from ‘love and affection, as well as their possible expression in sexuality’, 
which are classified as ‘love needs’, on the third level of the pyramid (above ‘safety needs). 
7 Jaco Beyers, ‘Religion and Culture: Revisiting a Close Relative’, HTS Teologiese Studies / 
Theological Studies, 73.1 (2017), 1–9 (p. 2) <https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v73i1.3864> discusses the 
debates about the relationship between culture and religion, and concludes that ‘religion is 
determined by culture, but religion also influences culture. The fate of religion and culture, is thus, 
interwoven’;  
Furthermore, the question of how do religious believers practise relationality and sexuality is not 
confined to Christianity. Umm Muladhat, The Muslimah Sex Manual: A Halal Guide to Mind Blowing 
Sex (Middletown, DE: [n. Pub.], 2018) was the first sex guide written by a Muslim woman for 
Muslim women. See discussion in Alia Waheed, ‘Taboo-Busting Sex Guide Offers Advice to 
Muslim Women Seeking Fulfilling Love Lives’, The Guardian, 16 July 2017 
<https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2017/jul/16/muslimah-sex-manual--halal-sex-guide-
muslim-women-seeking-fulfilling-love-lives> [accessed 2 December 2021]. 
8 For discussion on the cultural changes surrounding sexuality in Generation Z, see 3.3.2 and 
14.2.4. Generation Z is defined as the generation of Western people born after 1997; Michael 
Dimock, ‘Where Millennials End and Generation Z Begins: Pew Research Centre’, 2019 
<https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/01/17/where-millennials-end-and-generation-z-
begins/> [accessed 1 December 2021]. 
For discussion about the inadequacy of Christian traditional teaching, see 3.4.6; also, Adrian 
Thatcher, Making Sense of Sex, Modern Church Series (London: SPCK, 2012), p. 2 discusses the 
way that Christians and others have struggled to find ‘the Christian tradition very helpful for making 
sense of sex’. 
9 Cf. Richard Davidson, Flame of Yahweh: Sexuality in the Old Testament (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 2007), p. 607; J. Cheryl Exum, Song of Songs, ed. by William P. Brown, 
Carol A. Newson, and David L. Petersen, Old Testament Library (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2005), p. 70; Dianne Bergant, The Song of Songs, ed. by David W Cotter, Chris 
Franke, and Jerome T Walsh, Berit Olam (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2001), p. xi; 
Thatcher, Making Sense of Sex, p. 23. 
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‘Theology of Dating’.10 It will do this by a two-horizons approach, deeply considering the 

lovers of the Song in their cultural world, and then seeking to ask the question as to how 

they might respond if they were faced with sexual relationality in the contemporary 

Western world, especially the world of the United Kingdom that is heavily influenced by 

the popular culture of the United States through films, TV and music. 

 

While some of the parameters presented are likely to be relevant to many from a Christian 

perspective who are not-yet-married, in terms of the contemporary cultural horizon, this 

research focuses particularly on the cultural experience of emerging adulthood, a fluidly 

bounded age group.11 Unlike previous generations that traditionally had five markers of 

‘transition from adolescence to full adulthood’ - ‘economic independence from one’s 

parents, residing outside of their home, conclusion of schooling (and commencement of 

work), marriage, and children’ - the transition to adulthood is now less clear, and so 

emerging adulthood is a ‘sprawling life stage of its own’.12 It is a group that includes most 

nineteen-year-olds and includes many twenty-seven year olds, and those of the usual 

college/university age are very often part of that experience, having ‘adult-style freedoms 

but lacking some or all of the typical adult responsibilities’.13 And this age group, although 

complicated for those of religious belief, often generally has significant opportunity for 

sexual activity and relationships in the wide cultural horizon.14 It is often seen as a 

‘developmental period’ including ‘experimentation’ and ‘identity exploration’, which seems 

to be reflected in the way that Emerging Adult (EA) people carry out their romantic and 

sexual relationships.15 

1.1 Theologies of Dating and Sexuality 

1.1.1 Problems with Popular Theologies of Dating 

There are significant problems with many of the existing theologies of premarital 

relationships. One common view about dating from a Christian perspective is to focus on 

 
10 Relationality is a derivative of relational. See Oxford English Dictionary, ‘“relational, Adj. and 
n.”.’, in OED Online (Oxford University Press, 2021) 
<https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/161811?redirectedFrom=relationality> [accessed 23 December 
2021]. 
11 Mark Regnerus and Jeremy Uecker, Premarital Sex in America: How Young Americans Meet, 
Mate, and Think about Marrying (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 6. 
12 Regnerus and Uecker, pp. 5-6. 
13 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 6. 
14 The contemporary cultural horizon will be discussed more extensively in Chapter 3. 
15 Spencer B. Olmstead, ‘A Decade Review of Sex and Partnering in Adolescence and Young 
Adulthood’, Journal of Marriage and Family, 82.2 (2020), 769–95 (p. 770); Spencer B. Olmstead 
and Kristin M. Anders, ‘Sexuality in Emerging Adulthood: A Primer on Theory’, in Sexuality in 
Emerging Adulthood, ed. by Elizabeth M. Morgan and Manfred H. M. Van Dulmen, Emerging 
Adulthood Series (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2021), pp. 13–22 (p. 14). 
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totally prohibiting premarital sex, but as a consequence effectively prohibiting dating in the 

process.16 King and Freitas observe that many popular texts (such as those that are 

formed within Purity Culture) present a triangular theology of relationships, with God at the 

top vertex, self at another and the other person being dated at the third.17 They stress that 

the ‘primary relationship’ is between God and the self in the triangle and what is seen as 

mattering more than anything else is not damaging this primary relationship.18 In other 

words, from this perspective, the other person, at the other side of the triangle can be 

seen as a threat, having the potential of leading a person into sexual temptation and 

thereby distracting and jeopardising an individual’s relationship with God.19 From this 

theological perspective, the triangle is only affirmed and becomes ‘divinely ordained’ at 

the point of marriage.20 Until then the person on the other side could be seen a danger. 

 

The critical problem is that these theologies are intrinsically negative, and therefore, as 

will be shown in later discussion, are largely unhelpful for EAs who have the potential to 

form relationships. King and Freitas give two important reasons why. Firstly, these 

theologies do not provide any positive theology of sexuality in the dating process.21 The 

‘other’ person is seen as a risk. Premarital sex is outlawed, and this is potentially 

extrapolated to include all forms of physical contact, such as interpreting the actions of 

holding hands and kissing in the same way as sex.22 Secondly, these perspectives are so 

centred on marriage (and not the temporary nature of dating) that they present it as the 

only possible outcome of dating, so that any relationship that does not have this result can 

be interpreted as a ‘failure’ or ‘sin’.23 They present a clear-cut and stark dichotomy of the 

demands of either the celibate life or marriage, without any positive view of what happens 

in between.24 There is no scope to learn through practice how to become a potentially 

better spouse through the experience gained through dating relationships.25 

 

But there are further and deeper consequences of this. King and Freitas suggest that:  

 

 
16 King and Freitas, pp. 26-27. 
17 King and Freitas, p. 27; Purity Culture will be discussed more in 3.4.5. 
18 King and Freitas, p. 27. 
19 King and Freitas, p. 27. 
20 King and Freitas, p. 27. 
21 King and Freitas, p. 27. 
22 King and Freitas, p. 27; the ‘how far is too far?’ question is discussed in 3.4.7. 
23 King and Freitas, p. 27. 
24 King and Freitas, p. 28. 
25 3.5.5; Regnerus and Uecker, p. 15; David Hadley Jensen, God, Desire, and a Theology of 
Human Sexuality (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013), p. 117. 
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by condemning dating and offering celibacy or married life as the only religiously and 
spiritually sound options for relationships, a serious and terrible danger is created and 
perpetuated for the younger generations: alienation from religion. To offer only the single 
life, to present dating as something to fear and protect oneself from is unrealistic in a 
society where individuals no longer marry at age fifteen. It places young people [and others 
who hold to these views] in a position to reject religion as a viable narrative altogether 
during some of the most difficult and important years of life. Or, at the least, it encourages 
people to separate religion and spirituality from their love and relationships. They place 
their "church on Sundays" in one compartment and their relationships somewhere else, 
and if somehow they do mix, guilt and fear result.26 
 

Moreover, this ‘cognitive dissonance’ has also been observed in practice, both in terms of 

younger adults who ‘rationalise’ their sexual behaviour in premarital relationships, as well 

as those who potentially reject faith because of their inability to reconcile the lack of 

effective Christian teaching, and their sexual desires and behaviours.27 What is needed 

therefore are theologies that really seek to both understand the cultural world of EAs, as 

well as seeking to enable the Scriptures to speak into that cultural world. This thesis 

comes from the perspective that what is needed are positive theologies of sexuality. 

1.1.2 Positive Theologies of Sexuality 

This thesis is not alone in approaching the subject of premarital sexuality from a positive 

perspective: Freitas and King produced their own popular text addressing the issue of 

dating and spirituality;28 Thatcher has written extensively on Christian perspectives of 

sexuality;29 Jensen has produced a constructive theology of desire and human sexuality;30 

and Ind’s influential popular text emphasises the importance of desire, and the meaning of 

sexual activity, alongside a positive Christian sexual ethic.31 As an important 

contemporary subject matter, sexuality is a subject rightly receiving a lot of attention in 

Christian theology. 

 

However, what makes this thesis unique is its particular focus on the Song of Songs, 

alongside its application to the particular cultural horizon of EAs. One of the significant 

 
26 King and Freitas, p. 28. 
27 King and Freitas, p. 28 observe this as ‘cognitive dissonance’; Cognitive dissonance in the area 
of sexuality leading to young people leaving the faith is a known phenomenon, as described in 
Mark Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit: Sex & Religion in the Lives of American Teenagers (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 53-54; also, cognitive dissonance in the form of rationalising 
sexual behaviour is also a known phenomenon among Christians which is discussed more in 3.4.7. 
28 Donna Freitas and Jason King, Save The Date: A Spirituality of Dating, Love, Dinner and the 
Divine (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2003). 
29 Adrian Thatcher, Liberating Sex: A Christian Sexual Theology (London: SPCK, 1993); Thatcher, 
Making Sense of Sex; Adrian Thatcher, Marriage After Modernity: Christian Marriage in 
Postmodern Times, Studies in Theology and Sexuality, 3 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1999); Adrian Thatcher, Living Together and Christian Ethics, New Studies in Christian Ethics, 21 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
30 Jensen, God, Desire, and a Theology of Human Sexuality. 
31 Jo Ind, Memories of Bliss: God, Sex and Us (London: SCM, 2003). 
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realisations of contemporary theology is the influence of platonic thought in the history of 

Christianity, and its effect on the interpretation of biblical texts.32 The Song as a biblical 

text has much to say to a Church that is often seemingly scared of sexuality.33 This thesis 

is thus interested in what its reading of the Song has to say. 

 

Furthermore, this thesis will examine some of the varieties of relational and sexual 

experiences of EAs, bearing in mind that the ways that EAs have relationships continues 

to develop, and that Christians EAs are part of that broader cultural world. In particular, it 

focuses on a variety of heterosexual experience, leaving the scope for other scholars to 

potentially consider the implications for homosexual experience. 

1.2 Philosophical Models to Describe Dating 

1.2.1 The Elevator Model 

This thesis will seek to provide some parameters for a ‘Theology of Dating’ for EAs. But 

how is dating understood here? Rowan and Hallen describe dating as ‘the process of 

exploring, investigating, and gauging the possibility of eventually reaching “commitment” 

with another person’.34 This raises the questions as to what ‘commitment’ might mean, as 

well as how someone ‘explores’, ‘investigates’ and ‘gauges’. In their definition, they argue 

that ‘commitment’ should mean ‘the point at which individuals in their relationship make 

the decision to marry or otherwise make permanent their status as partners, where 

“permanence” is not an absolute’.35 

 

What is particularly useful is Rowan and Hallen’s use of an elevator model to describe this 

progressive form of premarital relationship – they give the analogy of two people (Ann and 

Bob) who are the only people in an elevator, one having asked the other to join them in 

this activity.36 In the cabin they strike up a conversation and start talking. Ann ‘presses the 

button’ to go to the next floor. They talk about family and then work, Ann feeling 

uncomfortable finding out she is ‘sharing an elevator with an accountant’, with Bob 

pressing the button to go to the next floor. They continue the conversation, with Bob 

 
32 Thatcher, Making Sense of Sex, p. 3; Raymond J. Lawrence, The Poisoning of Eros: Sexual 
Values in Conflict (New York, NY: Moore Press, 1989), p. 1, Iain Provan, Ecclesiastes, Song of 
Songs. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011), p. 243. 
33 Dan B Allender and Tremper Longman, God Loves Sex: An Honest Conversation about Sexual 
Desire and Holiness (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2014), p. 14 note the infrequency that the 
Song is preached about in churches, as well as Longman’s experience of being disinvited on one 
occasion from preaching because of his choice of text. 
34 John Rowan and Patricia Hallen, ‘The Dating Elevator: Pushing the Right Buttons and Moving 
from Floor to Floor’, in Dating – Philosophy for Everyone: Flirting with Big Ideas, ed. by Kristie 
Miller and Marlene Clark (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), pp. 49–64 (p. 52). 
35 Rowan and Hallen, p. 52. 
36 Rowan and Hallen, p. 49. 
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continuing to press higher buttons, revealing more and more that makes Ann feel 

uncomfortable, until she presses the button for the ground floor. She apologises, saying 

that she enjoyed the ride, but that she ‘just isn’t over her fear of heights’.37  

 

The model is useful for several reasons for broadly describing monogamous dating 

relationships. Firstly, dating is seen as something that has the potential to be a 

progressive relationship.38 According to Rowan and Hallen’s view, unless the elevator is 

moving, there is the feeling of ‘awkwardness’ in a stalled relationship.39 In dating, people 

move from being total strangers to interacting as a couple, and the progressive 

development of the relationship after that. 

 

Secondly, in the progressive dating elevator, there are different floors. And in a dating 

relationship, there may be different ways of marking progression. It is going to be different 

depending on how people meet, what form of relationship they have when some form of 

romantic/sexual interest is realised by one of them (from none to existing friendship), and 

what is considered appropriate by them as different levels of progression. Floors might 

include meeting, first date, second date, holding hands, telling people that you are a 

couple, various levels of sexual activity, getting engaged, moving in together etc. As will 

be discussed later, there are variety of views and practises amongst EAs as to how sexual 

activities are integrated into a dating relationship. 

 

Thirdly, the model acknowledges that things change in the dating experience – there are 

the physical changes that take place in the world around us, such as the ‘moving, ageing 

and/or transitioning from one stage to another’.40 And there are changes in terms of the 

subjective experience of people, influenced by ‘emotional and psychological realities that 

we construct in our interactions with each other’.41 Dating is thus a dynamic process in 

which social interactions happen and are experienced through these realities. And as 

such, dating relationships are constantly changing.42 

 

Fourthly, the model recognises the importance of preference and relationality, aspects of 

premarital relationships that will be discussed much more below. Preference might be 

seen as the liking of one person (or one person’s characteristics – including personality 

 
37 Rowan and Hallen, p. 49. 
38 The idea of relationship development stages of relationships will be discussed more in 3.4.12. 
39 Rowan and Hallen, p. 54 
40 Rowan and Hallen, p. 50. 
41 Rowan and Hallen, p. 51. 
42 Rowan and Hallen, p. 51. 
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and character) over another in terms of mate selection.43 Ann’s feeling of 

uncomfortableness that Bob is an accountant is her recognising a preference; Bob 

pressing the button to go to the next floor is his failure to recognise the right level of 

relationality between them at that point.  

 

Fifthly, the process of dating is dynamic, in that both participants have the opportunity to 

respond to the changes in their preference and relationality, as these change. This is 

shown in the model by the pressing of buttons to move up or down floors, in response to 

the developing situation. It is a dynamic process in which participants respond to each 

other (and call each other to respond), and depending on how they respond, it forms the 

direction of travel in terms of relationality for both of them. The concept of ‘pushing 

buttons’ and seeking to move to a higher floor is described by them as ‘looking for more 

intimacy’.44 

 

Sixthly, the calling of each to respond shows the importance of communication in the 

dating process – communication enables persons to understand if they are on a date, and 

if they are dating.45 Communication constructs the experience of the reality for 

participants in the elevator, enabling them to realise that they are in an elevator, and it 

opens up the possibility of being able to go up or down the floors.46 But this process also 

involves ‘implicit communication’ between dating participants, interplaying again with 

preference and relationality.47 

 

It follows that there is much that can be observed from the elevator model describing the 

phenomenon of dating. Of course, it does not ‘fit all instances [of dating] commonly 

accepted as such’.48 And as will highlighted later, the variety of options within the cultural 

horizon of EAs includes ways of doing relationships and experiencing sexual activity, that 

 
43 This understanding of preference is based upon the process of ‘mate selection’ as understood 
within psychology. ‘Mate Selection’ is a well-accepted phenomenon within this discipline, that takes 
place in both ‘short-term’ and ‘long-term’ mating (David M. Buss, The Evolution of Desire: 
Strategies of Human Mating, rev. edn (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2003), pp. 6-9). 
Later, this thesis discusses how attraction preferences can include attraction to personality (3.4.10; 
Swami, Attraction Explained, pp. 117-119).  
Importantly, preference can be based on hypothetical ideas of what a potential partner might be 
like (Swami, Attraction Explained, pp. 88-91). But it should be noted that people’s ideas about what 
preferences they may have has the potential to change (or not) through the actual experience of 
getting to know someone (Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 125).  
44 Rowan and Hallen, p. 55. 
45 Rowan and Hallen, pp. 53, 58. 
46 Rowan and Hallen, p. 53. 
47 Rowan and Halen, p. 55. 
48 Rowan and Hallen, p. 51. 
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do not follow conventions of traditional dating and the associated elevator model – for 

example, attempting to start a relationship with sex is one approach that is used by EAs – 

however, the elevator model is one helpful way to describe dating relationships, and this 

will be referred to more later.49 

1.3 The Context of the Researcher 
Before concluding this chapter, Thatcher, considering the work of Rowan Williams, makes 

some pertinent observations about the issue of understanding sex. Thatcher observes 

how sex ‘cannot be separated from the wider issues of gender, and so of power and 

dominance, powerlessness and surrender, vulnerability as well as ecstasy, and often fear, 

comedy and tragedy’ – Williams observes that through this complexity, ‘culture in general 

and religion in particular have devoted enormous energy to the doomed task of getting it 

right’.50 Thatcher notes that ‘not getting sex right … is the key to making sense of it. 

Through our fumblings and our failings, we become wiser’.51 

 

At this point it would be useful to say a little about my personal context as researcher for 

several reasons! Firstly, as sex is a much-debated topic, a brief description of the 

researcher – sex, gender, age, etc. – will enable those engaging with this work to 

understand where the researcher is coming from. Secondly, as will be described shortly, 

this research comes from a researcher who is well aware of his own past failures in the 

areas of premarital relationships, but these failures have raised the interest in the subject 

area, to pursue this research. Thirdly, as this thesis involves a substantial textual study of 

the Song of Songs, it is necessary to know the background of the interpreter, as the 

interpreter is aware of how their own prior assumptions, including their own encounters 

with the biblical text in question, affects their interpretation.52 

 

To briefly describe myself, I am a white, heterosexual thirty-five-year-old cis-gender 

Christian man, married to my wonderful wife Becky for five years. I am also a Christian 

minister, working in rural Anglican ministry in Wales. As a Christian, I seek to honour 

Jesus Christ, aware of my failings, but with hope and trust in his grace. I hold to a view of 

 
49 For a discussion of starting a relationship with sex, see 3.4.16. 
50 Thatcher, Making Sense of Sex, p. 2; Rowan Williams, ‘The Body’s Grace’, in Theology and 
Sexuality: Classic and Contemporary Readings, ed. by Eugene Rogers (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), 
pp. 309–21 (p. 310). 
51 Thatcher, Making Sense of Sex, p. 2. 
52 Zoë Bennett, Using the Bible in Practical Theology: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives, 
Explorations in Practical, Pastoral, and Empirical Theology (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), pp. 20-21; 
Anthony C Thiselton, New Horizons in Hermeneutics: The Theory and Practice of Transforming 
Biblical Reading (London: HarperCollins, 1992), p. 8 observes the importance of acknowledging 
any pre-assimilation of a Biblical text so as not to be ‘trapped within his or her own prior horizons’. 
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equality of gender, and as may become obvious below, I have a high regard for feminist 

hermeneutics. However, I am a man and this will affect my interpretation. 

 

I am also one of the many Christians of my generation damaged by the teachings of a 

British form of Purity Culture from my university Christian Union days – that entailed 

becoming part of a culture which had very tight rules about sexual behaviour, and an 

emphasis on finding a spouse that had not been part of my previous cultural experience.53 

If I did not find the idea of having relationships scary enough before this, the teachings of 

Purity Culture (and perceptions about certainty about if you are going to marry this 

person) made romantic relationships difficult through my twenties. My failings are that 

there were numerous times that I was too scared to ask girls out, that I should have kissed 

and not held back from kissing, that I should have been more honest about my feelings 

and desires.  

 

Furthermore, as a biblical interpreter, I come to the Song having first encountered it in 

Evening Prayer in church as a teenager, and being both amazed, and embarrassed 

hearing a passage from this biblical text. I then returned to this text seriously during my 

theological studies, as part of a fascination with the HS, and then as the principal research 

text for this thesis. 

1.4 The Structure of this Thesis 
To conclude, this brief chapter has highlighted the justification for the need for a Theology 

for Dating, as well as providing a description as to what dating is, and describing the 

context of the research. It also states this thesis’ aim, to present some parameters for a 

future construction of a Theology of Dating amongst EAs. 

 

The ensuing discussion is divided into three sections. Part 1 (Chapters 2 to 4) provides 

the context for the study by considering the contemporary cultural horizon, the Ancient 

Israelite Horizon, as well as methodological questions and interpretive issues about the 

Song. Part 2 (Chapters 5 to 13) provides a detailed exegetical study of selected passages 

from the Song. And Part 3 (Chapters 14 and 15) seeks to apply the study of Section 2 

within the contemporary horizon, presenting some parameters for a future construction of 

a Theology of Dating, as well as discussing some further research opportunities. 

 
53 Purity Culture and its influence in Britain is discussed in 3.4.5. 
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Chapter 2: Methodology and Matters of Discussion 
about the Song of Songs 

2.1 Introduction 
This chapter discusses both the methodology that this thesis will use, as well as key 

matters of discussion about the Songs of Songs. The Song is a unique and brilliant text. It 

is the only text of its kind within the HS. It is a text that, while having similarities in terms of 

characteristics with ANE love poems, there are some important differences, that make it 

unique.54 The Song avoids neat categorisation in terms of genre. This chapter will briefly 

discuss these issues as it considers the matters of authorship, genre and interpretation of 

the Song. Every one of these topics is a matter for debate amongst scholars. And the way 

the Song is interpreted is dependent on these issues.55 

2.2 Issues of Methodology 

2.2.1 Approaching the Song (in Scripture) as Having Something to Say 

As its approach, this thesis seeks to broadly use the approach of Walter Brueggemann 

established in his book ‘Redescribing Reality’.56 As a pastor and academic, Brueggemann 

is concerned with letting the texts of Scripture speak to today’s Church. He argues that the 

process of studying Scripture is the process of ‘redescribing the world, that is, constructing 

it alternatively’.57 The church does this process of ‘redescription’ because the ‘current 

dominant description of reality … does not square with the facts on the ground’.58 The 

next chapter of this thesis seeks to describe in general one perspective of reality by 

looking at the contemporary horizon, being never married EA church members, including 

some of the significant complexities of their experience. In doing so it paints a picture of 

the realities of making sense of sexual desire and the challenges of premarital 

relationships for them.  

 
However, the thesis is interested in following Brueggemann’s lead of redescribing this 

reality in the light of Scripture. Brueggemann observes that scriptural texts redescribe 

 
54 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 51 notes that while, for example, the Egyptian Love Poems are 
dialogical, the lovers do not ‘address and interact with each other’, like they do in the Song; Michael 
V. Fox, The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs (Madison, WI: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1999), pp. 259-65, 280-81. 
55 Iain M. Duguid, The Song of Songs: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament 
Commentaries, 19 (Nottingham: Inter Varsity Press, 2015), p. 20 observes the interdependence of 
these issues for interpretation. 
56 Walter Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality: What We Do When We Read the Bible (London: 
SCM Press, 2009). 
57 Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality, p. 4. 
58 Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality, p. 4. 
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reality in two ways: they redescribe the ‘ancient world in which they were first uttered and 

at the same time they redescribe the world in which we listen’.59 The Song as a text 

certainly redescribes the reality of the ancient world, as it paints a fuller picture, and 

critique, of sexuality with its presence in Scripture. But interpreting the Song also offers a 

redescription of the contemporary world, since it presents a positive perspective on 

sexuality. This redescription will be discussed in the final thesis chapter.  

 
Importantly, Brueggemann notes the importance of the ‘plurality and diversity’ of Scripture, 

and that ‘the big story … is teased out in a plethora of different small narratives, 

prophecies, proverbs, poems and songs in many modes’.60 In other words, the Song is 

one text amongst many in Scripture, and should be seen as such. Nevertheless, the voice 

of the Song as part of the diversity of Scripture should be heard. Furthermore, the 

interpretation presented here, as just one interpretation must be considered in the light of 

other interpretations and texts for the benefit of the church. As Brueggemann notes, ‘all 

interpretation is partial and provisional’.61 This thesis offers an interpretation, seeking to 

provide a redescription of reality. 

 
But what is Brueggemann’s underlying philosophy? He is interested in the ‘transformative 

potential of the text as Scripture’ and so, while being aware of the role of higher criticism 

with its purposes for the academy, he is prepared to ‘move beyond’ to read in such a way 

that seeks to be ‘generative’ and ‘revelatory’.62 Similarly, this thesis reads the Song from a 

linguistically aware form of higher criticism, in the way that it examines discourse in the 

Song.63 However, it reads these and interprets them from the position of post-critical 

naiveté. It recognises the failure of confessionalism in the Church to truly let biblical texts 

speak for themselves.64 In particular, it recognises the lack of attention of much church 

interpretation to the ‘artistic attestations of the Biblical text itself’.65 

 

Furthermore, this thesis recognises Brueggemann’s position as being ‘on the side of the 

progressives’, while noting that ‘liberal Christianity … [has] not much sustained interest in 

the testimony of Scripture itself, for Scripture does not lend itself to any simplistic 

outcome’.66 Thus, like Brueggemann, this thesis is ‘post-foundationalist’ in its 

 
59 Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality, pp. 4-5. 
60 Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality, p. 6. 
61 Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality, p. 14. 
62 Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality, p. 128. 
63 Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality, p. 131. 
64 Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality, p. 16. 
65 Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality, p. 16. 
66 Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality, p. 131. 
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methodology, ‘without being interested in labels’.67 Central to this thesis is the recognition 

that ‘the liberal Christian temptation is to accommodate dominant culture until faith 

despairs. The conservative Christian temptation is to fashion absoluteness that stands 

disconnected from the dominant culture. Neither of these strategies, however, is likely to 

sustain the church in its mission’.68  

2.2.2 Studies of Old Testament Sexuality 

As the focus of this thesis is human sexuality from the perspective of a particular HS text, 

it engages with some key texts about this subject. The most voluminous study in the field 

of Old Testament Sexuality is Davidson’s Flame of Yahweh: Sexuality in the Old 

Testament.69 Davidson’s comprehensive study seeks to provide a ‘wholistic theology of 

sexuality’ through a conservative evangelical study of ‘every passage in the H[ebrew] 

B[ible] dealing with human sexuality in the final (canonical) form of the OT’.70 Importantly, 

in his pursuit, Davidson engages with scholars across the wide field of Old Testament 

studies, and as such, provides an incredibly useful source of reference for those engaging 

in serious study in this area. He also reads the HS in the wider context of ANE cultural 

world, comparing and contrasting Ancient Israel as part of that.71 

 
Davidson starts his study (Section 1) by considering the Creation narratives (Genesis 1 

and 2) and The Fall, noting the high prominence given to sexuality within these early 

chapters of Genesis.72 From these narratives he grapples with the debate about 

Complementarianism and Egalitarianism, discussing the several main interpretations, and 

landing with the position that the Creation narratives do not portray woman as being 

subjugated to man, but nonetheless he sees the words of God in Genesis 3:16 as being a 

judgement in the form of a legal trial, in which God ordains the judgement.73 But key to 

the whole of Davidson’s study is the idea of returning to the pre-Fall garden, and so he 

argues for the aspiration that ‘marriage partners seek to return as much as possible to 

egalitarianism’.74  

 

 
67 Brueggemann, Redescribing Reality, p. 131. 
68 Carolyn J Sharp, ‘Introduction’, in Disruptive Grace: Reflections on God, Scripture, and the 
Church, by Walter Brueggemann, ed. and introduced by Carolyn J Sharp (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2011), pp. 1-9 (p. 8). 
69 Richard Davidson, Flame of Yahweh: Sexuality in the Old Testament (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 2007). 
70 Davidson, p. 2. 
71 Davidson, p. 18. 
72 Davidson, p. 15. 
73 Davidson, pp. 64, 69. 
74 Davidson, pp. 77-78 
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Moreover, Davidson’s most comprehensive discussion about the idea of returning to the 

Garden of Eden is found in his discussion of the Song in Section 3 of his book.75 In this 

respect, he follows scholars such as Trible.76 In Chapter 13, Davidson carries out 

intertextual discussion with the Creation narratives, arguing from his reading that the Song 

affirms heterosexuality, monogamy, equality, sexual wholeness, sexual exclusivity, sexual 

permanence, and sexual intimacy.77 He also firmly draws a line between sexuality and 

divinity, affirming that ‘sexuality belongs to the creation order’ and thus, it is different from 

Mesopotamian creation myths.78  

 
Davidson’s discussion of the Song is very comprehensive and informative, summarising 

the views of so many scholars, and thereby providing a useful springboard for further 

study. However, as Instone-Brewer observes correctly, Davidson himself only provides a 

limited outline of how he interprets what is going on in the Song.79 As Davidson’s work is 

not an extensive exegetical study, the interested commentator is left with questions. 

Importantly, Davidson observes a sense of progression in the Song, which will be 

discussed more shortly.80 He also sees the adjuration passages addressed to the 

Daughters of Jerusalem as having a particular message, that is the importance of 

restraint.81  

 
The middle section of Davidson’s monumental work (Section 2) thematically examines 

different subjects in the area of sexuality, including heterosexuality/homosexuality, 

monogamy/polygamy, elevation/denigration of women, mixed marriages, prostitution, 

adultery and premarital sex, divorce, incest, rape, and procreative sexuality, amongst 

other topics. Davidson’s approach is, for each subject area, to present an interpretation of 

an ‘Edenic’ or ‘Pentateuchal ideal’, and then to argue how certain sexual behaviours fall 

short of this. His work is well informed and a valuable piece of reference scholarship. 

However, there are times that from his conservative reading, Davidson reaches 

conclusions that are divergent from the majority of HS scholars, such as that the HS 

‘consistently teaches monogamy’.82 There are certainly times when in creating this work 

 
75 Davidson, pp. 552-553. 
76 Davidson, p. 522; Phillys Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, Overtures to Biblical 
Theology (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1978). 
77 Davidson, pp. 554-604. 
78 Davidson, p. 555. 
79 David Instone-Brewer, ‘Review Article I: Richard M. Davidson’s Flame of Yahweh: A Theology 
OF Sexuality in the Old Testament’, Andrews University Seminary Studies, 46.2 (2008), 245–50 (p. 
249). 
80 Davidson, p. 617. 
81 Davidson, p. 617; Instone-Brewer, Review Article I, p. 249. 
82 Instone-Brewer, Review Article I, p. 250. 
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that Davidson plays down the variety of unconventional ways that sexuality is portrayed 

within in the HS, bearing in mind its diversity.83 This diversity will be discussed more in 

Chapter 4.  

 

As this study focuses on the Song as its main text, this thesis will now move to discussing 

key matters related to this fascinating text in the HS. 

2.3 Authorship and Linguistic Issues 

2.3.1 Superscription of the Song 

What is important to note is that nothing can be said definitively about the authorship of 

the Song.84 The first verse of the Song provides its title and a superscription, claiming that 

the text is attributed to Solomon.85 The superscription has traditionally been seen as 

indicating Solomonic authorship, or that Solomon is a main character, or both.86 However, 

there are two particular problems from the text itself with Solomon as either author or main 

character. Firstly, at no point is Solomon named as a speaker in the text.87 The text 

presents the words of a Male Lover (ML), a Female Protagonist (FP), and a group of 

women, the Daughters of Jerusalem (DoJ). Solomon is not a speaker indicated by name. 

Secondly, if Solomon is a main character than there are very few references to Solomon 

in the text itself.88 Thirdly, of the very few references to Solomon in the Song, one of them 

is possibly negative in its portrayal of him.89 Thus, there does not seem to be enough 

evidence to suggest Solomonic authorship.  

 
It is much more likely that the text has been attributed to Solomon (as a form of 

pseudepigraphy), to give it significance.90 Bearing in mind that Solomon was ‘legendary’ 

from his time because of his wealth, his wisdom and his women, it is reasonable to argue 

 
83 Instone-Brewer, Review Article I, p. 250. 
84 Roland E. Murphy, The Song of Songs: A Commentary on the Book of Canticles or The Song of 
Songs, Hermeneia (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1990), p. 3; Daniel C Fredericks and Daniel J 
Estes, Ecclesiastes & the Song of Songs (Nottingham: Apollos, 2010), p. 274 makes a similar 
comment. 
85 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 3. 
86 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 3; Duguid, p. 20. 
87 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 3. 
88 Fox, p. 187. 
89 Duguid, p. 36; The main example of this is 8:11-12, in which a comparison is made between the 
FP as the MP’s vineyard and Solomon’s vineyards (possibly being his harem). Such a reading sees 
this behaviour of Solomon as being negative compared to the uniqueness that the ML has found in 
the MP (Exum, p. 260). Duguid, p. 36 makes a comparison with 8:7 that ʾahăbâ cannot be bought 
or sold, something which suggests this may be how Solomon behaves; Fox, p. 187 does not go as 
far as to say that this is a negative portrayal, but sees it as just being a comparison, based upon 
the fame of Solomon. 
90 Ariel Bloch and Chana Bloch, The Song of Songs (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
1998), p. 21; Carey Walsh, Exquisite Desire: Religion, the Erotic, and the Song of Songs 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2000), pp. 4-5. 
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that the text was composed by a brilliantly skilled and unnamed creative artist of another 

time, using his name.91 

 

As well as the claimed connection with Solomon, the first part of the superscription also 

needs to be examined. Here, the Song of Songs is understood in the superlative sense 

meaning that it is the single best song.92 This has the possible implication that what 

follows is being presented by a final author/good final editor as a unified text, being a 

single song.93 This is not to say that this best Song does not have different stanzas in it, 

but these collectively make up one song of all songs.94 

2.3.2 Linguistic arguments for the date of the Song 

As with the book of Job, some scholars propose an early date for the text, while the 

majority argue for it being late (post-exilic).95 The Song does not provide any means of 

dating it from the text itself, since it does not have any clear specific historical clues.96 For 

that reason, the best available method to try to date the Song is linguistic.97  

 
Interpreting the evidence available, this thesis agrees with numerous scholars that a date 

for the Song (at least in the final form) from the Hellenistic Period is not only plausible, but 

also probable.98 Firstly, this can be argued by the large number of Aramaisms in the 

 
91 Fox, pp. 186-187; Bloch and Bloch, p. 22; Duguid, p. 20 correctly observes that the author of the 
Song of Songs was ‘a very skilled artist indeed’. 
92 The scholars the read as the superlative include Davidson, p. 558; Richard S Hess, Song of 
Songs, Baker Commentary on the Old Testament Wisdom and Psalms (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2005), p. 37; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 90; Bloch and Bloch, p. 137; Fredericks and 
Estes, p. 301; F. Scott Spencer, Song of Songs, ed. by Lauress Wilkins Lawrence, Wisdom 
Commentary (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2016), XXV, p. 1; Duane A Garrett, Song of Songs, 
ed. by Paul R House, Word Biblical Commentary (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2004); p. 124; 
Murphy, Song of Songs, p. 120. 
93 Davidson, p. 558; Hess, p. 38; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 91; J. Cheryl Exum, ‘Ten Things Every 
Feminist Should Know about The Song of Songs’, in The Song of Songs: A Feminist Companion to 
the Bible, ed. by Athalya Brenner and Carole R Fontaine (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
2000), pp. 24–35 (p. 29) says that ‘the Song … works as a unity, so well in fact that distinguishing 
different voices and attitudes is not easy and nothing approaching a consensus is in sight. Even 
commentators who see the Song as an anthology tend to read it as though its attitude toward love 
is uniform and the protagonists are the same two people throughout’. 
94 Spencer, p. 1; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 91; Garrett, p. 124. 
95 Marvin H Pope, Song of Songs: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010), p. 27; Murphy, p. 3; Duguid, p. 23. Scholars who argue 
for a post-exilic date include Fox, p. 190 and Bloch and Bloch, p. 23. 
96 Fox, p. 186. 
97 Fox, pp. 186-187; Bloch and Bloch, p. 23. 
98 Bloch and Bloch, pp. 25-27; Fox, p. 190; See David M. Carr, The Formation of the Hebrew Bible: 
A Reconstruction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 455; Gianni Barbiero, Song of Songs: 
A Close Reading, Vetus Testamentum, Supplements (Leiden: Brill, 2011), CXLIV, p. 506; Matthias 
Hopf, ‘The Song of Songs as a Hebrew “Counterweight” to Hellenistic Drama’, Zurich Open 
Repository and Archive, University of Zurich, 2017, 1–16 <https://doi.org/10.5167/uzh-159544> (p. 
11). 
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Song.99 Aramaic very slowly became the main language in Palestine from after the 

exile.100 Thus, the large number of Aramaisms is indicative of a post-exilic date.101 There 

is evidence of Aramaisms in terms of morphology, syntax and use of idiom.102 Secondly, 

the text shows a similarity with Mishnaic Hebrew.103 Thirdly, this is further supported by 

the use of various loan words from other languages such as the Persian word pardēs in 

4:13, and the word ʾappiryôn in 3:9, which may be ‘possibly reflecting [the] Greek 

phoreion.104 Taking together these factors, a Hellenistic date for the Song is 

conceivable.105 

 

Furthermore, suggesting that the Song might be from the Hellenistic period potentially 

explains some of its similarity with Greek literature.106 Bloch and Bloch observe the 

parallels with Theocritus’ pastoral poetry, being written in Alexandria in the third century 

BCE, particularly the similar imagery of the lovers being portrayed as shepherds.107 In 

both the pastoral poems and the Song, the world of the shepherds is imaginary, without 

the harsh experiences of the weather that affect real shepherds.108 Bloch and Bloch 

suggest that Greek Art too might have influenced the descriptions of the Hebrew poet, 

through the portrayal of the nude human body in Hellenistic sculpture, sculpture of the 

human form being forbidden in Jewish Art by the Second Commandment.109 It seems 

plausible that the author of the Song might have been influenced by the literature of the 

Hellenistic world, while being deeply embedded within Jewish culture. 

2.3.3 The Genre of the Unique and Brilliant Song 

The genre of the Song is something that has been much debated over its interpretive 

history. The key question is whether it is some sort of drama or whether it is a form of love 

poetry. Here it is argued that the text is love poetry.110 The two main reasons for arguing 

 
99 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 4; Bloch and Bloch, p. 23 suggests that these examples may be 
evidence of ‘Persian or Greek Origin’; Fox, pp. 187-188; for a detailed discussion, see F. W. 
Dobbs-Allsopp, ‘Late Linguistic Features in the Song of Songs’, in Perspectives on the Song of 
Songs; or Perspektiven Der Hoheliedauslegung, ed. by Anselm C. Hagedorn (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
2005), pp. 25–77, pp. 49-65. 
100 Bloch and Bloch, p. 23. 
101 Dobbs-Allsopp, p. 49. 
102 Bloch and Bloch, p. 23. 
103 Fox, pp. 187-188; Bloch and Bloch, pp. 24-25. 
104 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 4; Bloch and Bloch, p. 24. 
105 Bloch and Bloch, p. 25. 
106 Bloch and Bloch, p. 25. 
107 Bloch and Bloch, p. 25. 
108 Bloch and Bloch, p. 26. 
109 Bloch and Bloch, p. 26. 
110 Pope, p. 192 makes the observation that the majority of scholars see the Song as love poetry. 
Commentators who read in this way include Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 45; Fredericks and 
Estes, p. 286; Tremper Longman, Song of Songs, NICOT (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001), p. 
48; Hess, p. 34; Duguid, p. 25; Exum, Song of Song, p. 33; Bloch and Bloch, p. 3, Garrett, p. 92; G. 
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for this are its theme and poetic technique. However, as will be discussed more below, the 

Song can certainly be described as dramatic.111 

 
The theme of the Song, as discussed throughout the thesis, is the portrayal of a 

passionate relationship between a man and a woman, by means of the verbalisation of 

the speech and the thoughts of these two main characters.112 As a central theme, it is a 

text that portrays the desire and experience of love by means of the senses, which is 

common to this genre of literature.113 In terms of poetic techniques, the Song is a text that 

extensively uses figurative language from beginning to end.114 It is a text that is terse, i.e. 

it uses a small number of words to convey significant meaning.115 It has repeated motifs 

and refrains.116 And it uses techniques that are particular to Hebrew poetry, such as 

parallelism, as well as other techniques.117 The Song is certainly poetry. And as such the 

thesis will treat the text as poetry, recognising the poetic techniques and creative 

masterpiece that the Song is. 

 
However, this is not to say that the Song was not some sort of ‘performance text’ or 

inspired by some sort of ‘performance text’.118 The key question here is ‘what is a 

drama?119’ Reading the Song as drama has been one of the popular ways that it has been 

interpreted (mainly in the modern era, although the origins go back to the early Christian 

era).120 There are a few characteristics that give it a dramatic feel and, some of these 

make it distinct from ANE poetry:121 Firstly, as will be discussed more in 2.3.3 there is 

some sense of ‘narrativity’ in the Song, perhaps better termed ‘quasi’-narrativity.122 

Secondly, unlike love poetry from the ANE, the Song includes sections of dialogue 

between the lovers.123 Fox describes this unique feature of the Song as being a 

 
Lloyd Carr, The Song of Solomon: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament 
Commentaries (Nottingham: InterVarsity Press, 2009), p. 40; Davidson, p. 550. 
111 Bloch and Bloch, p. 16; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 58. 
112 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 41. 
113 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 41. 
114 Hess, p. 29; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 17; Longman, NICOT, p. 12. 
115 Longman, NICOT, p. 9. 
116 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 33 observes how these refrains are seen by some scholars as 
evidence of editing. However, if the Song is seen as a unity, it can be seen as a poetic feature of 
the final form of the Song. 
117 Longman, NICOT, pp. 10-14. 
118 Hopf, p. 2. argues that the Song is a performance text. 
119 Hopf, p.2. 
120 Fredericks and Estes, p. 281. The most recent substantial advocate of this approach is Provan. 
This approach to reading was made popular by Samuel Rolles Driver, An Introduction to the 
Literature of the Old Testament, 9th edn (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1913), p. 443. 
121 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 58, Bloch and Bloch, p. 16. 
122 Davidson, pp. 561, 595 sees the Song in this way and observes it as a ‘quasi-narrative’. He 
discusses the numerous scholars who have recognised the narrative-like characteristics. 
123 Davidson, p. 603; Bloch and Bloch, p. 16. 
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‘remarkable difference’.124 The dialogue plays a key part as a means of interaction 

between the lovers, and it plays an important role in this thesis. Thirdly, the Song has a 

chorus, the DoJ, not dissimilar in form to a ‘Hellenistic choir’.125 While the DoJ are a 

collective character in their own right, they do at times provide commentary as to what is 

being portrayed.126 These three characteristics suggest that the Song is dramatic in form. 

 
Furthermore, common arguments against the Song being a performance text are not 

enough to dismiss seeing it as such. While scholars observe a lack of stage directions, 

stage directions can sometimes be implied by descriptions of movement in the text, and 

stage directions are not necessarily required in texts that might be classed as 

performance texts, especially in a text as a short as the Song.127 While there is very little 

evidence of drama as a genre within Israel, this does not prove definitively that drama did 

not exist, nor does it prove that the Song has not been influenced by drama.128 And while 

there have been different opinions amongst scholars about the number of characters in 

dramatic readings, the differences in opinion does not disprove that the text is dramatic.129  

 

To conclude this discussion, if the Song is Hellenistic, then it is possible that the poet was 

inspired in some way by the literature (potentially including drama) of the Hellenistic 

world.130 As mentioned above, the characteristics of the Song as poetry are sufficiently 

strong to see it as such. But its similarity to performance texts makes it a unique text.131 It 

is a text put together by a highly creative person, that avoids neat categorisation. 

2.3.4 Female Authorship? 

One suggestion that is appreciated by some scholars is the potential for female authorship 

of the text. The main reason is that the voice of the FP is by far the dominant voice in the 

Song, with Brenner suggesting that 53% of the text verbalises the woman’s voice, in 

comparison with 34% of the ML’s voice.132 Female authorship might explain why this text 

 
124 Fox, pp. 315-318. 
125 Hopf, p. 8 discusses this and points out Aristotle’s (Aristotle, Poetics, 1456a) description of a 
Hellenistic Choir. 
126 Hopf, p. 8; Jill M. Munro, Spikenard and Saffron: The Imagery of the Song of Songs, Journal for 
the Study of the Old Testament, 203 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), p. 47 similarly 
observes that the presence of the DoJ in the text makes it potentially dramatic. 
127 Hopf, pp. 3, 7; C.f. Fredericks and Estes, p. 281. 
128 C.f. Fredericks and Estes, p. 281; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 58. 
129 C.f. Fredericks and Estes, p. 282; Tremper Longman, ‘Song of Songs’, in Dictionary for 
Theological Interpretation of the Bible, ed. by Kevin Vanhoozer and others (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Academic, 2005), pp. 758–61 (p. 760); Murphy, p. 58. 
130 Bloch and Bloch, p. 25. 
131 Hopf, p. 11. 
132 Athalya Brenner, The Israelite Woman: Social Role and Literary Type in Biblical Narrative 
(Sheffield: JSOT, 1994), pp. 46-56; Hess, p. 19. 
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is so different in terms of content from other texts in the HS.133 And female authorship is a 

possibility, because the HS reports of women who were able to write, as well as those 

who are portrayed as composing and performing songs in the HS.134  

 

All of the above are good reasons to say the female authorship is a possibility. However, 

the gender of the author (neither male nor female) cannot be evidenced from the style of 

the text or its subject matter, because a man could also have written in the voice of a 

woman.135 Female authorship, like so many details about the Song, is not provable.  

2.3.5 Reading Strategy, Narrative and Progression 

2.3.3 mentioned the issue of ‘narrativity’ of the Song, that will be discussed further, 

alongside a sense of progression in the text.136 Some scholars dismiss any sense of 

narrative in the text as being a contrived reader-response to wanting there to be a 

storyline.137 However, it is a usual phenomenon for contemporary scholars to observe 

some sense of ‘progression or loose narrative development’ in the text, and this 

observation warrants further discussion.138 Davidson, while rejecting ‘full-blown’ dramatic 

readings of the Song, argues confidently for a ‘quasi-narrative’, and this is a fair 

description of how the Song is understood here.139  

 
To discuss this further, it is necessary to consider the ‘reading strategy’ that is used within 

this thesis. The reading strategy that is used is a progressive one, reading from the 

beginning of the Song to the end. It is the way of natural reading. The reader does not 

know the end at the beginning. As Spencer observes, there is nothing ideological about 

reading in this normal fashion; it is the way of ‘let[ting] the drama unfold with fresh 

immediacy, as if experiencing it for the first time’.140 For scholars who have spent a great 

deal of time looking at a text, this can be difficult to do, and it is not wholly possible, 

because one cannot remove oneself from a previous encounter with the text. But a 

‘progressive reading strategy’ means taking the Song one step at a time, and in the 

process to see where the journey leads. It is also the case that reading in this progressive 

way means not ignoring the text that has previously been read (and the speech and action 

 
133 Bloch and Bloch, p. 21. 
134 Hess, p. 19, Duguid, p. 24. 
135 Bloch and Bloch, p. 21; Hess, pp. 19-20; Athalya Brenner, The Song of Songs (Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1989), p. 65; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 65; Spencer, p. xlvii. 
136 Davidson, p. 595. 
137 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 42; Pope, p. 54. 
138 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 42. 
139 Davidson, pp. 561, 595. 
140 Spencer, p. liv. 
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that is portrayed there).141 As will be communicated below and in the commentary section, 

reading in this way has meant, like in Spencer’s experience, that the Song is seen as 

 
a series of broadly connected images, scenes and slides, as in a PowerPoint presentation, 
rather than a more impressionistic, kaleidoscopic flash barrage.142 

 
Reading in this way confirms a sense of ‘choreography’, a sense of ‘the movement … 

moving somewhere, rather than just hoping all over the dance floor’.143 Reading in a 

progressive direction affirms what many scholars recognise as a sense of ‘narrativity’ or 

progression.144 However, there is more to this ‘quasi-narrative’ than specifying which 

reading strategy is being used. Scholars have recognised strong textual reasons for it. 

Firstly, Munro observes the way that poetic images develop throughout the Song, building 

upon their previous uses.145 Secondly, numerous scholars recognise two climatic points in 

the texts (namely 4:16-5:1 as the ‘middle climax’ and 8:5-7 as the ‘final peak’), and these 

create a structural sense of a direction of travel.146 Thirdly, the extent to which the 

portrayal of passion and lovemaking in the second half of the Song is considerably more 

developed than in the first half of the Song.147 And lastly, as will be argued in successive 

discussion, the way that something that is called the Erotic Imperative (EI) is used in the 

Song asserts this progressive development.148 

2.3.6 Synchronic Reading 

The Song is treated throughout this thesis using a synchronic methodology.149 This 

linguistic approach, recognised by Saussure, treats the language of the text as being 

frozen at a particular point in time.150 In other words, the thesis is only really interested in 

 
141 Spencer, p. liv. 
142 Spencer, p. liv. 
143 Spencer, p. lv. 
144 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, rev edn (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2011), p. 187; 
Davidson, p. 595. 
145 Munro, pp. 144-146; Davidson, p. 595. 
146 Ernst R. Wendland, ‘Seeking a Path Through a Forest of Symbols: A Figurative and Structural 
Survey of the Song of Songs’, Journal of Translation and Textlinguistics, 7.2 (1995), 13–59 (pp. 36, 
41) is a key scholar in recognising this; Francis Landy, Paradoxes of Paradise: Identity and 
Difference in the Song of Songs (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2011), p. 51 similarly sees 
these two sections as being ‘the two central foci: the centre and the conclusion’; Davidson, p. 623 
stresses the scholarly support for such a reading. 
147 Davidson, p. 599. 
148 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 5. 
149 For a brief discussion, see John Walton, John Walton, ‘Etymology’, in Dictionary for Theological 
Interpretation of the Bible, ed. by Kevin Vanhoozer and others (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 
2005), pp. 200–202 (p. 200-201). 
150 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. by Roy Harris, Bloomsbury 
Revelations (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), p. 104 contrasts the methods of synchronic 
and diachronic linguistics; Gordon R. Clark, The Word Hesed in the Hebrew Bible, Journal for the 
Study of the Old Testament, 157 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), p. 14 explains how this may be 
applied to biblical studies. 
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the ‘final form’ of the text, in this case the MT as in the BHS.151 It is not concerned about 

whether different sections have been composed by different authors etc. The ‘final form’ of 

the text is what is available and it is upon this that the discussion will be based. However, 

all of this being said, the text ‘works as a unity’ to the extent that it is likely it had a good 

author or good final editor.152  

2.3.7 The Structure of the Song 

The unity and structure of the Song are two strongly interrelated concepts.153 The 

discussion of 2.3.1 and 2.3.3 noted the Song is read here as a unified text of love poetry, 

a performance text, with sections, instead of an anthology of poems.154 Such a unified 

reading observes the Song’s ‘conscious artistic design’.155 It also observes the 

‘consistency of character’.156 

 

It follows that treating the Song as a unity (and not as an anthology) is supported by 

literary studies that determine that the book is a ‘structured whole’.157 Duguid notes that 

some scholars accept a sense of unity identify a common macrostructure of this form: 1:2-

2:7; 2:8-3:5; 3:6-5:1; 5:2-6:3; 6:4-8:4; 8:5-14.158 There are good reasons to recognise this 

macrostructure, mainly through observing the ‘internal borders’ within the text.159 Firstly, 

2:7, 3:5, and 8:4 are all verses that conclude a section with a repeated refrain called the 

‘adjuration passages’, with what follows being significantly different.160 Secondly, 5:1 

ends its section at a climatic point, which contrasts significantly from the setting and 

situation described in 5:2, as well as there being a change in main speaker (from ML to 

FP).161 Thirdly 6:3 ends a section with the second use of the ‘refrain of mutual 

possession’, which is significantly different from the setting of 6:4, as well as a change in 

main speaker (from FP to ML).162 Together, these textual features provide a well 

substantiated macrostructure for the Song.   

 

 
151 Clark, p. 14. 
152 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 35; Fox, p. 220. 
153 Fredericks and Estes, p. 291. 
154 At the most extreme end, Franz Landsberger, ‘Poetic Units within the Song of Songs’, Journal 
of Biblical Literature, 73.4 (1954), 203–16, (pp. 215-216) sees the Song as being a collection of 
very short poems. 
155 Exum, p. 34. 
156 Garrett, p. 30; Bergant, p. xv. 
157 See discussion in Hess, p. 30. 
158 Duguid, p. 53. This macrostructure for the Song is observed by Exum, p. 38, Bergant, p. xv, 
Hess, pp. 35-36 and Carr, The Song of Solomon, pp. 73-74. 
159 Wendland, p. 39 uses this quoted term; Fredericks and Estes, p. 291. 
160 Hess, p. 81; Bergant, p. 26; Carr, pp. 101, 115, 183; Duguid, p. 53. 
161 Duguid, p. 123; Hess, p. 165. 
162 Duguid, p. 123; Exum, p. 212 observe the significance of the change in speaker. 
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Some scholars argue that the whole Song has a chiastic structure.163 While this might 

produce some fascinating results, Estes makes the pertinent comment that there is a 

great deal of difference between how different scholars discern as to how the chiasm is 

formed.164 To put it another way, if there was a chiastic structure to the Song, then surely 

there would be more consistency amongst scholars as to the structure of this chiasm.165  

2.4 Key Interpretive Matters 

2.4.1 Literal or Allegorical Interpretation, and the Inclusion in the Canon 

The discussion will now move to some key interpretive matters. One of the main issues in 

the history of the interpretation of the Song is whether it should be read in an allegorical or 

literal sense – should the relationship between the lovers in the Song be seen 

straightforwardly as a text that portrays two lovers or as symbolising something other than 

this ‘surface’ reading? Because there is no hermeneutical key, it is not possible to dismiss 

either interpretation.166 And it is not possible to prove what the author was intending by 

writing the Song, and what they thought of the text. However, this thesis reads it as a 

literal interpretation, and as the ‘natural’ reading this is an acceptable way of reading the 

text.  

 

However, in the pre-critical Christian history of interpretation of the Song, the allegorical 

reading was the expected norm. In fact, the Council of Constantinople (550CE) banned 

the literal interpretation of the Song, making the allegorical reading the only acceptable 

reading.167 The Neoplatonic emphasis of early Christian interpreters like Origen, with their 

focus on the soul and on the elimination of the body meant that, as far as they were 

concerned, the allegorical interpretation was the only possible interpretation.168 But the 

 
163 C.f. Garrett, pp. 30-35; Davidson, p. 559. 
164 Fredericks and Estes, p. 292. 
165 Fredericks and Estes, p. 291. 
166 While it is not possible to dismiss either interpretation, a few scholars make some pertinent 
observations of as to why the literal reading is most reasonable. See Longman, ‘Song of Songs’, in 
Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, p. 760; John Goldingay, Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, Old Testament for Everyone, p. 244. 
167 Provan, p. 238. 
168 Longman, NICOT, pp. 29-30 makes this observation, as does William E. Phipps, ‘The Plight of 
the Song of Songs’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 42.1 (1974), 82–100 (p. 88), 
who says that ‘Origen introduced Plato’s interpretation of love into Christianity by means of his 
Song of Songs allegory’, noting how Plato held the view of ‘opposing earthly and heavenly loves’. 
Kevin L. Flannery, ‘Plato and Platonism’, in The Oxford Companion to Christian Thought: 
Intellectual, Spiritual and Moral Horizons of Christianity, ed. by Adrian Hastings, Alistair Mason, and 
Hugh Pyper (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 542–44 (p. 544) notes that ‘it is difficult to 
deny that an excessively dualistic conception of humanity can lead to the overheated sort of 
ascetism in which the body is regarded as evil’.  
 
Andreas Graeser, ‘Platonism’, in The Encyclopedia of Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 



25 
 

critical study of the Bible, as well as discovery of comparable ANE texts resulted in the 

literal reading becoming largely the accepted norm within the scholarly world.169  

 

A related matter is why is such a text is included in the Canon of Scripture. Was it 

included because of its significance as a love poem being read in a literal way?170 Or was 

it included because of its allegorical reading? Or was it included for some other reason, 

such as the attribution of the text to Solomon?171 The fact of the matter is that there is no 

evidence that it makes it clear why it was included.172 The Mishnah suggests that the 

book was deemed controversial, along with Ecclesiastes, at the time of Jewish discussion 

about the Canon.173 Rabi Aqiba famously added to this discussion, saying that  

 
no man in Israel ever disputed about the Song of Songs that it does not render the hands 
unclean, for all the ages are not worth the day on which the Songs of Songs was given to 
Israel; for all of the writings are Holy, but the Song of Songs is the Holy of Holies.174 

 
Another quote from Aqiba emphasises that his reading of the Song was allegorical, since 

he says that that the Song should not be ‘sung in taverns’, indicating his probable criticism 

of its literal interpretation.175 It suggests that he knew that the literal interpretation was a 

common one, or at least recognised that it could be read in this way.176 

 
2005), iv, 233–39 (p. 237) notes that Origen was part of the early development of ‘Christian 
Platonism’. Furthermore, Phipps, p. 87 discusses the ten-volume commentary that Origen wrote on 
the Song, including a warning that he gives to readers in the prologue to his homilies, that 
‘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 should refrain completely from reading this little book and the things 
that will be said about it’ (Quotation from Origen, The Song of Songs: Commentaries and Homilies, 
trans. by R. P. Lawson (New York, NY: Newman Press, 1956) , p. 23). Origen’s influenced by 
platonic thought is also supported by him saying in his commentary that ‘there is a love of the flesh 
which comes from Satan, and there is also another love, belonging to the Spirit, which has its 
origins in God; and nobody can be possessed by the two loves. … If you have despised all bodily 
things … then you can acquire spiritual love’ (Quotation from Origen, p. 270; Homily 1; Discussed 
in Phipps, p. 88). Phipps, p. 87 also notes that when Origen was young he castrated himself in 
response to Jesus’ instruction to cut off members that cause one to sin (Matthew 5:30). 
169 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 75; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 42; and Longman, NICOT, p. 37. 
Longman, p. 23 notes that the allegorical interpretation is regaining some popularity within certain 
circles. 
170 Longman, NICOT, p. 58. 
171 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 5; Longman, NICOT, p. 58 notes that other texts that have a 
Solomonic attribution are not in the Canon of the HS. 
172 Longman, NICOT, p. 58; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 5 observes the lack of certainty on this 
matter. 
173 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 6. 
174 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 6. 
175 Alicia Ostriker, ‘A Holy of Holies’, in The Song of Songs: A Feminist Companion to the Bible, ed. 
by Athalya Brenner and Carole R Fontaine (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), pp. 36–54, 
p. 38; Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, p. 545 similarly observes that Aqiba probably saw the Song in 
an allegorical way. 
176 Katharine J. Dell, The Solomonic Corpus of ‘Wisdom’ and Its Influence (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2020), p. 14 makes the point that allergisation might have been the result of 
canonisation, but not the reason for it. 
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Perhaps the better approach than speculating why it is included in Scripture is to ask what 

would it mean if it was not there?177 As the key biblical text that presents human sexuality 

in a positive light, to not have this included in the Canon would be travesty, and it would 

mean that what was left would be primarily negative portrayals of sexuality in the HS.178 

But its inclusion in the HS means something remarkably important; it effectively 

‘“canonize[s]” human love’.179 

2.4.2 Who are the Characters in the Song? 

The Song is a text with two main characters, referred to throughout this thesis as the ML 

and the FP. They are recognisable in the text, as speakers that describe and address one 

another.180 The FP is the main speaker in the Song, and, as Exum observes, ‘there is no 

other female character in the Bible that we get to know so well through her intimate and 

innermost thoughts and feelings’.181 Much more will be discussed about the FP through 

the commentary sections below. 

 
The reader of the Song learns about the ML through the description of the FP, as well as 

his words and actions.182 In her opening description of him, she refers to him as king (1:4) 

which has resulted in many making the interpretive decision to see him as King 

Solomon.183 However, a few verses later (1:7), she also addresses him as a shepherd. 

This has led some interpreters to read a third character, another lover, into the text, since 

it was not seen possible that a king could also be a shepherd.184 There are problems with 

a three character reading of the Song, the main one being that it is unclear which male 

character is being referred to or speaking at any one point, and the whole reading 

becomes arbitrary.185 Instead, as the Song is poetry, in this thesis, the descriptions of the 

king and shepherd are seen as being figurative imagery.186 They are neither Solomon, nor 

a king or shepherd in a literal sense, but imagery used to refer to the one ML.  

 

 
177 Longman, NICOT, p. 61. 
178 Longman, NICOT, p. 59. 
179 Peter Chave, ‘Towards a Not Too Rosy Picture of the Song of Songs’, Feminist Theology, 6.18 
(1998), 41–53 (p. 42). 
180 Longman, NICOT, p. 15. 
181 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 25. 
182 Longman, NICOT, p. 15. 
183 For contemporary commentators who name the ML as Solomon, see Davidson, p. 568, 
Fredericks and Estes, p. 300 and A. Boyd Luter, Song of Songs, ed. by H. Wayne House and 
William Barrick, Evangelical Exegetical Commentary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2013), 1:2. 
184 Longman, NICOT, p. 16. 
185 Longman, ‘Song of Songs’, in Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, p. 760; 
Exum, Song of Songs, p. 79. 
186 Longman, NICOT, p. 16; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 95; Spencer, p. 6. 
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There are a few other things that can be observed about the lovers in the Song. Firstly, as 

will be discussed more below, there are good arguments to say that the lovers remain 

unmarried throughout the course of the Song.187 This makes them very appropriate for the 

discussion in this thesis with its focus on premarital relationships. Secondly, the text gives 

the impression that the main characters are young.188 This is made explicit by the main 

characters in their description of one another in 2:3-4189. And Spencer also suggests that 

the vibrancy of the passion expressed by the main characters demonstrates this.190  

 

Furthermore, this unspecific naming of the two main characters means that they in effect 

represent all lovers.191 They are ‘archetypal lovers’, and while the Song is created within a 

particular culture, their experience is in many ways ageless.192 It is this important 

characteristic that makes the Song a relevant text across the ages. But it also means that 

the implications of their relationship can speak into the contemporary horizon.  

 
Before moving on from discussing the characters, there is one final group to be discussed. 

The Song also has a chorus, the DoJ, who interact at various points with the FP. They act 

as internal audience for the Song.193 And they (as a collective) are the only other speaker 

in the Song.194 They perform various roles, including: learners from the FP;195 

‘cheerleaders’ to the lovers in their lovemaking;196 active supporters, by being called to 

find the ML when he goes missing;197 and friends who question whether he is the right 

man for her.198 They play an important supportive role in the Song. 

 
187 Numerous contemporary commentators argue for this. They include Goldingay, Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 226; Bloch and Bloch, p. 175; Exum, Song of 
Songs, p. 68; Brenner, The Song of Songs, p. 14; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 93; Spencer, p. 
66. 
188 Exum, Song of Songs p. 9; Spencer, p. xlv refers to the lovers as being young. 
189 In 2:2 the FP is described as being among bānôt, which is a word used for a ‘young girl’; Chrys 
C. Caragounis, ‘bat’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. 
by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), I, 779–81 (p. 779). In 2:3 the ML is 
described as being among bānîm, which is used for ‘sons’, but is understood to mean younger 
men; See Pope, p. 372. 
190 Spencer, p. xlv. 
191 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 8; Murphy, Song of Songs, p. 5. 
192 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 8. 
193 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 57. 
194 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 182. 
195 Munro, p. 147; Allender and Longman, p. 22; Fredericks and Estes, p. 273; Kenton L. Sparks, 
‘The Song of Songs: Wisdom for Young Jewish Women’, Catholic Biblical Quarterly, 70.2 (2008), 
277–99. 
196 5:1; Allender and Longman, p. 19. 
197 5:8; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 84. 
198 This is implied by the question asked in 5:9. See discussion in 10.4.2. Bergant, The Song of 
Songs, p. 68; Othmar Keel, The Song of songs, Continental Commentaries (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 1994), p. 198; Spencer, p. 138. 
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2.4.3 Why the Lovers in the Song are not Married, and Procreation is not an Explicit 
Theme 

This thesis affirms an established view that the lovers in the Song are not portrayed as 

being married in the text.199 This is because the text does not really give much attention to 

either marriage or procreation. It is something that is not much on their horizon. Sexual 

desire is certainly on their horizon. But the evidence in the text for framing this within the 

context of marriage and procreation does not seem to be sufficient.200 However, the focus 

in the HS more generally on marriage means that seeing marriage as an ultimate outcome 

for the lovers, them being ‘on the way to marriage’, is a reasonable argument to make.201 

 

The two allusions to procreation in the Song are found in 3:4 and 8:5, both of which are 

unusual, and seem to be about the place of conception of by her mother and by his 

mother respectively. The commentary will highlight how these allusions in their contexts 

emphasise that these places were places where intercourse took place, the emphasis 

being on sexual desire, without an emphasis on the procreative outcome aspect.202 

Davidson is right to observe that ‘in the Song the procreative function of sexuality is 

conspicuous by its absence’.203 At no time do the lovers ‘even muse about the children 

they will have together’.204 In the Song ‘Eros does not need justification in order to be. 

Eros is “a given” of creation’.205  

 

Similarly, the only reference to a wedding in the text is 3:6-11, being a description by the 

FP to the DoJ of the appearance of Solomon on his wedding day. Scholars who interpret 

Solomon as one of the lovers in the Song take this to be a reference to them getting 

married.206 But the critical problems with this reading are that this passage neither gives 

any reference to a form of relationship between Solomon and the FP as speaker, nor does 

 
199 Commentators who hold this position include André LaCocque, Romance, She Wrote: A 
Hermeneutical Essay on Song of Songs (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1998), pp. 7-8; 
Keel, p. 32; Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 226; Bloch and 
Bloch, p. 175; Exum, Song of Songs, pp. 25, 68; Brenner, The Song of Songs, p. 14; Bergant, The 
Song of Songs, p. 93; Spencer, p. 66; Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p. 162. 
200 Davidson, p. 618 argues that culturally, sexual behaviour could only happen within marriage, 
but this is not supported by substantial marital or procreative imagery in the Song; Bloch and Bloch, 
p. 12 notes that the laws surrounding sexuality (to be discussed more in Chapter 4) do not actually 
indicate how people behaved; they also note that ‘sex between unmarried people, though hardly 
approved is, is not considered a flagrant transgression like incest and adultery’. 
201 Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, pp. 226-227. 
202 8.4.1; 12.3.1. 
203 Davidson, p. 604. 
204 This quote is from Fox, p. 309; Davidson, p. 605. 
205 This quote is from LaCocque, p. 49; Davidson, p. 605; Pope, p. 182 also observes that This 
lack of emphasis on the fecundity of the FP – something that is found in Ruth 4:11 – also supports 
the argument that the Song is not about marriage. 
206 Davidson, p. 596; Luter, 3:6; Fredericks and Estes, p. 341; Duguid, p. 104. 
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it portray any explicit verbalisation of desire or emotion or her part, as she often does 

throughout the Song. She is not portrayed as a bride awaiting the arrival of her husband, 

but as an observer of a great royal event.207 One might imply that the FP is excited at the 

appearance of Solomon by her calling of the DoJ to see this great event, but there is no 

indication about any desiring or emotional attachment to Solomon.208 He is not the lover in 

this scene, and she is not his. It seems more likely, as Goldingay and Exum suggest, that 

this passage could be seen as a possible ‘anticipation of their own wedding day’.209 It is 

as if the FP is hinting about something that she hopes might happen one day.  

 

Furthermore, there are other reasons why the lovers are portrayed as being not married in 

the Song. Firstly, they are not portrayed as being able to be ‘together all of the time’.210 

This is further suggested by the comings and goings of the ML, and that they do not live in 

the same house.211 Secondly, at a late stage in the Song, the FP expresses her wishes to 

kiss the ML in public, but the implication is that this would be culturally unacceptable, 

suggesting that they are unmarried.212 

 

Moreover, some scholars argue that the use of the ML calling the FP kallâ (bride) in a few 

cases suggests that the lovers are married.213 But this should simply be seen as being 

figurative, poetic language, being the language of endearment.214 A good reason for this 

is that kallâ is used four of the six times alongside the noun ʾăḥōtî with a first-person 

pronominal suffix (my sister).215 However, the reference to sister does not need to be 

taken as meaning that he is having an incestuous relationship.216 Thus, similarly, the 

 
207 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 140 note that she is portrayed as observing a great event. 
208 This calling of the DoJ by the FP to see the arrival of Solomon is portrayed in 3:11 by two 
imperatives (listed in Appendix 2). 
209 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 141; Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for 
Everyone, p. 234. 
210 Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, pp. 225, 230, 234, 237, 
249, 250. 
211 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 26 observes the repetition of the comings and goings. Goldingay, 
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 230; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 
59 both imply different houses. 
212 11.3.6. 
213 4:8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 5:1 
214 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 156; Robin Wakely, ‘kallâ’, in New International Dictionary of 
Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan), II, 644–52 (p. 645); J. Conrad, ‘kallâ’, in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 
ed. by Johannes Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren, and Heinz-Josef Fabry, trans. by David E. Green 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), VII, 166–67.; Brenner, Song of Songs, p. 27; Bloch and 
Bloch, p. 175; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 169; Spencer, p. 101. 
215 4:9, 10, 12, 5:1. 
216 Longman, NICOT, p. 151; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 156; Pope, p. 480. Fox, xii-xiii and 
Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 52 notes how ‘sister’ is used as a term of endearment in Egyptian 
love poetry. 
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references to bride do not need to be taken in a literal sense.217 This makes most sense 

of a text in which there is very little ‘nuptial imagery’ at all.218 

2.5.1 Linguistic Issues 

2.5.1 Different Words for Love in the Song 

One important interpretative issue for reading the Song is how to interpret the different 

words for ‘love’ that are used in Hebrew. Depending on how these words are understood 

can produce very different interpretations, shown by the allegorical and literal readings.219 

The problem is made more complex because of the relatively small corpus of texts that 

are available in Hebrew in comparison with other languages, e.g., Latin and Greek. In 

other ancient languages there are many more examples of the erotic use of language than 

there are in biblical Hebrew.220 However, the author of the Song knew what they wanted 

to express. It is argued here that the Song is a deeply erotic text, expressing sexual desire 

and erotic love.221 How this is expressed in passages more generally will be discussed in 

Chapter 5. But part of this discussion focuses on the different words for ‘love’ that will be 

discussed here. The key word groups for love that are used in the Song are the ʾhb word 

group, the dôdî word group and the rʿyh word group.222  

2.5.2 The ʾhb Word Group 

The ʾhb word group when used for human-to-human interactions is one that covers a 

whole plethora of different meanings, from friendship to loyalty, as well as erotic 

meanings, such as ‘passionate, sexual love’, as well as being a word for ‘marital 

relations’.223 Words that make up part of this group in the Song include the feminine 

singular noun ʾahăbâ, the third person plural verb ʾăhēbû and the third person feminine 

singular verb ʾāhăbâ.224 

 

 
217 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p, 52; Spencer, p. 102. 
218 Spencer, p. 102. 
219 Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 244. 
220 For example, the lupanar (brothel) in Pompeii has graffiti which provides examples of the use of 
language for sexual experience. See Amanda M Devitt, ‘Sites of The Sex Trade: Spatial Analysis 
and Prostitution at Pompeii’ (unpublished MA Thesis, McMaster University, 2014), pp. 48-59. 
221 Victor Karandashev, Cross-Cultural Perspectives on the Experience and Expression of Love 
(Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 2019), pp. 253-255 discusses the cross-cultural psychological 
understanding of these phenomena. 
222 Carr, The Song of Solomon, pp. 65-71. 
223 Carr, The Song of Solomon, p. 67. 
224 Feminine singular noun (2:4, 2:5, 2:7 with a definite article, 3:5 with a definite article, 3:10, 5:8, 
7:6[EN], 8:4 with definite article, 8:6, 8:7 (twice both) with a definite article)); third person plural verb 
(1:3,1:4); third person feminine singular verb (1:7, 3:1, 3:2, 3:3, 3:4). 
18 of the 251 uses of words from this word group are found in the Song; 
Ernst Jenni and Claus Westermann, ‘ʾhb’, in Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1997), pp. 45–53 (p. 46). 
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In the context of the erotic text of the Song, the reading here is to see the word group in 

an erotic sense referring to desire and erotic love.225 There are two critical reasons for 

this. Firstly, as will be discussed in the succeeding commentary, passages in which words 

from this word group are found are erotic contexts, indicating that an erotic meaning is 

most appropriate. Secondly, the potential to read the ʾhb word group in an erotic way is 

supported by its use in other texts of the HS. Quell and Wallis argue that the ‘original use 

of the concept of ʾahab belong to the realms of sexual love, of physical desire, of lust and 

even of sensual pleasure’, and Wallis argues that the Song ‘praises the rapturous 

experience of sexual love as a motivating power that is plainly supernatural’.226 One texts 

which emphasises the sexual meaning of the ʾhb word group is Amnon’s rape of Tamar (2 

Samuel 13:1-22), in which Amnon ʾhb Tamar.227 The same could potentially be said of 

Solomon’s ʾhb for his many wives.228 But the sexual understanding (in terms of desire) of 

the word group ʾhb could certainly be applied to various texts in the Pentateuch.229 It is a 

word that has significant sexual meanings, and these support reading the ʾhb word group 

in the Song as having a sexual meaning. 

 

Moreover, one scholar has suggested that in some of these wider contexts of the HS, 

instead of reading the ʾhb word group as referring to erotic-emotive semantic meanings of 

heterosexual love, that they should instead be understood more broadly to mean 

‘experiencing and desiring love in all-encompassing or more general sense’.230 With the 

many potential understandings of the ʾhb word group this is certainly potentially arguable. 

But in passages that portray heterosexual love relationships in the HS, the potential 

 
225 Gerhard Wallis, ‘ʾāhabh’, in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, ed. by Johannes 
Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974), I, 99–118 (p. 108); 
Gottfried Quell, ‘Agapao, Agape, Agapetos’, in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. by 
Gerhard Kittel (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964), I, 21–55 (p. 24) gives the example of Song 8:6 
as being ‘the most forceful expression of the passion of love’. 
Some scholars who include readings of words within the ʾhb word group in this way, though who 
are not explicit about generalising, include Bloch and Bloch, p. 138; Hess, p. 52; while not explicit 
about the Hebrew, this erotic understanding is implied by Walsh, p. 20.  
For discussion about the use of ʾahăbâ in the adjuration passages, being those with definite 
articles (2:7, 3:5 and 8:4), see 13.2.2. 
The feminine singular verbs are used as an epithet for the ML by the FP. She is potentially 
expressing her desire for him by this term. See Hess, p. 59, Exum, Song of Songs, p. 106. In 
particular, see Longman, NICOT, p. 129, who says that by using this epithet, ‘he is named by her 
desire’. 
226 Wallis, pp. 107, 108. 
227 H. G. L. Peels, ‘qānāʾ’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), III, 937–40 (p. 293). 
228 Jenni and Westermann, p. 47. 
229 E.g., Genesis 24:67, 29:16-18, 34:3; P. J. J. S. Els, ‘ʾāhab’, in New International Dictionary of 
Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 1997), I, 277–99 (p. 291). 
230 Els, ʾāhab, p. 291. 
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sexual element (include desire and attraction) should not be ignored or discounted in 

terms of determining meaning, even if words from the ʾhb word group are interpreted to 

have a more general meaning for love. The sex element of sexuality cannot be ignored. 

 

But what form of erotic meaning is expressed by the use of the ʾhb word group in the 

Song? In her commentary, Walsh presents a reading that sees the Song as a text that 

focuses on the ‘expression of desire between the lovers’.231 This makes excellent sense 

of a highly erotic text and this thesis similarly sees this as being the primary understanding 

of the ʾhb word group in the Song.232 Unlike Walsh, as will become clear in this thesis’ 

commentary discussion, it does not assume that the portrayal of desire is never 

consummated in the Song.233 But it makes excellent sense to see the ʾhb word group in 

the Song as being associated with sexual desire. 

2.5.3 The dôdî Word Group 

It was stated above how words of the ʾhb word group are used to express sexual desire 

within the context of the Song. This erotic understanding is also very much supported by 

examining the dôdî word group. There are forty words of this word group from the Song. 

Thirty-four of these are nouns of masculine singular form, and so they refer as an epithet 

to the ML.234 The other six, as masculine plural nouns, demonstrate the erotic nature of 

the Song as a whole.235 The most usual way to interpret these masculine plural nouns in 

the Song is that they refer to physical acts of ‘lovemaking’.236 Unfortunately, many English 

Bible translations avoid making the erotic understanding of dôdîm explicit, by instead 

translating it as love in an abstract sense, which is misleading.237 But this is neither the 

usual way that the plural form of dôdîm is understood in the HS, nor does it fairly 

represent the erotic nature of the text, recognised by the many commentators who 

translate it as lovemaking. 

 
231 Walsh, p. 162; See also Hess, p. 32. 
232 Hess, p, 32 and Spencer, pp. 193-194 note the particular value of Walsh’s desire reading of the 
Song. 
233 Walsh, p. 162. 
234 1:13; 1:14; 1:16; 2:3; 2:8, 2:9; 2:10; 2:16; 2:17; 4:16; 5:2; 5:4; 5:5; 5:6 (twice); 5:8; 5:9 [four 
times]; 5:10; 5:16; 6:1 [twice]; 6:2; 6:3 [twice]; 7:9[EN]; 7:10[EN]; 7:11[EN]; 7:13; 8:5; 8:14. 
235 1:2; 1:4; 4:10 [twice]; 5:1; 7:12[EN]. 
236 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 125 makes the distinction that the plural form (dôdîm) 
throughout the Song refers to ‘expressions of love’. Scholars who affirm this include Carr, The 
Song of Solomon, p. 141; Hess, p. 115; Fox, p. 97; Bloch and Bloch, p. 137; Duguid, p. 79; Keel, p. 
44, Luter, 1:2; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 8; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 93; Spencer, p. 7. The 
lovemaking reading is implied by Michael D Goulder, The Song of Fourteen Songs (Sheffield: 
JSOT Press, 1986), p. 10; Walsh, p. 72.  
Contra Pope, p. 508, who understands the plural noun as referring to an abstract, instead of 
concrete, meaning. 
237 E.g., NRSV; ESV, AV, NEB, JB. Bloch and Bloch, p. 137 observes the ‘evasive’ nature of 
translations of this word in most Bible translations. 
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This understanding of the masculine plural form of dôdîm is also supported by other 

passages from the HS.238 Proverbs 7:18 is a reference to love as something that is 

experienced until morning, indicating that it is an activity;239 Ezekiel 16:8 refers to ‘the age 

for love’, suggesting that the subject is of an age ‘of sexual maturity’;240 and Ezekiel 23:17 

refers to a ‘bed of lovemaking’.241 

 

Naturally, a term like lovemaking in a poetic text has some level of ambiguity associated 

with it, potentially including a whole number of sexual activities. It is not a strict technical 

definition like ‘vaginal sexual intercourse’, but instead could include activities such as 

‘kisses, caresses, as well as intercourse’.242 Thus, in many contexts, the reader is left to 

their own interpretation of what contextual sexual activity is being referred to in the various 

passages in the Song, it often being far from clear. The interpretive ambiguity of this word, 

a word that is celebrated (1:4), in a text that celebrates sexual love, allows a generosity 

and openness as to what is being expressed in different sections. 

2.5.4 The rʿyh Word Group 

The final word group for ‘love’ that is used in the Song is the rʿyh word group, almost 

always as a feminine singular noun with a possessive pronominal suffix, which is used by 

the ML to refer to the FP.243 It is a word that is only found in this feminine singular form in 

the Song in the HS.244 At one significant point in the text, the FP speaks of the ML as a 

rēʿî, which deserves specific attention below.245 

 

Moreover, the masculine singular form of the noun is found in contexts which suggest 

companionship, as well as sometimes having a sexual connotation.246 Hosea 3:1 is one 

example of this sexual connotation.247 With these multiple senses of friendship being 

 
238 DCH, Vol. 2, p. 423 lists the plural noun (when referring to ‘love) is found in Ezekiel 16:8, 23:17 
and Proverbs 7:18. 
239 Hess, pp. 115-116, 
240 Garrett, p. 128. 
241 Davidson, p. 314. 
242 Bloch and Bloch, p. 137. Fredericks and Estes, p. 305 notes that Keel, p. 44 tries to be too 
specific about the meaning of this plural noun, saying that it refers to ‘foreplay and sexual 
intercourse’. While these are certainly included as potential meanings of the noun, the noun is 
ambiguous enough to allow the expression of a whole scope of sexual activity. Bloch and Bloch, p 
137 are closer to the mark by describing the plural noun as a ‘comprehensive term for lovemaking’. 
243 The feminine singular noun is used in 1:9, 15; 2:2, 10, 13; 4:1, 7; 5:2; 6:4. BDB, p. 946. Carr, 
The Song of Solomon, p. 69; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 131; 
244 Murphy, The Songs of Songs, p. 131; DCH, Vol. 7, p. 526. 
245 5:16; 10.4.3 for detailed discussion; DCH, Vol. 7, p. 511. 
246 DCH, Vol. 7, p. 509. 
247 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 131; DCH, Vol. 7, p. 510. 
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expressed here, Keel is right to suggest that for the feminine singular noun unique to the 

Song, ‘even though the term ‘girlfriend’ sounds all too modern, the etymology, linguistic 

use, and history of translation would justify its use’.248  

2.6 Other Comments on the Song 
There are a few short comments that will be briefly made about the Song which will help 

clarify to what follows in the commentary section below. Firstly, the MT version does not 

cause many problems and does not need many emendations.249 Thus, the very few 

emendations that are made are discussed as textual notes. Secondly, BHS is the version 

of the MT that is used here.250 Thirdly, both translation and textual notes are found in the 

footnotes. Fourthly, this thesis uses SBL style for transliteration (academic style).251 To 

conclude, this chapter has discussed some of the key interpretative issues regarding the 

Song, noting its uniqueness and its significance as part of the Canon of Scripture. Aspects 

of how sexuality is portrayed more generally in the HS will be returned to in Chapter 4. 

 
248 Keel, p. 58; George M. Landes, Building Your Biblical Hebrew Vocabulary: Learning Words by 
Frequency and Cognate, Resources for Biblical Study (Atlanta: GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 
2001), XLI, p.136 similarly supports ‘girl-friend’ as a way of understanding this noun. 
249 Hess, p. 21. 
250 Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia: With Werkgroep Informatica, Vrije Universiteit Morphology; 
Bible. O.T. Hebrew. Werkgroep Informatica, Vrije Universiteit. (Logos Bible Software, 2006). 
251 The SBL Handbook of Style: For Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical, and Early Christian Studies, 
ed. by Patrick H. Alexander and others (Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson Publishers, 1999), pp. 26-27. 
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Chapter 3: The Contemporary Cultural Horizon 

3.1 Introduction 
This chapter paints a picture of the Contemporary Cultural Horizon, being the cultural 

world in which people (including Christians) are influenced in their decision making about 

premarital relationships. It will begin by defining the particular context that is being used to 

bound the contemporary horizon, since otherwise the cultural context will be too broad. 

Then it will provide some historical and social structural context of the background of the 

cultural horizon. Then, the chapter will discuss a variety of relationships and sexual scripts 

about forms of premarital relationship that exist within that contemporary horizon. And 

lastly, some of the experiences of these scripts will be considered alongside the questions 

raised for a Theology of Dating. 

3.2 Defining the Context of the Contemporary Horizon 
Since people’s cultural perspective is affected by factors such as age, gender, where they 

live, their religion, social class, family life, their politics etc., it is only possible to paint a 

contemporary cultural horizon with a particular focus. To paint the horizon too broadly 

would be to fail to inhabit it sufficiently. Thus, this thesis will especially focus on the 

cultural horizon of heterosexual EAs before their first marriage in the United Kingdom. 

Amongst this set there will be a plurality of cultural experiences, based upon the factors 

above, unique life experiences and individual psychology, but there should be some 

commonalities, through collective cultural interaction.252 

 
Furthermore, as this thesis is specifically interested in presenting a Theology of Dating, 

the specific focus of the cultural horizon is those among that set who would consider 

themselves Christians. Thus, this ‘collective identity’ of being a believer is attached to ‘a 

sense of obligation’ to the beliefs and practises of Christianity, noting the variety in the 

expression of these amongst different Christians and churches.253 Since the Church (and 

Christians) do not exist in a vacuum, but are part of, and interact with the wider dominant 

culture, Christians are both influenced by the wider culture, as well as the subcultures 

within Christianity.254 The history of Christianity, since it involves human beings, is from 

 
252 Isaac Reed and Jeffery Alexander, ‘Culture’, in The Cambridge Dictionary of Sociology, ed. by 
Bryan S. Turner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 111–17 (p. 111-12). 
Callum Brown and Gordon Lynch, ‘Cultural Perspectives’, in Religion and Change in Modern 
Britain, ed. by Linda Woodhead and Rebecca Catto (London: Routledge, 2012), pp. 329–51 (pp. 
329-330) asserts that culture is a ‘structure’ in that its meanings ‘have wider social existence’ than 
‘our individual imaginations’. They are attached to ‘particular institutions, places and societies’. 
253 James Beckford, ‘Religion’, in The Cambridge Dictionary of Sociology, ed. by Bryan S. Turner 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 505–12. (p. 505). 
254 Beckford, pp. 506, 509. 
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one perspective the history of the different ways that Christian people (individually and 

collectively) have interacted with wider culture.255 Thus, as this thesis presents some 

parameters for a Theology of Dating, the contemporary cultural horizon, being presented 

here will include some discussion of both Christian subcultures, wider dominant culture, 

and the interaction between the two. 

 
Moreover, some of the most comprehensive research (both qualitative and quantitative), 

that has been done about premarital relationships of EAs, including the impact of religious 

belief on these relationships, has been done in America.256 Importantly, while there are 

significant ongoing British studies, there is less of a specific focus in British research on 

the interaction of Christian faith and sexual attitudes.257 Bearing in mind the influence of 

American popular culture (through film and television media), as well as the influence of 

American Christianity in some of its variety of forms on British Christianity (as an aspect of 

Western Christianity), the significant studies of EAs in America will interplay in the ensuing 

discussion.258  

 

Furthermore, focusing on the contemporary culture of EAs means recognising that it is 

often an age group where there is ‘experimentation’ and ‘identity exploration’, which often 

includes the areas of romantic and sexual relationships.259 Morgan and van Dulmen 

observe that 

 
Emerging adulthood uniquely affords individuals a variety of choices with regard to 
sexuality. It is common for emerging adults to change residences, jobs, and relationships, 
and these general life adjustments can be accompanied by shifts in their experiences and 
attitudes towards sexuality, such as when moving away from parents offers more freedom 
for sexual exploration or forming a new relationship offers opportunities for new sexual 
behaviours.260  
 

 
255 H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York, NY: Harper and Row, 1951), p. 2. 
256 Regnerus and Uecker; Freitas, Sex and the Soul. 
257 E.g., The National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (NATSAL). The most recent study 
NATSAL-4, with a specific focus on younger people, is currently under way (National Survey of 
Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles, ‘Natsal-4’, 2021 <https://www.natsal.ac.uk/natsal-survey/natsal-4> 
[accessed 16 January 2022]). 
258 Mark A. Noll, The New Shape of World Christianity: How American Experience Reflect Global 
Faith (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009);  
Eden Christian Bookshop, ‘UK or US Evangelism - Does It Really Matter?’ 
<https://www.eden.co.uk/blog/uk-or-us-evangelism-does-it-really-matter-p1852> [accessed 16 
January 2022] observes the large number of Evangelical Christian publishing houses that are US 
based, and how consequently a large amount of Christian books within the UK originate in the US 
in its cultural setting. 
259 Olmstead and Anders, Sexuality in Emerging Adulthood: A Primer on Theory, p. 14. 
260 ‘Introduction’, in Sexuality in Emerging Adulthood, ed. by Elizabeth M. Morgan and Manfred H. 
M. Van Dulmen, Emerging Adulthood Series (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2021), pp. 
1–10 (p.1). 
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This ‘developmental phase’ with its potential opportunities for ‘experimentation’ provides 

one key aspect of the background of life for many EA. 

3.3 The Historical and Social Context of the Contemporary 
Horizon 
Before describing in detail the specific contemporary horizon of EAs before their first 

marriage, it is necessary to very briefly provide some wider historical and social context. 

However, for the sake of brevity this will be a brief summary of very significant cultural 

influences. 

3.3.1 The Historical Context of Sex, Dating and Marriage 

At the heart of the contemporary Western horizon is the value of the freedom to marry, 

both in terms of the freedom to become married, but also the freedom as to who to marry, 

and such freedom of choice has its roots within Western Christian teaching, both Catholic 

and Protestant.261 When this freedom is seen alongside the dominant Western cultural 

idea of marrying for love, it provides the context for mate selection by processes of 

courtship.262 Dating as one such process developed through the twentieth century.263 

Furthermore, this freedom to marry and the developments in dating should be seen in the 

 
261 Susan Dowell, ‘Marriage as a Sacrament’, in An A to Z of Feminist Theology, ed. by Lisa 
Isherwood and Dorothea McEwan (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), pp. 125–
26 (p. 126).  
Saskia Lettmaier, ‘Marriage Law and the Reformation’, Law and History Review, 35.2 (2017), 461–
510 (p. 484, 497) <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0738248017000104> discusses Protestant 
Reformation teaching about marriage. She notes that parental consent was required in German 
Protestant teaching, but in England the Pre-Reformation understanding that ‘present and perfect 
consent … alone maketh matrimony’. 
The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, ed. by F. L. Cross and Elizabeth A. Livingstone, 3rd 
ed. rev (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 23 notes the existence of the rules of affinity in 
terms of teaching about Christian marriage. 
262 Stephanie Coontz, Marriage, a History: How Love Conquered Marriage (New York, NY: 
Penguin Books, 2014), pp. 145-146 discusses the history of the development of the idea of 
marrying for love, placing it within the context of The Enlightenment; George P. Monger, 
‘Courtship’, in Marriage Customs of the World: From Henna to Honeymoons (Santa Barbara, CA: 
ABC-CLIO, 2004), pp. 87–89 (p. 87) notes how anthropologists observe how the practice of 
courtship takes place in societies where there exists freedom of choice in marriage partner and 
there being ways for unmarried people to meet people of the opposite sex. Thus, courtship 
practises are primarily a Western phenomenon. 
263 Carrie A. Bredow, Rodney M. Cate, and Ted L. Huston, ‘Have We Met Before?: A Conceptual 
Model of First Romantic Encounters’, in Handbook of Relationship Initiation, ed. by Susan 
Sprecher, Amy Wenzel, and John Harvey (New York, NY: Psychology Press, 2008), pp. 3–28 (pp. 
5-7) summarises three different stages in the historical developments of Western courtship 
practices. The first stage they term ‘Close-Field Partnering’ (late nineteenth century to 1920s) in 
which partnering was a process overseen by parents and choices of partner regularly came from 
those known to the family. The second stage they term as ‘The Dating System’ (from early 
twentieth century until into the 1960s) in which courtship moved from the ‘private spaces’ of home’ 
to public spaces, over which parents had less control. It was also the stage during which ‘dating 
added new stages to courtship and multiplied the number of partners from serious to casual an 
individual was likely to experience before marriage. The last stage has been termed ‘Modern 
Partnering’ (from 1970s onwards), which includes the contemporary models of relationship 
described in the next subsection. 
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context of two large movements – the Sexual Revolution and Feminism. The Sexual 

Revolution is hugely significant in many ways, but particularly by providing the regular 

availability of birth control, the perceived freedom within society at large to have premarital 

sex, as well as the verbalisation of the issue of authenticity and honesty in terms of sexual 

desire and behaviour.264 The Feminist Movements and Equal Rights have also been 

hugely significant, having implications for how women might think about every area of 

their lives, including sex and relationships, and how this relates to matters like work and 

fertility.265  

3.3.2 The Information Technology Revolution 

In addition to the Sexual Revolution and the significant changes brought about in society 

because of Feminism, one other hugely significant change affecting the way that 

contemporary relationships are conducted is the Information Technology Revolution, 

particularly as a way of meeting and interacting with people.  

 
Social media, dating sites and apps are all firmly part of the contemporary horizon. They 

affect the contemporary horizon in several different ways. Firstly, ‘Cyber Romance’ as a 

form of ‘Long Distance Relationship’ is a common practice.266 Bearing in mind that 

geography is recognised as conventionally having a hugely significant impact on the 

formation (and development, and sustaining) of relationships, the ability to meet and 

develop relationships online changes the relationship scene.267 One American survey 

carried out in 2017 revealed that nearly 40% of the couples involved met online.268 

 
264 David Allyn, Make Love, Not War: The Sexual Revolution, an Unfettered History (New York, 
NY: Routledge, 2016), p. lx specifically lists these things as some of the consequences of the 
Sexual Revolution. 
Brown and Lynch, p. 333 lists the various laws that changed during the Sixties in the UK; Nichi 
Hodgson, The Curious History of Dating (London: Robinson, 2017), p. 148 describes the Sixties as 
‘the most revolutionary decade yet’ in her history of dating. According to Brown and Lynch, p. 336, 
the cultural changes of the Sexual Revolution resulted in ‘a loss of normative Christian culture’ in 
Britain. 
An increase in authenticity is discussed in Alyn, p. x; Jonathan Grant, Divine Sex: A Compelling 
Vision for Christian Relationships in a Hypersexualized Age (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 
2015), pp. 36-37. This has been recognised by Brown and Lynch, p. 335 in terms of the drop of the 
number of cases of blackmail (which centred around sexual misdemeanours) during the Sixties. 
This focus on authenticity has meant that scholars have since demonstrated that premarital sexual 
activity was more common before the Sexual Revolution than has previously been led to believe. 
e.g., Simon Szreter and Kate Fisher, Sex Before the Sexual Revolution: Intimate Life in England 
1918-1963, Cambridge Social and Cultural Histories, 16 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010). 
265 Marlene LeGates, In Their Time: A History of Feminism in Western Society (New York: 
Routledge, 2001), p. 6. 
266 Erica Owens, ‘The Sociology of Love, Courtship, and Dating’, in 21st Century Sociology, by 
Clifton Bryant and Dennis Peck (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2007), pp. 266–71 (p. 
270). 
267 Swami, Attraction Explained, pp. 28-75. 
268 Michael J. Rosenfeld, Reuben J. Thomas, and Sonia Hausen, ‘Disintermediating Your Friends: 
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Bearing in mind the high numbers of people in other Western countries are dating online, 

the influence of online dating on the contemporary cultural horizon in Britain is 

significant.269  

 
Moreover, research indicates that the rise in the Internet dating scene also potentially 

affects the way that people think about dating. For many people looking for relationships, 

it creates the potential for more choice. But the potential to be ‘cognitively overwhelmed’ 

by choice is a recognised phenomenon.270 Choice through online dating also has the 

potential to make people assess potential partners in a different way, from seeing each on 

their own terms, to making comparisons between them.271 Furthermore, scholars believe 

that the amount of choice can create a situation where people feel unable to commit to 

one person, because of the other potential options available.272 For some people it 

creates a perception that there is a countless number of other fish in the sea. It has even 

resulted in new vocabulary developing to describe how online daters behave as a result of 

having so much choice.273 These changes demonstrate just some of the ways that online 

dating is changing the contemporary cultural horizon.274 

 
Secondly, the Internet, as a significant media source is believed to be a driving force for 

cultural change. The ‘speed’ and ‘scope’ of the Internet enables the transference of media 

content (and the interaction with that content through social media) in a way that is so 

different from that in a ‘predigital world’.275 The creation of an online world where things 

can ‘go viral’, the existence of ‘memes’ as ‘self-replicating culture’ gives the potential for 

 
How Online Dating in the United States Displaces Other Ways of Meeting’, Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences, 116.36 (2019), 17753–58 
<https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1908630116>; See discussion in Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 40. 
269 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 41. 
270 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 47. 
271 Swami, Attraction Explained, pp. 46-48 discusses the issue of ‘more choice means fewer sales’, 
particularly since the amount of choice that online daters have means that they operate according 
to the psychological phenomena of ‘joint evaluation mode’ instead of ‘separate evaluation mode’. 
272 Swami, Attraction Explained, pp. 51-52. 
273 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 50 lists the following vocabulary: ‘cushioning (keeping other 
potential partners waiting in the wings in case your current relationship doesn’t work out), ghosting 
(when someone you’ve been dating or messaging suddenly disappears without telling you why), 
haunting … (when your date has ghosted you, but then out of the blue likes something you’ve 
posted online), and roaching (when the person you’ve been seeing hides the fact they’ve been 
dating other people). 
274 Another key philosophical question is how one authentically relates through the online medium 
(see Dan Sibler, ‘How to Be Yourself in an Online World’, in Dating - Philosophy for Everyone: 
Flirting with Big Ideas, ed. by Kristie Miller and Marlene Clark (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 
pp. 180–94); another is the difference that being able to stay in touch all of the time makes to a 
long-distance relationship (see Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 73). 
275 Henry Jenkins, Sam Ford, and Joshua Green, Spreadable Media: Creating Value and Meaning 
in a Networked Culture, Postmillennial Pop (New York, NY: New York University Press, 2018), p. 
12. 



40 
 

ideas to spread quickly and for cultural change to happen as a result.276 Research into 

Generation Z in Britain, in particular, indicates that it has changing ‘social norms’, and it is 

suggested that this is happening quickly because of this generation’s connectedness to 

technology.277 This includes continuing progressive ideas about sexuality, such as the 

increase in the number of this generation who think of themselves as non-binary, and this 

changing cultural world forms part of the wider contemporary cultural context.278 

3.3.3 Singleness and Marriage in Contemporary Britain and the Contemporary 
British Church 

Turning now to the demographical context, in terms of legal marital status in the UK, in 

2019 around half of the population were either married or in a civil partnership.279 

Furthermore, about ‘60% of the population lived in a couple’, including too those 

cohabiting.280 This is compared to 35% of the population being legally single, in the sense 

of never married.281  

 
What is important to note though is that 90.5% of the population aged 16-29 have never 

been married.282 And furthermore, 71.6% of were not living in a couple (i.e., either 

cohabiting or married).283 So a significant number of people in this age bracket were 

either single (unmarried) and not in a relationship, or single and in a relationship that had 

not got as far as moving in together. The results from one 2017 survey suggests that 42% 

of people were single (not in a relationship) aged 18-29, and that 18% were ‘in a 

relationship [but], living apart’.284 So within this age bracket, there are a large number of 

single people, but more people are in some form of relationship (whether living apart, 

 
276 Jenkins, Ford and Green, pp. 16-19; Hodgson, pp. 229-230. 
277 IPSOS MORI, ‘Gen Z: Beyond Binary: Progressive/Traditional’, IPSOS MORI Thinks, 2018 
<https://thinks.ipsos-mori.com/progressive-traditional/> [accessed 13 January 2022]; Olmstead and 
Anders, Sexuality in Emerging Adulthood: A Primer on Theory, p. 14 observe that the access of 
emerging adults to media, including social media, giving them ‘increased information about 
sexuality’ when compared to previous generations; See notes of 1.1 for definition of Generation Z. 
278 IPSOS MORI, Gen Z: Beyond Binary: Progressive/Traditional. 
279 50.4%; Office for National Statistics, Population Estimates by Marital Status and Living 
Arrangements, England and Wales: 2019, 17 July 2020 
<https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestima
tes/bulletins/populationestimatesbymaritalstatusandlivingarrangements/2019> [accessed 8 
September 2021]. 
280 Office for National Statistics, Population Estimates by Marital Status and Living Arrangements, 
England and Wales: 2019. 
281 Office for National Statistics, Population Estimates by Marital Status and Living Arrangements, 
England and Wales: 2019. 
282 Office for National Statistics, Population Estimates by Marital Status and Living Arrangements, 
England and Wales: 2019. 
283 Office for National Statistics, Population Estimates by Marital Status and Living Arrangements, 
England and Wales: 2019. 
284 Statista, ‘What Is Your Current Relationship Status?’, 2017 
<https://www.statista.com/statistics/714172/uk-current-relationship-status-residential-population-by-
age-group/> [accessed 8 September 2021]. 
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living together or married) than not. This demographical description portrays what 

relationship status look like for adults under thirty, and thus, some of what the horizon 

looks like for this age group. 

 
Moreover, when singleness and marriage in the contemporary British church is 

considered, according to one piece of research carried out by YouGov in 2015, 60% of 

people who attend church regularly are married, when less than 50% of wider society are 

married.285 Pullinger has suggested that there is ‘over-representation’ of married people in 

the church, when compared to the number of single people, and when compared to the 

number of married people in the wider population.286 As a consequence, a marriage-

heavy church demographic, alongside a marriage-heavy church culture, can make single 

people in congregations feel very undervalued.287 Furthermore, it potentially encourages 

single people to want to be married without offering a perceived way of getting there, or 

acknowledging their independent value no matter what their marital status. 

 
In addition, the church demographic research highlights that there are a significant greater 

number of single women compared to single men who are members of British 

churches.288 In particular, as middle class women are the largest group of attendees of 

churches in Britain, this means that there are a significant number of unmarried middle 

class women in British churches.289 Inevitably, as will be discussed, this imbalance in 

terms of gender affects the contemporary horizon, as in many churches there are not 

enough men for every woman (should they wish to) to marry one who shares their 

Christian faith.290  

3.4 Scripts in the Contemporary Horizon 

3.4.1 Social Scripting Theory and the Contemporary Horizon 

Key to painting a picture of the contemporary horizon is to describe the scripts that 

influence people’s thinking. Social Scripting Theory (SST) is a standard tool used within 

 
285 YouGov and Single Christians, The Numbers of Single Adults Practising Christian Worship, 
2015, pp. 1–25 (p. 16) 
<https://www.singlefriendlychurch.com/downloads/yougovsccvmlowresrpt25jan2015-(2).pdf> 
[accessed 31 August 2021]; the report is discussed in Vicky Walker, Relatable: Exploring God, 
Love & Connection in the Age of Choice ([n.p]: Malcolm Down, 2019), ch. 1. Kindle ebook. Walker 
notes that when considered by denomination there is variation between 1/4 and 1/3 single people. 
286 Single Christians, ‘The Numbers in the Church’, 2015 
<https://www.singlefriendlychurch.com/research/yougov> [accessed 12 January 2022]. 
287 Kate Wharton, Single-Minded: Being Single, Whole and Living Life to Full (Oxford: Monarch 
Books, 2013), p. 29. 
288 YouGov and Single Christians, p. 13; Walker, Relatable, ch. 1. 
289 Middle class women are classified as ABC1 women in YouGov and Single Christians, p. 13. 
290 Walker, Relatable, ch. 8. 
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the social sciences to be able to interpret people’s behaviour in relation to the wider 

society and culture, and so will be used here for that purpose.291 It is regularly used as a 

means of pragmatically painting the contemporary horizon, including by scholars engaged 

in theology.292 

 
SST sees people as actors on the stage of life, who follow ‘internalized’ scripts of 

behaviour.293 According to this theory, people construct meaning through ‘behaviour, 

responses and emotions’.294 And the sexual values that people live by are attached to 

those scripts, and these values are things that are learnt and taught.295 According to SST, 

people learn ‘relationship practises and preferences’ through ‘interactions with others, 

from what we see and hear in various media, and what we learn in societal contexts’.296 

Cultural Scripts are immensely powerful in forming ideas as to how people might behave 

in terms in terms of dating and sexuality, as from them individual form ideas as to what is 

‘mainstream, “normal” and valued’.297 Of course, people, as free agents, do not have to 

follow scripts. They can have the autonomy to choose alternatives. But in doing so they 

are choosing an alternative script, and they sometimes feel the need to justify this.298  

 

Furthermore, scripts can be immensely powerful. Swami has observed how cultural 

scripts about first-dates are so powerful that many heterosexual egalitarian daters still do 

things like let the man pay the bill etc., even though this does not fit with their usual value 

set.299 Similarly, the power of sexual scripts (those that describe commonplace sexual 

behaviour) are demonstrated by teenagers in the phenomena of peer pressure.300 

 
However, for those young adults who are to one extent or another religious, there is the 

potential that religion will have an impact as providing an alternative script. As will be 

discussed, the most common Christian script that young people might be exposed to is 

 
291 Olmstead and Anders, Sexuality in Emerging Adulthood: A Primer on Theory, p. 15 note that 
this approach is part of the sociological methodology of ‘Symbolic Interactionism’. 
292 E.g., Grant, pp. 192-194; Stanton L. Jones and Heather R. Hostler, Sexual Script Theory: An 
integrative exploration of the possibilities and limits of sexual self-definition, Journal of Psychology 
and Theology, Vol. 30, No. 2, 120-130. 
293 Michael W. Wiederman, ‘The Gendered Nature of Sexual Scripts’, The Family Journal, 13.4 
(2005), 496–502 (p. 496) <https://doi.org/10.1177/1066480705278729>. 
294 Wiederman, p. 496. 
295 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 236; Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, p. 61 includes a diagram (Figure 3.1) 
providing a ‘Conceptual Model of Religious Influence’, presenting a model of how sexual values are 
learnt. 
296 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 266; William Simon and John H. Gagnon, ‘Sexual Scripts: 
Permanence and Change’, Archives of Sexual Behavior, 15 (1986), 99–120; Widerman, p. 496. 
297 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 266. 
298 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 267. 
299 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 267. 
300 Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, p. 42. 



43 
 

abstinence, with different amounts of emphasis. For the majority religious adolescents in 

one study, the rule of no sex before marriage was ‘the total sum of Christian teaching on 

sex’.301 And as will be discussed, this is a script associated with significant problems. It is 

a script that evidence suggests is often ignored by adolescents and EAs. The point is that 

religious communities sometimes provide limited scripts of ways of behaving as a 

Christian. But importantly, ‘religious involvement alone does not equal religious influence 

of sexual attitudes and behaviour’.302 So the influence that these scripts have on the 

dating life of religious young adults (and adults in general) is variable.303 But for the 

Christian EA both the cultural and sexual scripts of wider culture, and the cultural and 

sexual scripts of the Church/Christian teaching have the potential to interplay their life. 

 
Moreover, the discussion that follows in this chapter will begin by centring around scripts 

related to marriage (including scripts that contribute to people’s thinking about if or when 

they might consider better to be married, whether sex is limited to marriage etc.). This will 

then be followed by scripts related to forms of relationships prior to marriage (serial 

monogamy etc.). And finally, this will be followed by scripts related to premarital sex 

beyond relationships (such as casual sex, hookup culture etc.). Sometimes there will be 

some crossover between these three categories of script. But this structure is being used 

to provide some ordering to the scripts that paint a picture of the contemporary horizon. 

3.4.2 The ‘Capstone’ Marriage Script 

One of the most dominant scripts in Western cultures is the marriage script, the idea that 

heterosexual couples will marry. This is a script that people have that an expectation will 

be a permanent form of relationship.304 Other forms of relationship script (e.g., 

cohabitation) exist in the wider contemporary horizon and will be discussed later. But 

marriage is still a dominant script. 

 
However, it is certainly true that statistically marriage is in decline in the West, including 

Britain.305 This decline in number of people being married is due to both less people 

 
301 Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, p. 214. 
302 Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, p. 41. 
303 Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, pp. 184-185 provides a model of six different ways that religion may 
influence the decision sexual behaviour and beliefs of young people. 
304 Mark Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 
p.78. 
305 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, pp. 11-14 discussed the statistics of the general 
decline in the West; Brown and Lynch, p. 333 discuss the UK phenomenon; Office for National 
Statistics, Marriages in England and Wales: 2018, 10 August 2021, 
<https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/marriagecoha
bitationandcivilpartnerships/bulletins/marriagesinenglandandwalesprovisional/2018> [accessed 5 
September 2021]. confirms this phenomenon. 
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getting married, as well others who are exiting marriage by the means of divorce.306 It is 

also the case that on average, the age of first marriage is rising throughout the Western 

world.307 In 2018, in England and Wales, the average age of marriage for men in opposite 

sex couples was 38.1 years and the mean average age of women was 35.8 years.308 This 

compares with the mean average age of 27.2 years for men and 24.7 years for women in 

1970.309 In the contemporary horizon, marriage takes place at an increasingly older age. 

 
Naturally, as traditional Christian teaching emphasises the value of marriage, it is a 

powerful script as part of the contemporary cultural horizon for Christians, being that 

around two-thirds of regular British churchgoers are married.310 However, according to 

some research it is also, aspirationally, the wish of many EAs of all or no faith in America. 

Regnerus and Uecker found that 93-96% of their interviewees wanted to get married 

someday.311 It is an institution that, for all its flaws, is held in ‘high esteem’ by these 

EAs.312 

 
So why is it the case that most EAs do not want to marry young anymore?313 One key 

observation amongst sociologists is that the script has changed from marriage being a 

‘foundation stone’ to a ‘capstone’ within the contemporary horizon of most Westerners.314 

It is no longer seen as a ‘formative institution’, but is instead seen as ‘the institution they 

enter when they are fully formed’.315 When marriage was seen as a ‘foundation stone’ 

love was conventionally hugely important, but the relationship was also seen to be a 

practical basis on which to ‘build upon’ life together as a unit.316 However, marriage as a 

‘capstone’ means that it is something that one ‘builds towards’.317 It is symbolic as being 

an achievement that one has ‘made it’.318 It is perceived as something that can be 

changed when worn down.319 It is something that is perceived as an ‘accessory’, and so 

not necessary.320 Marriage is now largely seen in the West as being something that has 

 
306 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 13. 
307 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 12; Regnerus and Uecker, p. 169. 
308 Office for National Statistics, Marriages in England and Wales, 2018. 
309 Office for National Statistics, Marriages in England and Wales, 2018. 
310 YouGov and Single Christians, p. 16. 
311 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 169. 
312 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 170. 
313 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 169. 
314 This description is proposed by Andrew Cherlin, The Marriage-Go-Round: The State of 
Marriage in America Today (New York, NY: Vintage, 2010). It is discussed in Regnerus, The Future 
of Christian Marriage, p. 37. 
315 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 38; Bredow, Cate, and Huston, p. 8. 
316 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 37. 
317 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 37. 
318 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 38 
319 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 37. 
320 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 37 
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the key purpose of providing ‘psychological satisfaction’.321 The dominant script about 

marriage has changed. And while it almost does not need saying, in the wider 

contemporary cultural horizon, marriage and sex have been uncoupled.322 

3.4.3 Christians Potentially Trapped Between Two Scripts 

While the ‘capstone’ script of marriage is the dominant Western script, research still 

indicates that a minority of EAs in America and Britain get married young (potentially 

following the foundation script), and religion is often the key influencing factor.323 Several 

studies in America indicate a similar pattern, that evangelical protestants and Mormons 

will be the most likely to marry young, while those who are Catholics and Jews are 

comparative with those of no religious affiliation, with mainline protestant being in the 

middle.324 Similarly, the religious EAs surveyed were also the most likely to want to be 

married young.325 The stress on the institution of marriage can have a strong influence on 

encouraging believers to marry younger.  

 
However, Regnerus also suggests that the ‘capstone’ marriage script is also becoming 

more influential within the contemporary Christian horizon throughout the Western 

world.326 As the dominant script, the ‘capstone’ script has a great deal of influence. The 

economic challenges for many adults in their twenties – such as not being able to afford to 

live independently of parents, the aspiration to get established in the workplace, alongside 

the perceived financial cost of a wedding for those who are in relationships – potentially 

reinforce the ‘capstone’ script.327 And the ‘capstone’ script where it is held amongst 

Christians is also potentially reinforced by the narrative in the culture at large that young 

marriages end in divorce.328  

 
All of this being said, the ‘foundation’ marriage script still seems to hold sway for some 

Christians within particular subcultures, as will be discussed more below.329 For some 

 
321 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 37. 
322 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 103. 
323 Regnerus and Uecker, pp. 175-176. 
324 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 176. 
325 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 176. 
326 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 38. 
327 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, pp. 39, 121. 
328 Regnerus and Uecker, pp. 179-180 describe the perception amongst many EAs that getting 
married young is a ‘moral mistake’, because of the risk of divorce. Interestingly, this concern 
applies to both men and women, and men in their upper twenties held to this belief. However, there 
is a lower chance of divorce for some groups of people in America, including religious people. This 
is shown in US Department of Health & Human Services; Centers for Disease Control (CDC); 
National Center for Health Statistics, ‘Cohabitation, Marriage, Divorce, and Remarriage in the 
United States’ (American Psychological Association, 2002) <https://doi.org/10.1037/e372462004-
001>. 
329 3.4.5. 
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there is a sense that ‘doing it right’ will imply getting married young.330 And for those who 

do not achieve this goal, there can be a sense of having missed their opportunity, even for 

some who are only a little older.331 The two scripts have influence within the Christian 

cultural horizon, and this plausibly makes things more complicated. 

3.4.4 The Expectation About Getting Married Script 

 
Marriage is presented [within much Christian Culture] as an important goal for Christians - 
often the sole purpose for women, and a natural step for a man upon reaching maturity.332 

 
Having observed that getting married young is a script for some Christians, and that 

people who do not do this sometimes already feel that they have missed their opportunity, 

it is important to note that for many, wanting to get married is only half of the story. For 

some there is an ‘assumption’ or even expectation that they will get married.333 And the 

marriage-heavy Church demographic and culture, creates and reinforces this 

expectation.334 In the Real Life Love Survey (RLLS), one Christian woman describes her 

experience that 

 
I was given the impression that I would get married at some point in my future, and it would 
be the most important thing about my life.335 

 
Naturally, with such a strong emphasis on marriage, there can be a real struggle for those 

who do not get married by the time that they expected.336 Some people end up 

questioning ‘where God is’, and why they were left unchosen.337 

3.4.5 The Sexual Abstinence Script within Purity Culture 

The next ‘marriage’ script that will be discussed is that of sexual abstinence prior to 

marriage. Although this script is really about behaviour prior to marriage, its marriage 

emphasis is so strong, that it is being discussed here. 

 

As mentioned above, the traditional teaching of churches is that marriage is the only form 

of relationship in which sexual activity should take place. Thus, it is not surprising then 

that the largest group of virgins who are EAs according to Regnerus and Uecker are those 

who are religious.338 The belief of preserving virginity is a powerful script among some 

 
330 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
331 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
332 Walker, Relatable, ch. 3. 
333 Walker, Relatable, ch. 11, describes one woman’s experience of ‘growing up with an 
assumption they will get married’. 
334 3.3.3. 
335 Walker, Relatable, ch. 3. 
336 Walker, Relatable, ch. 10. 
337 Walker, Relatable, ch. 11. 
338 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 20. 
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religious EAs. Arnett sees the religiosity of people in their twenties as regularly being the 

main reason for virginity.339  

 
The strength of this script in the West is in its most extreme form demonstrated by 

American Evangelical Purity Culture, in which some EAs make a vow of abstinence from 

sexual activity.340 This is being discussed here at some length because of its significant 

influence within this brand of Christian culture. Like all norms, this practice of avowed 

virginity within its subculture is a plausibility structure.341 It depends upon the belief that 

premarital virginity is a way of avoiding sin. This belief sees marriage acting as a ‘purifying 

container’, purifying the ‘messiness of human sexuality’.342 As previously mentioned, one 

of its main representatives was the popular author, Joshua Harris, who has since 

renounced his teaching about relationships, and subsequently lost his faith.343 Harris 

taught about ‘biblical courtship’ as a replacement to dating.344 Its purpose was to 

emphasise the ‘purifying container’ of marriage as being the only place for sexual 

intercourse, but Harris’ model went much further. Instead, it went as far as saying that 

Christians who are engaged or near engagement should not even kiss.345 

 
Furthermore, American Purity Culture developed within a strongly evangelical 

complementarian theology, where men are to be the active ones, while women passive.346 

The culture promotes a ‘fairy-tale’ ideal of courtship, where a young woman would be 

swept off her feet by Prince Charming.347 Freitas describes the classical narrative for an 

evangelical EA woman: 

 

God has a husband picked out for her. One day, God will reveal to this man what wife he is 
to marry, at which point the man will start a chaste courtship. In the meantime, she is to 

 
339 Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road from the Late Teens through 
the Twenties (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2004). This is discussed in Regnerus and 
Uecker, p. 20. 
340 Donna Freitas, Sex and the Soul: Juggling Sexuality, Spirituality, Romance, and Religion on 
America’s College Campuses, Updated (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2015), p. 84. 
341 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 20. 
342 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 79 discusses the work of anthropologist of religion, Mary Douglas 
about sacredness and profanity; Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of 
Pollution and Taboo, Mary Douglas Collected Works, 2 (London: Routledge, 2003), pp. 36-37. 
343 Harriet Sherwood, ‘Author of Christian Relationship Guide Says He Has Lost His Faith’, The 
Guardian, 29 July 2019, section World news 
<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/29/author-christian-relationship-guide-joshua-harris-
says-marriage-over> [accessed 12 January 2022]. 
344 Walker, Relatable, ch. 4. 
345 Joshua Harris, I Kissed Dating Goodbye (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 1997), p. 96. 
346 Walker, Relatable, ch. 4; For a description of complementarian Purity Culture, see Freitas, Sex 
and the Soul, p. 79. 
347 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, pp. 79-80 notes that even Disney imagery is used in some of the 
popular books that promote Purity Culture, mentioning Lisa Bevere, Kissed the Girls and Made 
Them Cry (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2004) as one example. 
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wait patiently, submissive to God’s will. Her only real job is to guard herself from missteps 
that could derail this romantic ideal - like dating the wrong guy.348 

 
It is a narrative that has a particular sway in American evangelical Colleges, being a prime 

place for evangelical EAs to find a spouse.349 Moreover, associated with Purity Culture is 

the perceived necessity of staying pure, not just because the perception of dishonouring 

God by sinful behaviour, but also for other possible reasons.350 Firstly, potentially to avoid 

the perceived negative feelings associated with sexual activity before marriage within that 

particular evangelical culture.351 Secondly, because of the perceived need of an EAs to 

preserve their ‘standing amongst … peers’, as well as preserving their attractiveness to a 

future potential spouse.352 Thirdly, the perception of the consequences that it would have 

for future married life if purity had not been preserved, and at its most extreme 

perceptions that ‘marriage will only work if you have been abstinent’.353 

 
Nevertheless, however strong the script of virginity before marriage is within Purity 

Culture, participants often fail to meet its mark. Casual sex, even though it breaks the 

rules, takes place on evangelical college campuses, where Purity Culture is a norm.354 

Research has shown too that ‘in many cases abstinence pledges do little more than 

postpone the sexual intercourse for a few months, or turn those who try to keep them in 

the direction of other sexual activity’.355 The fact is that it does not stop EAs engaging in 

sexual activity. Bearman and Bruckner have demonstrated that while purity abstinence 

pledgers may wait longer for sex, their STD rates are comparable with other EAs, since 

their use of condoms was also lower.356 It is common too for abstinence pledgers to even 

deny they had made a pledge a year later, with the most denials coming from people who 

had since participated in sexual activity.357  

 
348 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, pp. 81-82. 
349 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, pp. 75-77. 
350 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 80. 
351 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 75 lists the way that some evangelical students talk about their 
experiences 
352 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 80. 
353 This quotations is from a participant in RLLS as discussed in Walker, Relatable, ch. 4; Freitas, 
Sex and the Soul, pp. 79-80 talks about a student (Emily) who feels that she would have 
disappointed her husband if she was not a virgin, and that she would have been disappointed if he 
was not; Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 84 discusses the Purity Culture idea that dating causes a 
‘damaged heart’, so that ‘when you finally meet your future spouse you have little (or nothing) left to 
give’. 
354 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 76. 
355 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 77. 
356 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 298, n.1; Peter S. Bearman and Hannah Brückner, ‘Promising the 
Future: Virginity Pledges and First Intercourse’, American Journal of Sociology, 106.4 (2001), 859–
912 (p. 862) <https://doi.org/10.1086/320295>. 
357 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 298, n.1; Janet E. Rosenbaum, ‘Reborn a Virgin: Adolescents’ 
Retracting of Virginity Pledges and Sexual Histories’, American Journal of Public Health, 96.6 
(2006), 1098–1103 <https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2005.063305>. 
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It is true that for a small number of evangelical EAs, particularly those who got married 

young, Purity Culture is seen to be a positive thing, as for some of them the perceived 

fairy-tale has come true.358 However, they are the exception, not the rule.359 Many are not 

able to find romantic love through this culture, and are devastated by this.360 And many 

are damaged by this culture because ‘most youth are more sexual than the quest for 

purity allows them to feel and acknowledge, much less act out’.361 Moreover, numerous 

women in the US have verbalised their experience of the damage caused by Purity 

Culture.362 In particular, Emily Joy and Hannah Paasch (founders of #ChurchToo 

movement) have put much of the blame on Purity Culture as creating the Cultural 

conditions for sexual violence to happen.363 

 
All of this emphasis on American Purity Culture might seem far removed from the situation 

in the UK, but developing researching is showing the affect that Purity Culture has on the 

Cultural Horizon for Christians here. It is believed that Purity Culture has had a significant 

influence in contemporary British Christianity, beyond evangelicalism. PhD Candidate 

Hannah Baylor has observed how she 

 
Discovered friends who had signed purity pledges and wore purity rings and people who 
had done the True Love Waits and Pure Course. So many people had devoured I Kissed 
Dating Goodbye: a Coptic friend said her church really pushed that book on its young 
people. Purity Culture in the UK is not just for evangelicals.364  

 
The extent of its effect, including its ongoing legacy, is currently being researched by 

Leeds University.365 Of those adults who took part in the UK based RLLS, 22% have said 

that ‘Purity Culture … damaged me and my faith’.366 One respondent observed how she 

 
358 Freitas, pp. 75-77. Walker, Relatable, ch. 2 quotes one respondent to the RLLS, who says that 
if she had not received this teaching about abstinence she thinks ‘she would have been fully 
promiscuous and probably never committed to anyone’. 
359 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 75. 
360 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 78. 
361 The quotation is from Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 80. Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 78 notes 
how her research has shown that most of the evangelical women she had interviewed had from 
their perception, ‘already given away too much’ by the strict battle ideas of the Purity Culture which 
they inhabited. 
362 Linda Kay Klein, Pure: Inside the Evangelical Movement That Shamed a Generation of Young 
Women and How I Broke Free (New York, NY: Touchstone, 2018); Angie Hong, ‘The Flaw at the 
Center of Purity Culture’, The Atlantic, 2021 
<https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2021/03/purity-culture-evangelical-church-harms-
women/618438/> [accessed 12 January 2022]. 
363 Emily Joy Allison, #ChurchToo: How Purity Culture Upholds Abuse and How to Find Healing 
(Minneapolis, MN: Broadleaf Books, 2021); See discussion in Walker, Relatable, ch. 4. 
364 Hannah Baylor, ‘Kissing Purity Culture Goodbye’, The Shiloh Project, 2021 
<https://www.shilohproject.blog/kissing-purity-culture-goodbye/> [accessed 12 January 2022]. 
365 University of Leeds, School of Philosophy, Religion, History and Science, ‘Chrissie Thwaites’ 
<https://ahc.leeds.ac.uk/philosophy/pgr/3095/chrissie-thwaites> [accessed 12 January 2022]. 
366 Walker, Relatable, ch. 10. 
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was ‘completely unequipped [because of Christian Culture] to deal with a relationship in a 

physical sense’ when she started one.367 And many adults (male and female) who took 

part in the survey have described how their ‘relationships, theology and world views’ have 

developed very different from the stereotypes propagated by Purity Culture.368 The 

contemporary horizon needs to acknowledge the influence of Purity Culture on it. 

3.4.6 The (No) Sex Before Marriage Script 

Purity Culture is a particular brand of abstinence teaching. But it is one approach to 

emphasising the traditional Christian teaching that ‘marriage is the sole relationship within 

which sexual intercourse is legitimate or acceptable to God’.369 It is a teaching that is 

clearly recognised in the British RLLS, since about 50% of respondents agreed with the 

statement that ‘Christian culture emphasises abstinence over teaching about healthy 

relationships’.370 But abstinence is certainly not a cultural value at large within 

contemporary Western culture.371 With available contraception, the risk of pregnancy is 

largely not seen as being a risk that is rational.372  

 
The discussion about abstinence leads to two questions, that will be discussed in a 

general sense. Firstly, do unmarried Christians in the contemporary horizon actually 

believe in Christian teaching about sexual abstinence? And secondly, do they actually 

practice this?  

 
Naturally, there will be a whole spectrum of views in answer to the first question. There 

are many who believe traditional Christian teaching about abstinence before marriage. 

Freitas observed how amongst Purity Culture in American Evangelical colleges, ‘many 

students’ said that ‘sex is “the worst of all sins’”.373 On the other hand, many Catholic 

students in her research ‘literally laughed out loud at ‘Catholic teachings on sex’.374 

Similarly, it was rare amongst both mainline protestant and Catholic teenagers in 

 
367 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
368 Walker, Relatable, ch. 4. 
369 Elizabeth Stuart and Adrian Thatcher, People of Passion: What the Churches Teach about Sex 
(London: Mowbray, 1997), p. 58. 
370 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
371 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 108 says the decision for abstinence in the 
West is for moral or religious reasons, or psychological ones; amongst EAs, Regnerus and Uecker, 
p. 19 have observed that the factors that are most likely to make an EA a virgin are that they are 
‘the very religious, the risk averse, those with high expectations, and those with limited 
attractiveness’. 
372 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 108. 
373 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 180. 
374 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 13; Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p 15 further observes from her 
research how students at Catholic colleges in American cannot be distinguished in terms of sexual 
behaviour and attitudes from those at non-religious colleges. 
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Regnerus’ research for them to say that waiting until marriage was required before sex.375 

In the British context of the RLLS of Christian adults, 36% of participants thought that ‘sex 

before marriage was always wrong’.376 But only 2% of participants thought that ‘Sexual 

activity is a primary indicator of a Christian’s personal purity’.377 The differences here 

shows the variety of different views about the subject, dependent on age, context, and 

plausibility structures that reinforces beliefs.378 The views about the teaching are diverse, 

and seem to be stronger in contexts where these strong plausibility structures exist.379 

 
Furthermore, in terms of whether this teaching is practised, there are a variety of different 

responses among Christians, dependent upon context. In America, the National 

Association of Evangelicals has been actively considering the morality of the use of 

contraception for unmarried Christians, because of the significant number of unplanned 

pregnancies associated with the large amount of premarital sex amongst young 

evangelicals.380 Regnerus’ research observes that amongst American Evangelical 

teenagers there is very little different in terms of those not having sex compared with 

American teenagers at large.381 Similarly, for EAs, religiosity was not a significant factor in 

terms of the number of lifetime sexual partners that some had.382 At evangelical colleges, 

in Freitas’ research, 35% of participants said that they were sexually active.383 Similarly, 

British Christians in the RLLS gave their examples of experience of premarital sex.384 

Thus, the ‘no sex before marriage’ script, while being a teaching that has a significant 

cultural influence in some settings, it certainly is not wholly practised. 

3.4.7 The How Far is Too Far Question 

For some Christians who are in relationships, who aim to follow the no sex before 

marriage script, one of the important questions is ‘how far is too far?’ in terms of sexual 

behaviour.385 Freitas lists a variety of responses to what acceptable sexual behaviour 

 
375 Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, pp, 116-117. 
376 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
377 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
378 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 175 observes the importance of the shared culture of Evangelical 
colleges in contributing towards their beliefs. 
379 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 175. 
380 Adelle M. Banks, ‘Evangelicals Say It’s Time for Frank Talk about Sex’, Religion News Service, 
19 April 2012, <https://religionnews.com/2012/04/19/evangelicals-say-its-time-for-frank-talk-about-
sex/> [accessed 12 January 2022], as discussed in Mark Regnerus, Cheap Sex: The 
Transformation of Men, Marriage, and Monogamy (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017), 
p. 211. 
381 Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, p. 153. 
382 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 26. 
383 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 168. 
384 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
385 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 32; Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 206 includes a quote about one 
student who makes this observation about evangelical students. 
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amongst evangelical students meant, and had responses ranging from ‘waiting till the 

wedding ceremony for their first kiss’ to ‘engaging in “everything but” intercourse, including 

oral and anal sex’.386 Regnerus and Uecker observe how ‘technical virginity’ (referring to 

virginal sex) becomes a line for many evangelical religious EAs, that they believe that they 

should not cross before marriage.387 As mentioned above, some Christians do cross that 

line, and do not see it as being important. But for others, the question is how close to the 

line can they get in terms of sexual behaviour in premarital relationships.388 One 

evangelical student who has had the same boyfriend for two years, and whom she hopes 

she will one day marry, speaks of her experience of regular oral sex with him, noting her 

sense of ambiguity and confusion, that ‘for us it’s okay, but for them [other people] it’s 

stupid’.389 Similarly, another evangelical female student speaks of her experience of 

having almost daily oral sex with her evangelical boyfriend, because ‘as humans we like 

it’, even though they did not talk about it for months because of their perceived ambiguity 

that it was ‘wrong because of church and because of what the Bible said about sex’.390 

Ultimately, even after talking about it, and finding accountability partners, they returned to 

this daily behaviour, not discussing it between themselves nor telling their accountability 

partners.391 Similarly, another female evangelical student spoke about having oral sex 

with multiple boyfriends, with hoping to keep ‘technical virginity’.392  

 
These two examples of preserving ‘technical virginity’, as well as the wider question as to 

‘how far is too far?’ raises the issue as to how commitment, desire and sexual behaviour, 

and the scripts associated with them, interact in premarital Christian relationships. They 

also very much confirm the reality of the challenge for Christians sitting between the 

traditional scripts of Christian morality and the scripts of the wider culture. Regnerus and 

Uecker rightly observe how these female students  

 
feel the powerful pull of competing moral claims upon them: the script about what 
boyfriends and girlfriends in love want or are supposed to do for and to each other, and the 
script about what unmarried Christian behaviour should look like. They want to satisfy both 
but find themselves rationalizing’.393 
 

This attempting to rationalise Christian faith and preserve technical virginity is illustrated 

well in the satirical song ‘The Loophole’ by Garfunkel and Oates, in which a young 

 
386 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 84. 
387 Regnerus and Uecker, pp. 31-32. 
388 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 228. 
389 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 35; 
390 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 32. 
391 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 32. 
392 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 84. 
393 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 35. 
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Christian woman encourages her boyfriend to have anal sex as a loophole solution.394 It 

shows the dilemma associated with the how far is too far question. 

3.4.8 The Waiting for Marriage Script 

The final marriage script to be discussed is the ‘waiting for marriage’ script, which is 

strongly associated with the ‘expectation about getting married’ script. It is a script of 

‘waiting for Mr (or Miss) Right to come along’.395 Yet again it has been classified as a 

‘marriage’ script, because it is seen as being preparation for marriage, even if marriage 

never happens. It has particular influence within the complementarian emphasis of Purity 

Culture, but its influence is not limited to that particular brand of Christianity. 

 
Its complementarian emphasis means that it focuses on men doing the initiating and 

women waiting for the men to do the initiating. Such a complementarian script is deeply 

disempowering for women. It is disempowering enough in situations where there may be 

potential partners available (such as college/university situations). However, it can be 

even more disempowering in situations where there are no options to meet potential 

spouses without actively seeking them. Numerous interviewees speak about hardness of 

the experience of waiting in the RLLS.396 

For Christians the script is often associated with ideas like ‘God will guide you to your 

future husband/wife’ or ‘God will provide the perfect partner if you just keep waiting’.397 It 

is the ultimate script of passivity, in which God will ‘magically’ provide a 

girlfriend/boyfriend, who will be ‘the one’.398 But in the meantime the Christian (often a 

woman) has to ‘be content’.399 One contributor describes her experience in the British 

RLLS: 

 

As a child I went to a charismatic church where we were taught through meetings, youth 
groups and books, we had to wait for the right ‘one’ - this isn‘t biblical and it promotes 
anxiety, fear and oppression - funny that … things Christianity are meant to set you free 
from.400 

 
The contributor above makes an important observation about the need to wait as having 

the potential to create anxiety. Questions like ‘What if God does not provide a 

husband/wife for me?’ cause great concerns in this waiting script. Furthermore, it is a 

 
394 Garfunkel and Oates, The Loophole (No One Buys Records, 2015), SECRETIONS. 
395 One popular Christian devotional is written with this in mind is Jackie Kendall and Debby Jones, 
Lady in Waiting: Becoming God’s Best While Waiting for Mr Right (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny 
Image Publishers, 2012). 
396 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
397 Walker, Relatable, ch. preface. 
398 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
399 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
400 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
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script that potentially becomes a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ for those who are of a shyer 

personality. Swami recognises the particular challenges that ‘shy’ people face in terms of 

social interactions, and the implications that this has for relationships.401 For some 

Christians, the shyness aspect of their personality will interact with this waiting for ‘the 

one’ script, and so they will never do anything to make that possible. It is a script that can 

be incredibly hard at the time and has the potential to create a great deal of 

disappointment.402 

3.4.9 Ideas about ‘Being in Love’ and its Relationship to Sexual Desire in the 
Contemporary Horizon 

Before moving to look at some of the key relationship scripts and sex scripts in 

contemporary culture, it is necessary to take an interlude to discuss sexual desire within 

the contemporary horizon. Sexual desire is here understood to be a  

 
psychological state subjectively experienced by the individual as an awareness that he or 
she wishes to attain a (presumably pleasurable) sexual goal that is currently 
unattainable.403 

 
Noting that love is considered to be the reason for marrying in the contemporary horizon, 

one important matter is what does it mean within this horizon to ‘be in love’.404 Regan’s 

research with a group of EA demonstrates that for that group ‘the majority … 

spontaneously think of sexual desire when asked to define the state of “being in love”’.405 

Furthermore, these EA ‘conclude that dating partners who do not desire each other 

sexually are not in love’.406  

 
These beliefs have an important place within the contemporary horizon. The perception 

that sexual desire and being in love are either one of the same, or strongly related, is 

commonly held.407 This makes sense where romantic love is found in relationships that 

 
401 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 264. 
402 Walker, Relatable, ch. 5 describes higher levels of self-declared hopelessness amongst RLLS 
interviewees who followed the waiting script. 
403 Pamela C. Regan and Ellen Berscheid, Lust: What We Know about Human Sexual Desire. 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1999), p. 15. 
404 Cf. 3.3.1. 
405 Pamela C. Regan, ‘The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships’, 
Social Behavior and Personality, 28.1 (2000), 51–60 (p. 52) observes that sexual desire was 
considered more important than sexual activities of various kinds in relationships; Pamela C. 
Regan, Elizabeth R. Kocan, and Teresa Whitlock, ‘Ain’t Love Grand! A Prototype Analysis of the 
Concept of Romantic Love’, Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 15.3 (1998), 411–20 
discusses a survey of 120 people where they could freely state a characteristic of the state of 
‘being in love’, and the second highest characteristic given was ‘sexual desire’ (65.8%). 
406 Quotation from Regan, ‘The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships’, 
p. 51; Pamela C. Regan, ‘Of Lust and Love: Beliefs about the Role of Sexual Desire in Romantic 
Relationships’, Personal Relationships, 5.2 (1998), 139–57 (p. 139) <https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-
6811.1998.tb00164.x>. 
407 Arthur Aron and others, ‘Falling in Love’, in Handbook of Relationship Initiation, ed. by Susan 
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‘typically have an explicit actual or potential sexual component, such as dating and marital 

relationships’.408 However, these commonly held beliefs about the role of sexual desire in 

romantic love are also significantly substantiated by social psychological research.409 

They are not merely a perception within the contemporary horizon. 

While psychologists debate about the nature of passionate love and sexual desire, there 

is a ‘clear’ acknowledgement of the link between them.410 One study describes passionate 

love as ‘a state of intense longing for union with the beloved’.411 Berscheid goes as far as 

to say that passionate love is “about 90% sexual desire not yet sated’.412 One tool (The 

Passionate Love Scale) that is used by psychologists to observe passionate love includes 

studying aspects that are related to sexual desire.413 They include statements such as ‘“I 

sense my body responding when ___ touches me”; “In the presence of ___, I yearn to 

touch and be touched”; and “Sometimes my body trembles with excitement at the sight of 

___”’414 The link between passionate love and sexual desire is thus well established. And 

sexual desire is thus linked with romantic love too, since ‘the overwhelmingly powerful 

passion is considered a distinctive feature of romantic love’.415 

 
Nevertheless, some distinction between passionate love and sexual desire can be made 

by psychologists. Fisher has observed how ‘romantic attraction’ and ‘the sex drive’ are 

linked with different brain systems, with sexual desire not being focused on a particular 

person, while romantic attraction is more specifically focused on an individual.416 Similarly, 

fMRI scans of people’s brains experiencing romantic love demonstrates that there is only 

a minimal amount of overlap with the scans of those experiencing sexual arousal.417 But 

 
Sprecher, Amy Wenzel, and John Harvey (New York, NY: Psychology Press, 2008), pp. 315–36 (p. 
317) confirms studies of the common perception of the ‘passion factor’ of passionate love being 
‘sexual in nature, including sexual passion and sex appeal’; Beverley Fehr and James A. Russell, 
‘The Concept of Love Viewed from a Prototype Perspective.’, Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 60.3 (1991), 425–38; Karandashev, p. 139.1 notes the relationship between ‘romantic 
love’ and ‘passionate love’ with ‘strong erotic and sexual components’. 
408 Aron and others, p. 317. 
409 Ellen Berscheid, ‘Some Comments on Love’s Anatomy: Or, Whatever Happened to Old-
Fashioned Lust?’, in The Psychology of Love, ed. by J. Sternberg and M. L. Barnes (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1988), pp. 359–71. 
410 Aron and others, p. 319 summarises the discussion; Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire in 
Dating Relationships, p. 52 says that ‘contemporary social psychological discourse on love 
suggests that the experience of passionate love is strongly linked with sexual desire’. 
411 Karandashev, p. 217.  
412 Berscheid, p. 373. 
413 Elaine Hatfield and Susan Sprecher, ‘The Passionate Love Scale’, in Handbook of Sexuality-
Related Measures, ed. by Clive M. Davis and others (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 
1998), pp. 466–68; discussed in Aron and others, p. 319. 
414 Aron and others, p. 319. 
415 Karandashev, p. 217. 
416 Aron and others, p. 319 note Fisher’s research, as well as other scholars that have conducted 
supporting research. 
417 Aron and others, p. 319. 
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the link between sexuality and romantic love is something absolutely acknowledged, and 

so the sexual desire aspect of romantic love, as commonly perceived within the 

contemporary horizon, cannot be played down.418 This is strongly demonstrated by 

Regan’s research, which highlights a strong positive correlation between sexual desire 

and passionate love as an emotional experience amongst participants.419 On an 

experiential subjective level, the two are clearly strongly linked.420 

 
Furthermore, Regan’s research highlights some important points about sexual desire and 

its role within dating relationships. Firstly, for both men and women participants ‘the more 

sexual desire felt for the[ir] partner, the more satisfaction participants experienced’ in 

them.421 In the dating relationships studied, sexual desire had a positive role in creating 

that positive experience. Secondly, sexual desire was ‘strongly related to the thoughts of 

not ending a relationship.422 So the more that a participant sexually desired their partner, 

the less times on average they thought about ending their relationship and starting a 

different relationship. This applied to both men and women.423 Desire, thus is seen as 

having a key role in ‘relationship maintenance’.424 Thirdly, the reverse of both of the above 

was also found to be true for participants, that those who did not experience desire (and 

the related feeling of being ‘in love’) felt ‘relatively uninvolved with their relationship and 

uncommitted to their partner’.425 Fourthly, the level of sexual desire a person had for their 

partner mattered more than the actual amount of sexual activity that they participated in 

with them.426 The key observation is that ‘the fact that one has sex with one’s partner may 

not mean as much in terms of relationship maintenance as the fact that that one wants to 

have sex with one’s partner’.427 All of these things highlight the importance of sexual 

desire in dating relationships. According to Regan, ‘desire … serves as an important, 

perhaps the most important, sexual index of relationship quality’.428 

 

 
418 Aron and others, p. 319.  
419 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, pp. 52, 57. 
420 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 55 has stated 
that ‘strong support was found for the hypothesis that sexual desire is the aspect of human 
sexuality most associated with passionate love’. 
421 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 55. 
422 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 56. 
423 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 56. 
424 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 53. 
425 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 58. Related to 
this is the experience of the person who is not sexual desired and the effect of this upon them. 
Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 55 observes that 
men in the research were ‘more frustrated’ if their partner had low levels of sexual desire towards 
them. 
426 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 58. 
427 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 53. 
428 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 58. 
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Not surprisingly, the literature about Christians’ ideas about sexual desire and its role in 

premarital relationships is limited. Freitas observes that within American Evangelical 

colleges, students ‘talking about their own sexual desires and sexual experiences is 

something very few of these students do [amongst their peers]429’. However, one 

respondent of the RLLS observes the particular problem of their experience of abstinence 

culture was what single (unmarried) people were to do with sexual desire, since this was 

simply ‘swept under the carpet, as if single people don’t experience desire’.430 Longman 

similarly acknowledges this particular problem within Christian teaching (or lack of) is the 

way that much of the church handles sexual desire, it is as if nobody experiences it before 

marriage.431 But in reality, sexual desire is something that ‘begins in the womb’.432 And 

even if it is not consciously observed (or admitted) by Christians, psychologists indicate it 

plays an important role in relationship maintenance. 

3.4.10 Attraction in Relationships, and its Relationship to Other Characteristics 

The discussion so far has focused on issues surrounding the long-term relationship of 

marriage, and ideas (both within and beyond Christian culture) as to the role of sexual 

behaviour and sexual desire. Besides this long-term model of sexual relationship, in the 

wider contemporary horizon there are, of course, many forms of short-term sexual 

relationship, some of which will be discussed below.433 What is important to note is that 

psychologists have observed the differences between what people look for in a mate in 

short-term and long-relationships.434 

 
However, very importantly, in both instances, perception of the physical attractiveness of 

the other person is considered of being of particular importance.435 Regan and Berscheid 

observe how the connection between appearance and ‘sexual attractiveness’ is well 

 
429 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, pp. 109, 123. 
430 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
431 Allender and Longman, p. 3. 
432 Allender and Longman, p. 3. 
433 David Schmitt, ‘An Evolutionary Perspective on Mate Choice and Relationship Initiation’, in 
Handbook of Relationship Initiation, ed. by Susan Sprecher, Amy Wenzel, and John Harvey (Boca 
Raton, FL: Psychology Press, 2008), pp. 55–74 (p. 56) points out that Evolutionary Psychologists 
suggest that humans are ‘probably designed and adapted for more than one type of mating’, i.e., 
short-term, and long-term. 
434 Bredow, Cate and Houston, p. 16; Buss, p. 13. 
435 Bredow, Cate and Houston, p. 16; Swami, Attraction Explained, pp. 76-114; Swami, Attraction 
Explained, p. 91 observes from one study how women who wanted short-term sexual relationships 
prioritised the physical attractiveness of a potential partner over a man’s ambition in terms of their 
perceived social status and/or wealth; 
Pamela C. Regan and others, ‘Partner Preferences: What Characteristics Do Men and Women 
Desire in Their Short-Term Sexual and Long-Term Romantic Partners?’, Journal of Psychology & 
Human Sexuality, 12.3 (2000), 1–21 (p. 5) <https://doi.org/10.1300/J056v12n03_01> notes that 
physical appearance is deemed as being of the highest importance for short-term relationships. 
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established.436 Significantly, Swami argues, physical attractiveness is not just of 

importance to men, but also to women.437 Summarising recent research, he says that 

‘gender differences in the importance of physical attractiveness for romantic relationships 

have been greatly exaggerated’.438 One study of 30,000 people demonstrated that 

attractiveness mattered for both men and women in both initial encounters and for how 

relationships developed.439 Physical attractiveness is deemed of being of general 

important to both sexes. And it is deemed as being important for both short-term and long-

term sexual relationships. Of course, men are not all the same, and women are not all the 

same, and so care must be taken in making generalisations.440 But research seems to 

indicate that physical attractiveness ‘probably matters to most people’, even though the 

way that this plays out is complicated.441 

 
Moreover, physical attractiveness, of course, is not the only characteristic that is deemed 

important in a partner for those seeking long-term relationships.442 Research studies 

indicate that ‘inner-qualities’ matter more in what people want from a potential partner in a 

romantic relationship.443 Between these studies, characteristics such as ‘trustworthiness’, 

‘warmth’, ‘a sense of humour’, and ‘intelligence’ were of more importance than ‘physical 

attractiveness’ and ‘sexiness’.444 It follows that the virtues of good character, alongside 

other characteristics of personality are considered important in a potential partner makes 

sense for a long-term relationship, since these ‘prosocial’ characteristics mean that a 

potential partner is perceived to be able to provide ongoing support emotionally for them 

and any children that they may have.445 Similarly, the Bible and the Christian tradition 

recognises the importance of virtuous character, making it something potentially attractive 

within the contemporary Christian cultural horizon.446 

 

 
436 Regan and Berscheid, p. 93. 
437 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 77. 
438 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 89. 
439 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 89. 
440 Swami, Attraction Explained, pp. 91-92. 
441 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 95. Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 108 notes that research 
indicates that people with visual impairments put less of a priority on physical attractiveness. 
442 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 119 observes how physical attractiveness, success in a career 
and the amount of potential wealth a person could make was less important amongst older people 
than younger people. 
443 Swami, Attraction Explained, pp. 117-119 discusses several studies which support this. Buss, p. 
44 notes that characteristics such as love, sincerity and kindness have been observed as being the 
characteristics that women want in men in many different cultures. 
444 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 118. 
445 Regan and others, Partner Preferences, p. 5. 
446 Stephen E. Fowl, ‘Virtue’, in Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, ed. by Kevin 
Vanhoozer and others (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), pp. 837–39. 
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However, this is also not to say that physical attractiveness is only of limited importance 

within the contemporary Christian horizon. As sexual desire is known to have an important 

particular role in maintaining a relationship, then physical attraction towards a potential 

partner is still of great importance for that to happen.447 Regan has demonstrated how the 

more a dating partner desires their dating partner in a relationship, the less they consider 

a relationship with someone else.448 There is no particular reason to think that think that 

this is any less the case amongst Christians than amongst the wider contemporary 

cultural horizon. 

 
Nevertheless, importantly this does not mean that physical attractiveness is a bound 

concept. Swami points out numerous studies that strongly support the idea that 

personality can change a potential partner’s perspective about physical attractiveness.449 

In one study, for example, participants were asked to rate the photographs of people on a 

computer screen in terms of how attractive they found them.450 After a distraction 

exercise, so that they would forget the ratings that they had given, the exercise was 

repeated, but this time including information about personality traits of the individuals in 

the photographs. Not only were those who had more desirable personality traits better 

rated, but hugely significantly, their physical attractiveness ratings were also higher. Other 

studies have also backed up how the perception of someone’s character affects their 

attractiveness rating.451 Similarly, several studies support the idea that liking someone 

(presumably based upon their characteristics) makes them seem more physically 

attractive.452 The studies demonstrate that as people spend time together (a university 

class, a rowing team and an archaeological dig team) and they realise their liking (or not) 

for each other, that their physical attractiveness levels change accordingly. The results 

indicate that characteristics that would be in line with Christian virtues can make a person 

appear more physically attractive to others. Hence, physical attraction is important to the 

development of relationships, but physical attractiveness can change based upon 

perceptions of character. 

 
447 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire in Dating Relationships, p. 53. 
448 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire in Dating Relationships, p. 51. 
449 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 128. 
450 Gary W. Lewandowski, Arthur Aron, and Julie Gee, ‘Personality Goes a Long Way: The 
Malleability of Opposite-Sex Physical Attractiveness’, Personal Relationships, 14.4 (2007), 571–85 
<https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2007.00172.x> in Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 129. 
451 Viren Swami, ‘Physical Attractiveness and Personality’, in Encyclopaedia of Body Image and 
Human Appearance (London: Elsevier, 2012), pp. 622–28. 
452 Swami, Attraction Explained, pp. 130-133 discusses these studies. 



60 
 

3.4.11 Premarital Serial Monogamy as a Script 

The ‘capstone’ marriage script, with marriage being the icing on the cake in the wider 

contemporary cultural horizon also works alongside a cultural pattern of serial monogamy, 

that is multiple sexual relationships, happening one at a time. Regnerus describes serial 

monogamy as ‘the primary sexual script among EAs today’.453 In practice, this tends to 

mean having multiple sexual relationships at a young adult age, followed by ‘settling 

down’.454 ‘Settling down’ in the wider contemporary horizon, as will be discussed below, 

often involves cohabitation.455 Arnett summarises the philosophy behind serial monogamy 

script in this way:  

 

Finding a love partner in your teens and continuing in relationship with that person through your 
early twenties, culminating in marriage, is now viewed as unhealthy, a mistake, a path likely to lead 
to disaster. Those who do not experiment with different partners are warned that they will 
eventually wonder what they are missing, to the detriment of their marriage.456 
 
 
The script of serial monogamy amongst EAs is one which emphasises the wisdom of 

experience, that is that it would be unwise not to have more than one relationship.457 

Obviously, if the focus is not on ‘settling down’ the script can be dissociated with the 

search for a potential marriage partner, and become one of changing partner simply 

because one wants a change.458 It is also a script that can encourage people in 

relationships to think that there could be ‘someone better out there’.459 It is a powerful 

script that is embedded in the contemporary cultural horizon. It is also a script that 

importantly acknowledges the human experience of ‘falling in love many times’.460 And it 

is a script that also acknowledges that the role of sexual desire that, was at one time for 

many a motivation for marriage (at a young age), is now for the majority a reason for 

premarital relationships, whether or not marriage is the ultimate intended outcome.461 

 
Moreover, what is also important to note is that premarital serial monogamous 

relationships amongst EAs, and not casual sex, is the place where most premarital sex 

happens amongst EAs.462 For 2/3 of all EA women in Regnerus and Uecker’s research, 

 
453 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 23. 
454 Regnerus and Uecker, pp. 24, 171; Bredow, Cate, and Huston, p. 8. 
455 3.4.13; Bredow, Cate and Huston, p. 8. 
456 Quotation from Arnett, p. 73; this is discussed in Regnerus and Uecker, p. 171. 
457 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 171. 
458 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 171. 
459 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 171. 
460 Bredow, Cate, and Huston, p. 8. 
461 Bredow, Cate and Huston, p. 8. 
462 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 70. 
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‘sex and dating’ are inseparable.463 And 96% of women aged 18-23 year are ‘sexually 

involved’ with the person that they in a relationship with.464 

 

However, the length of these serial monogamous relationships amongst this age category 

is on average of a short length, most lasting a maximum duration of six months.465 Some 

of these relationships come to an end because of ‘natural relationship conclusions’, such 

as moving for work or college etc.466 Others end because ‘mutual self-giving’ does not 

develop between the partners.467 For many EAs there is an ‘inevitability of the end’, that it 

will come.468 This philosophy is perhaps summed up well as ‘every relationship fails until 

one doesn’t’469. 

 
Interestingly and very importantly, serial monogamy is also a script that is well established 

within the contemporary Christian cultural horizon. It was mentioned above that religiosity 

was not found to be an influencing factor for the number of partners that EAs had.470 And 

research also indicates that EA evangelical women had more serial partners than 

mainstream Protestants in America.471 Whatever level of sexual activity takes place in 

these relationships, premarital serial monogamy is very much part of the Christian cultural 

horizon. Even if it would be considered inappropriate within some Christian subcultures, 

that a person might not marry the first person that they have a romantic relationship with, 

the phenomenon happens. One EA evangelical women (Jessica) within a Purity Culture 

context, who had not previously had a relationship, admits that she does not think that she 

will ‘only date one person’, because ‘it’s not likely they’ll have an arrow over their head 

saying “they’re the one”’.472 However platonic premarital Christian relationships might (or 

might not) be, the idea of having multiple ones is part of the cultural horizon. 

3.4.12 The Role of Sexual Activity in Premarital Relationships 

This subsection will discuss the role of sexual activity more generally in contemporary 

premarital relationships.473 Sexual activity is a broad term and could include, but is not 

 
463 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 15. 
464 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 15. 
465 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 70. 
466 Regnerus amd Uecker, p. 71. 
467 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 70. 
468 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 73. 
469 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 73. 
470 3.4.6; Regnerus and Uecker, p. 26. 
471 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 26. 
472 Freitas, Sex and The Soul, p. 82. 
473 Susan Sprecher and Kathleen McKinney, Sexuality, Sage Series on Close Relationships 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1993), p. 100 have produced a diagram (figure 5.1) 
suggesting the different roles of sexual activity within a relationship. The list includes: ‘an act of 
self-disclosure’, ‘an act of intimacy’, ‘an act of affection or love’, ‘an act of interdependence’, ‘an act 
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limited to activities such as ‘kissing, caressing, heavy petting, making out, oral sex, mutual 

masturbation and sexual intercourse’.474 3.4.9 discussed the recognition of the importance 

of sexual desire within the contemporary cultural context. Interestingly and importantly, 

Regan has suggested that sexual desire (the want to have sexual intercourse with one’s 

partner) may be more significant than actual sexual behaviour in terms of ‘relationship 

quality or maintenance’.475 This may be an important consideration for more 

conservatively-minded Christians making sense of sexual desire, since a lack of activity 

does not mean that there is no desire for it.476 However, Regan has also observed how 

sexual activity does contribute to levels of ‘self-reported satisfaction’ with a partner within 

a romantic relationship.477 Furthermore, men, in her study were less angry with their 

partner in the cases where there was more sexual activity, as well as having a lower 

number of thoughts about ceasing the relationship.478 Thus, sexual activity certainly can 

have an important role. 

 
Sprecher and McKinney too observe how sexual behaviour is one form of behaviour 

amongst others that has a role in ‘relationship stability and maintenance’ within premarital 

relationships.479 In other words, sexual behaviour, alongside nonsexual behaviour is 

perceived to have a part to play in premarital relationships in the contemporary horizon. 

Furthermore, there has also been a recognition that sexual activity corresponds to 

perceptions of relationship developmental stage, and related ideas about levels of 

commitment.480 This idea is broadly portrayed in the popular cultural idea of waiting for 

the third date for sex.481 At the time of their interesting study, Christopher and Cate 

examined dating relationships and observed love was associated more with sexual activity 

 
of maintenance’, and an ‘act of exchange’. 
474 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 54. 
475 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 53. 
476 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 56. 
477 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 56. 
478 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 56. 
479 Sprecher and McKinney, p. 105 include a diagram (figure 5.2) which provides a model for 
understanding the role of sexual behaviour within dating relationships in terms of ‘relationship 
stability and maintenance’. 
480 Sprecher and McKinney, p. 110, Owens, p. 269 both discuss relationship developmental 
stages. Spencer B. Olmstead and Kristin M. Anders, ‘Sexual Activity in the Contexts of Romantic 
Relationships’, in Sexuality in Emerging Adulthood (New York, N.Y: Oxford University Press, 2021), 
pp. 99–116 (p. 103) observes recent research amongst younger EAs, in which ‘emotional 
connectedness with a partner’ was seen as being something that they wanted to aspire to achieve 
before ‘engaging in sexual behaviour’; see also Kristin M. Anders and Spencer B. Olmstead, ‘A 
Qualitative Examination of the Sexual Possible Selves and Strategies of First-Semester College 
Students: How Sexual Possible Selves Are Developed During the Transition to College’, Archives 
of Sexual Behavior, 48.6 (2019), 1859–76 <https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-018-1332-2>. 
481 Ellen Scott, ‘The Three-Date Rule Is Dead as Most People Are Up for Having Sex Sooner’, 
Metro, 30 May 2020 <https://metro.co.uk/2020/05/30/three-date-rule-dead-people-are-sex-first-
date-12779277/> [accessed 8 September 2021]. 
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in the later stages of dating relationship development, especially at the point when the 

participants were thinking about ‘becoming a couple’.482 Not surprisingly, scholars have 

observed differing attitudes between men and women about the level of wanted sexual 

activity at different stages of dating relationships, the men often wanting higher levels of 

sexual intimacy earlier on.483 Research suggests that women have wanted higher levels 

of ‘emotional intimacy’ to determine the appropriate levels of sexual activity.484 There may 

be associated with this the wish not to be perceived to be ‘easy’ to get or ‘loose’.485 

 
As will be discussed below, ideas among some EAs have developed to the extent that 

trying to start a relationship with sexual intercourse is now a practice.486 But however 

soon sexual behaviour plays a part in premarital relationships, and whatever that sexual 

behaviour looks like, sexual behaviour is perceived to have a part to play. The fact that 

‘how far is too far?’ is a question within Christian culture reflects that sexual activity 

(whether this is simply kissing or more than that) has a recognised place within premarital 

relationships. 

3.4.13 Cohabitation Scripts 

The next relationship script moves into the category of long-term relationships, being the 

practice of cohabitation. In the wider contemporary horizon, cohabitation is regarded as 

normal, and a person may cohabit with one more than person prior to marriage.487 It is the 

case that within Western societies, including Britain, ‘cohabitation has overtaken marriage 

as the first partnership type, with parenthood increasingly occurring outside of and 

marriage’, and this is reflected in official British statistics.488 It seems to be the case that 

‘moving in together’ is now culturally seen as ‘a rite of passage for couples’.489 It is an 

 
482 F. Scott Christopher and Rodney M. Cate, ‘Premarital Sexual Involvement: A Developmental 
Investigation of Relational Correlates’, Adolescence, 23 (1988), 793–803 (p. 794) lists four stages 
of relationship that were considered in this study: ‘(1) first date, (2) when they were casually dating, 
(3) when they were considering becoming a couple, and (4) … when they were a monogamously 
dating couple’; See discussion in Sprecher and McKinney, p. 110. 
483 Christopher and Cate, p. 800; Olmstead and Anders, p. 103 states that in a recent study a 
higher proportion of emerging adult women, than men, stressed the importance that ‘sex and 
commitment go hand-in-hand’ in romantic relationships, with ‘commitment often occurring first’. 
484 Christopher and Cate, p. 800; similarly, Olmstead and Anders, Sexual Activity in the Contexts of 
Romantic Relationships, p. 103 note in recent research that more women than men stressed that 
sex and commitment go ‘hand in hand’. 
485 Christopher and Cate, p. 800. Anders and Olmstead, p. 1868 is a recent study which confirms 
the concerns of some women on a college campus, who did not want to get a ‘negative sexual 
reputation’. 
486 3.4.16. 
487 Bredow, Cate, and Huston, p. 8. 
488 Ann Berrington, ‘Expectations for Family Transitions in Young Adulthood among the UK Second 
Generation’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 46.5 (2020), 913–35 (p. 913) 
<https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1539276>; Walker, Relatable, ch. 1. 
489 Quotation from report by Barna Group, Majority of Americans Now Believe in Cohabitation, 24 
June 2016 <https://www.barna.com/research/majority-of-americans-now-believe-in-cohabitation/> 
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established part of the wider cultural horizon to which Christians are exposed. 

 
Importantly, in British society in general, there is a significant transition between those 

aged 16-29 (in 2019) and those aged 30-34, as the younger group has 68.7% cohabiting 

(and 30.8% married) of those that are either cohabiting or married, compared with 35.3% 

cohabiting (and 63.2% married) of the older age group.490 Presumably, this significant 

shift is due to the large number of people who cohabit who later decide to get married. 

Thus, cohabitation, for many of the general population provides a perceived route to 

marriage, should that be what they decide to do. For many who wish to get married, it is 

potentially seen as a ‘testing ground’ for marriage.491 For some, the perceived cost of 

holding a wedding provides the pragmatic reason for cohabitation.492  

 
Moreover, there has been much debate about whether cohabitation prior to marriage 

leads to a higher likelihood of divorce.493 The theory is that ‘relationship quality’ often 

decreases through a marriage, and so cohabiting beforehand leads to this happening 

earlier, which has the potential to jeopardises the marital relationship.494 However, 

cohabitation is not the end of the road for Christian relationships, and interestingly women 

in America who are religious and cohabit are more likely to marry afterwards than women 

who are not religious.495 

 

Interestingly, for such a strong script in contemporary society, people cohabiting only 

makes up a small percentage of those recorded in British churches.496 However, it is the 

case that some Christians do cohabit, even if this something that they ‘slide’, instead of 

‘decide’ to do.497 One survey in America has discovered that 29% of ‘all weekly church 

attenders say they have cohabited at some point’.498 Regnerus also observes from his 

research that Catholics in Western countries are more likely to cohabit than evangelicals, 

which he explains by the stronger rejection of divorce in Catholicism, whereas it is more 

 
[accessed 13 January 2022], describing this phenomenon in America; discussed in Walker, 
Relatable, ch. 1. 
490 Office for National Statistics, Population Estimates by Marital Status and Living Arrangements, 
England and Wales: 2019. 
491 Grant, p. 45. 
492 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 121. 
493 Grant, pp. 45-46. 
494 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 181. 
495 US Department of Health & Human Services; Cohabitation, Marriage, Divorce, p. 29. 
496 YouGov and Single Christians, p. 11 indicates that 20.7% of Practising Christians cohabit. 
However, the percentage of those who attend more than once a year in the UK are too small to be 
statistically reliable. This research took place in 2015. 
497 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 144. 
498 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, p. 144. 
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acceptable amongst evangelicals.499 It is a script that has influence within the 

contemporary horizon. 

3.4.14 The Hookup Script 

The next script to be discussed that forms part of the wider cultural horizon introduces 

another form of sexual relationship, and that is the short-term sexual relationship. 

Hookups are commonly associated with college culture, though recent research is 

beginning to examine hookup culture beyond college settings.500 In college situations it is 

often a common practice.501  

 
While definitions of hookup are debated, here it is understood to be ‘a paired activity that 

could lead to sex but is not itself sex’ and often takes place in the context of participants 

being tipsy or drunk.502 It is the phenomena of a person kissing (making out) with 

someone that they do not know well, with the possibility of further sexual activity.503  

 
Another usual understanding about hookups of scholars is that it is a sexual activity that 

takes place between people not in a romantic relationship.504 It can take place once with 

the same person or on different occasions.505 But the emphasis is on it being a sexual 

activity, that is not part of a romantic relationship. Scholars debate as to whether hookups 

play a positive role in terms of women’s liberation or whether they effectively create 

‘obligatory, unwanted or coercive sex’.506 Research indicates that women mention more 

enjoyment of sex and experience of orgasm within the context of relationships (i.e. not 

hookups).507 At the time of their research, Regnerus and Uecker observed that ‘the vast 

majority of young adults never have sex the first time that they meet someone’ and that it 

 
499 Regnerus, The Future of Christian Marriage, pp. 142-143. 
500 Olmstead, p. 781. 
501 Olmstead, p. 781. 
502 The definition given is from Regnerus and Uecker, p. 102; Olmstead, p. 780 lists the 
contemporary debates about defining hookups; Melissa A. Lewis and others, ‘What Is Hooking Up? 
Examining Definitions of Hooking Up in Relation to Behavior and Normative Perceptions’, Journal 
of Sex Research, 50.8 (2013), 757–66 (p. 764) emphasises the statistical significance given to the 
use of alcohol by emerging adults’ own definition of a hookup; for a detailed narrative description of 
hooking up, see Lisa Wade, American Hookup: The New Culture of Sex on Campus (New York, 
N.Y: Norton, 2017), ch. 1. 
503 This definition is given by Regnerus and Uecker, p. 103. Lewis and others, p. 764 observe in 
their study how perceptions about what sexual activities form part of a hookup are varied in the 
eyes of EAs in the study. 
504 Olmstead, p. 780. 
505 Olmstead, p. 780. 
506 Olmstead, p. 782; Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 13 argues that hookups are a negative sexual 
script; see Donna Freitas, The End of Sex: How Hookup Culture Is Leaving a Generation Unhappy, 
Sexually Unfulfilled, and Confused about Intimacy (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2013); see also 
Amia Srinivasan, The Right to Sex (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021), p. 45. 
507 Olmstead, p. 782, Srinivasan, p. 156 n. 44. 
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was only through drinking that many, particularly women, would take part in casual sex in 

this way.508 

 
Within Freitas’ research amongst American evangelical students, 23% said that they felt 

‘OK’ or ‘fine’ about hooking up, including those who mentioned the ‘“thrill” of 

transgression’.509 What is particularly important to note here is that the hookup has been 

seen as having ‘all but replaced dating as the normal means by which romantic and 

sexual relationships get started’.510 While this is not the case, since dating is not extinct, 

the hookup is a sex script that has a significant influence on the wider contemporary 

cultural horizon.511 

3.4.15 Friends with Benefits 

Another sex script in the wider contemporary cultural horizon has been called the Friends-

with-benefits Relationship (FWBR).512 According to one research paper, 50-60% of 

college and university students from one university in America have had at least one 

FWBR.513 This is a script which is also focused on sex, in which EAs participate in 

friendship relationships alongside sexual intimacy, but ‘without the responsibility and time 

constraints present in more traditional romantic relationships’.514 Also, they are unlikely to 

be exclusive relationships.515 What makes it friends with benefits is that it does not situate 

 
508 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 91. 
509 Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p. 120; Freitas, Sex and the Soul, p, 121 also has produced a pie 
chart of the experiences of evangelical students the morning after a hookup. 
510 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 103. 
511 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 104. 
512 Owens, p. 270. 
513 Melissa A. Bisson and Timothy R. Levine, ‘Negotiating a Friends with Benefits Relationship’, 
Archives of Sexual Behavior, 38.1 (2009), 66–73 (p. 66) <https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-007-
9211-2>. 
514 Owens, p. 270; Angela D. Weaver, Kelly L. MacKeigan, and Hugh A. MacDonald, ‘Experiences 
and Perceptions of Young Adults in Friends with Benefits Relationships: A Qualitative Study’, The 
Canadian Journal of Human Sexuality, 20.1 (2011), 41–53 (p. 41) provides a similar definition, 
including emphasising the friendship aspect. 
In one study, Paul A. Mongeau and others, ‘Identifying and Explicating Variation among Friends 
with Benefits Relationships’, Journal of Sex Research, 50.1 (2013), 37–47 (p. 38) makes some 
important observations about the complexity of FWBRs. They note that while most FWBRs involve 
friendships in which participants ‘know each other well and care for each other before’, some 
FWBRs are amongst ‘friends’ who do not know each other so well. They also suggest that there 
are actually seven types of FWBRs (pp. 39-40): ‘true FWBRs, just sex, network opportunism, three 
types of transition in (successful, failed, and unintentional), and transition out’. True (p. 39) FWBRs 
are ‘close friends who have sex on multiple occasions. ‘Just sex’ (p. 39) are partnerships in which 
‘partners interact almost exclusively to arrange and carry out sexual interaction’. ‘Network 
opportunism’ (p 39) is when ‘these partners engage in sexual activity if neither has found a different 
sexual partner for the night’. ‘Transitioning in … precede romantic relationship development’ (p. 40) 
and this transition can happen because of ‘intentional attempts at romantic relationship initiation’, 
which might or might not be successful, as well as unintentional transitioning. ‘Transitioning out’ (p. 
40) was when participants in an ended romantic relationship continue to engage in sexual activities 
together. 
515 Weaver, MacKeigan and MacDonald, p. 49. 
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sexual activity within the context of romantic relationships.516 What makes it different from 

hookups is the potentially repeated nature of ‘the benefits’, as well as it being in the 

context of ‘friendship’.517 

 
Moreover, there have been some interesting findings from research looking at this 

phenomenon. Firstly, an attachment theory study of EAs who participate in FWBRs has 

shown higher levels of ‘attachment anxiety’.518 Secondly, there has been some research 

which suggests that from the point of view of participants, FWBRs can have benefits to 

those who participate in them, being, for some, the best of both situations, without the 

‘negative aspects’ of relationships (’e.g. drama, commitment, complications, worry, hurt, 

strings, and messiness’).519 Thirdly, FWBRs can, for some, have negative aspects too, 

including wanting commitment, but not being able to achieve it, the ending of friendships 

and the imbalance between feelings of the participants towards each other.520 Fourthly, 

there is a sexual ‘double-standard’ perception about this kind of script, in which women 

are ‘viewed more negatively than men for their participation in FWBRs’.521  

 

Olmstead has noted that both of the sex scripts described above are apparently engaged 

with by young adults often in between romantic relationships.522 Thus, the existence of 

these scripts does not mean that relationship scripts have been replaced by sex scripts. 

3.4.16 Starting a relationship with Sex Script 

The final sex script to be mentioned is one that attempts to cross the boundaries between 

sex scripts and relationship scripts. This is a common script, with one survey in America 

revealing that over a third of Millennials who took part had experienced ‘sex before a first 

date’.523 One suggestion is that the aim is of gaining some sort of security in a 

relationship.524 However, it does not seem to achieve that aim. While many give this script 

a try, one piece of research revealed that only 8% of EA participants who were in a 

relationship had their relationship start in that way.525 Compared to the third who have 

tried this script, there is a significant difference between those who try it, and the number 

of relationships that develop from it. It is as if the two types of scripts, ‘sex scripts’ and 

‘relationship scripts’ cannot easily be combined.  

 
516 Owens, p. 270. 
517 Weaver, MacKeigan, and MacDonald, p. 45. 
518 Olmstead, p. 770. 
519 Weaver, MacKeigan, and MacDonald, p. 46. 
520 Weaver, MacKeigan, and MacDonald, p. 48. 
521 Weaver, MacKeigan, and MacDonald, p. 50. 
522 Olmstead, p. 785. 
523 Walker, Relatable, ch. 10. 
524 Regnerus and Uecker, pp. 61-62. 
525 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 61. 
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There is perhaps an important thing to observe here about commitment, sex scripts and 

relationship scripts. While it is the case that some participants want more than is offered 

by the level of commitment involved with sex scripts, the ‘rules’ of sex scripts are that 

commitment in a romantic sense is not what they are about.526 3.4.12 discussed how 

sexual activity is perceived to have a place within the stages of relationship development. 

Thus, by trying to start a relationship with sex, a person is potentially not honouring the 

stages of relationship development and the associated growing sense of intimacy. Their 

behaviour will be read in terms of a sex script instead. It may be that a person who seeks 

to start a relationship with sex would be perceived as not being marriageable material, 

since their behaviour demonstrates their lack of understanding of the correlation between 

sexual activity and commitment.527 

3.5 Questions Raised by the Contemporary Cultural Horizon 
The chapter so far has painted a picture of the complexity of premarital dating 

relationships in the contemporary cultural horizon by providing a detailed discussion of 

some of the dominant marriage, relationship and sex scripts that hold sway.528 It has 

highlighted too the potential added complexity for Christians. 

 

The final part of this chapter will draw together this discussion, briefly observing some of 

the key questions that are raised by the contemporary cultural horizon for a Theology of 

Dating. This, and this chapter’s preceding discussion, will then contribute to Chapter 14’s 

discussion of some parameters for an EA Theology of Dating. 

3.5.1 How does God guide? 

 
I thought I’d get married earlier. I thought it’d be simpler, I thought God would be more 
directive.529 

 
The quote above verbalises one woman’s experience about God’s guidance in terms of 

relationships. One of the most significant questions for Christians in terms of premarital 

relationships is how does God guide. Christians in their diversity (whether they realise it or 

not) will use the Sources of Theology (Scripture, Tradition, Reason and Experience) in 

ways according to their the theological experience, emphasising some sources over 

 
526 Weaver, Kelly and MacDonald, p. 49. 
527 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 61. 
528 There are other scripts in existence, such as ‘Consensual Non-Monogamy’ (polyamory), as 
discussed in Olmstead, pp. 783-786; another dating phenomenon are ‘Ambiguous Friendships’: 
Andrew Terjesen, ‘I’ve Never Been on a Date (Yet Somehow I Got Married)’, in Dating - Philosophy 
for Everyone: Flirting with Big Ideas (Malde, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), pp. 139-150. 
529 Walker, ch. 2 quotes the experience of a participate of the RLLS. 
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others in their theological thought.530 Reason has a part, and is demonstrated in practice 

by the evangelical student mentioned above who recognised they will realistic date more 

than one person to enable them to decide who they wish to marry.531 Scripture and 

Tradition has a part too, though often the extent of the guidance about relationship ethics 

from these sources amounts to traditional Christian teaching about ‘no sex before 

marriage’, which as discussed above, is a teaching that many adolescent and EA 

Christians either ignore or wish to get as close to ‘the line’, whatever ‘the line’ is, as 

possible.532 Others are so scared of sex and sexuality, because of church teaching about 

it, that they are potentially crippled in this area, and so the idea of initiating or participating 

in relationships is itself potentially terrifying.533  

But Experience also has a key part to play, since it is through experiencing of 

relationships that decisions about them can be made.534 Furthermore, Christians are part 

of, and so not able to escape, the wider contemporary cultural horizon. The ways 

Christians respond to culture are diverse.535 But one way or another they are influenced 

by culture as part of their Experience. The various scripts described in the previous 

subsection potentially have some degree of influence. And the matter of how God guides, 

and how people might people expect God to guide, in the area of premarital relationships, 

is not separable from their experience of their context.  

 

The following subsections in this chapter will continue to discuss this critical question of 

how God guides, along with other important questions. 

3.5.2 How Certain Does Someone Need to be Before Going on a Date/Starting a 
Relationships/Getting Married etc.? 

The first issue related to the topic of God’s guidance is ‘how certain does a person need to 

be before starting a relationship with another person’? King and Freitas highlight the 

problem of the extent of the focus on marriage in Christian culture, which, without a 

theology of dating, stresses the necessity of getting it right.536 One would expect 

somebody on the day that they were getting married (particularly within a capstone model 

 
530 Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, 2nd edn (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), p. 
181. 
531 Freitas, Sex and The Soul, p. 82. 
532 3.4.6-3.4.7. 
533 Walker, Relatable, ch. 10 discusses this phenomenon, including sharing the account of one 
virgin Christian who had sexually ‘shut themselves down’ because of their experiences of sexual 
urges. 
534 Thatcher, Making Sense of Sex, p. 9 observes the importance of Experience, especially in the 
area of sex, since ‘our sexual experiences may be the most character-forming experiences we ever 
have’. This reasonably applies to the experience too of relationships of which sex is part. 
535 Niebuhr, pp. 53-56. 
536 King and Freitas, p. 27. 
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of marriage script) to have a high degree of certainty about the person to whom they are 

making a commitment. But this issue is potentially extrapolated to earlier stages of a 

relationship, to the point in some cases where some Christians might feel the need to be 

certain that they will marry somebody before going on a date or starting a relationship with 

them.537 The ‘fear of relationships’ that this creates at the earliest stages of a potential 

relationship could be deeply disabling.538 For some, it potentially makes relationship 

initiation extremely difficult, because of their lack of theology of dating. Perhaps this goes 

some way to explaining the experience of some Christian women that ‘Christian men don’t 

ask women out’.539 And when two people are going out, the question of certainty might 

remain as the relationship develops. 

 
On the other hand, in wider contemporary culture for EAs, the sex scripts (e.g., hookups, 

FWBR) by their definition are not concerned about certainty and commitment, since they 

are intentionally sex scripts.540 Whether or not Christians participate in these sex scripts 

(a minority do as mentioned above), they convey a message that the age of the EA is one 

in which certainty, and its relationship with commitment are not important. Furthermore, 

the very common relationship script of serial monogamy amongst EAs emphasises that 

even when people are in a relationship, the relationship has the potential, further, is likely, 

to come to an end.541 So the question of the role of certainty and relationship commitment 

is an important one. 

3.5.3 How Does God Guide in the Context of Choice? 

Another issue about God’s guidance is how does God guide when there is lots of choice. 

The Internet has for many expanded the number of possible options with which people 

can have relationships, but associated with that is the potential to be ‘cognitively 

overwhelmed’.542 Furthermore, there are contexts, such as universities, where there may 

be lots of potential partners available. In places where there is choice there is entirely the 

possibility that people will be attracted to more than one person at the same time. So, 

within this context a key question for Christians would be how does God guide? 

 
On the other hand, for some Christians there is seemingly very little, if any choice, at all. 

For those who are single in churches or communities where there is little prospect of 

 
537 This is not explicitly said by King and Freitas, p. 27, but the level of certainty required might be 
implied. 
538 Walker, Relatable, ch. 10 discusses the phenomenon of being ‘frozen’, that is having a ‘fear of 
relationships or making mistakes’. 
539 Walker, Relatable, ch. 5. 
540 3.4.14-3.4.15. 
541 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 73. 
542 3.3.2; Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 47. 
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meeting people, the issue of how does God guide can be a difficult question.543 For 

women (or men) who have accepted the ‘waiting script’, the incentive to go searching is 

not there.544 For some people who are searching, while they may be willing to try Internet 

dating, their real expectation is that they will meet someone through more traditional 

methods.545 For others, there is the question as to whether to date those outside the 

Christian community.546 

 
For some, there is an overwhelming sense of hopeless at ever finding somebody.547 Many 

in the RLLS acknowledged that while singleness could be a fulfilling Christian life, only 2% 

felt called to being single, while 39% said that they did not ‘feel called to singleness’, but 

they found themselves as single.548 The question within this context is equally how does 

God guide? 

3.5.4 What role has Attraction, Desire and Sexual Activity in Premarital 
Relationships? 

Another issue of dating is the question of what is the role of attraction and desire in 

premarital relationships? And how might this play out in terms of sexual activity? One of 

the issues discussed above highlighted that in many contexts sexual desire is effectively 

denied to exist within Christians prior to marriage.549 The problems associated with this 

are manifold. Firstly, there can be consequences for those who get married having spent 

so long denying sexual desires and having put up barricades against it. It can result in a 

great deal of work being required, as well as sometimes the need for therapy, to 

overcome these issues.550 Secondly, many adolescent and EA Christians realise their 

desires and seek to fulfil them, even if their experience is effectively denied in Christian 

teaching.551 Thirdly, sexual desire and, to a lesser extent, sexual activity, are recognised 

 
543 3.3.3 mentions the particular problem of the imbalance of the sexes in churches, there often 
being more unmarried women than unmarried men. 
544 3.4.8. 
545 Walker, location 1433 observes from the RLLS that a while little over 50% were willing to try 
Internet dating, 83.5% of those ‘single and looking’ thought that they would seek someone by their 
paths simply crossing, 82.7% thought they would meet someone in church, and 74% thought that 
friends would set them up. 
546 Walker, Relatable, ch. 8. 
547 Walker, Relatable, ch. 5 noted that 6% of participants of the RLLS described themselves as 
‘hopeless’. Furthermore, Walker, ch. 5 commented that ‘The “hopeless” ranged early 20s to over 
60 but were mostly female, in their late 20s to mid-30s, living in a city or big town (almost nine-in-
ten), single, and looking but haven’t had a significant relationship’. 
548 Walker, Relatable, ch. 2. 
549 3.4.9; Allender and Longman, p. 3. 
550 Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, p. 96; Walker, Relatable, ch. 10 quotes a response from the RLLS, 
in which the respondent spoke of their ‘fear of sex’, because of Christian teaching. Another spoke 
of how denial has led to the experience of ‘constantly feeling horny’; see also Walker, ch. 2. 
551 See discussion in 3.4.6; King and Freitas, p. 27 notes the problem of not having a realistic 
perspective on sexuality. 
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as having an important role in relationship maintenance and development.552 So any 

informed theology of dating needs to consider this question, which will be discussed in 

Section 3 after looking at what insights can be gained from examining the Song. 

3.5.5 What is the Value Gained by Experiencing Premarital Relationships? 

The last question to be raised by the discussion of the scripts is what value is there in 

terms of experience of premarital relationships that do not necessarily lead to marriage? Is 

there value in relationships otherwise? King and Freitas have already argued for the value 

gained by the experience of temporary friendships.553 Furthermore, Swami argues for the 

importance of real experience of relationships to enable people to determine their genuine 

preferences.554 While relationships can be difficult, the real value gained from the 

experience of them can potentially play a part in God’s guidance, enabling Christians to 

make informed marital decisions (in a contemporary world in which choice is 

demanded).555 EAs may find they meet their spouse in the process.556 And perhaps there 

is an argument that experiencing dating can be fun and a worthwhile part of a fulfilling life 

in its own right. One female respondent in Regnerus and Uecker’s research described 

romantic relationships as ‘like training for learning how to have a relationship that could 

lead to marriage’.557  

 
552 See discussions in 3.4.9 and 3.4.12. 
553 King and Freitas, p. 38. 
554 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 125. 
555 Freitas and King, p. 180. 
556 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 73. 
557 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 15. 
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Chapter 4: The Ancient Israelite Cultural Horizon 

4.1 Introduction 
The cultural worlds in which the HS were written and the contemporary world are vastly 

different. This is certainly the case in the way that love and sexual relationships are 

portrayed. Arranged marriage was the norm in the HS. And yet, as sexuality is an 

essential part of human experience, the HS also portrays sexuality as being more 

complicated than that, found both within and beyond arranged marriage. This chapter will 

briefly touch upon some ways that the HS (beyond the Song) is not monochromatic in 

terms of its perspective on sexuality. From this basis the latter part of this chapter will 

provide a Pentateuchal case study looking at the Jacob, Rachel and Leah narrative to 

demonstrate the importance of preference and choice in love and sexual relationships, as 

a key parameter for a Theology of Dating. 

4.2 Marriage in the Ancient Israelite World 

4.2.1 Why marriage? The Origins of Marriage in Prehistory 

To discuss sexuality in the HS means some discussion of marriage, as the ‘norm in 

Biblical culture’.558 But why is this the case? Marriage is an ancient institution and it has 

its origins in the prehistoric mating of Homo sapiens. However, there are two main – and 

much debated – theories about the fundamental nature of sexuality amongst Homo 

sapiens as a species. The first is called the ‘standard narrative of human sexual 

evolution’, that humans form pair-bond relationships in order to reproduce, but also use 

other mating strategies (such as ‘extramarital’ sex) in order to increase the opportunity for 

reproduction.559 The second is that humans are inherently sexually promiscuous.560 This 

view is based upon the theory that hunter-gatherers were required to share their food 

resources, but that this sharing also extended to sexuality, which could involve ‘small, 

intimate bands in which most adults had several sexual relationships at any given time’.561 

Nevertheless, with the rise of agriculture (about 10,000 BCE) and the existence of 

personal property, it became necessary for individuals to guard their own property.562 And 

with that ‘paternity became a crucial concern’.563 Paternity meant avoiding ‘devoting 

 
558 Dowell, p. 125. 
559 Christopher Ryan and Cacilda Jethá, Sex at Dawn: How We Mate, Why We Stray, and What It 
Means for Modern Relationships (New York, NY: Harper, 2011), p. 7 discuss the two models; 
Helen E. Fisher, Anatomy of Love: A Natural History of Mating, Marriage, and Why We Stray, rev. 
edn (New York, NY: Norton, 2017), p. 47 is advocate of the first position. 
560 Ryan and Jethá, p. 46. 
561 Ryan and Jethá, p. 12. 
562 Ryan and Jethá, p. 14. 
563 Ryan and Jethá, p. 15. 
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scarce resources to raising children of another man’.564 However, the male ownership of 

property is also seen by Ryan and Jethá as being negative for females who ‘went from 

occupying a central, respected role in foraging societies to becoming another possession 

for a man to earn and defend, along with his house, slaves and livestock’.565 

 

Whichever narrative of human sexual evolution is ultimately correct, marriage developed 

as a cultural institution, and this applied within the Ancient Israelite context. Possession of 

the land was deemed incredibly important in the economic and theological history of 

Ancient Israel. Though, underlying this were also the processes of human sexuality. The 

Pentateuchal legislation around sexuality sought to control it, as well as issues around 

property more generally.566 The following discussion about marriage in the ANE world 

needs to bear in mind the sexual underpinnings.  

4.2.2 The Official Purpose of Marriage in the Ancient Israelite world 

Marriage in the HS was a social institution that performed several roles in lives of Ancient 

Israel. One of its purposes was as a method to prevent inalienability – the economic (and 

theologically sanctioned) practice of keeping the land in the possession of the Ancient 

Israelite tribes.567 This purpose was also associated with the economic ways that wealth 

was distributed amongst families and clans through marriage, through the existence of 

dowries and bride prices.568 Thus, marriage had a significant socio-economic purpose. 

Also, marriage served the purpose of creating ‘personal and political alliances’.569 It is not 

an institution that emphasised the fulfilment of sexual desire or love. Instead, it is 

portrayed as being for the purposes of procreation and the continuation of lineage. 

This emphasis on procreation is reflected in numerous places in the HS. It is reflected in 

the creation ordinance given to humankind by God in Genesis 1:28, in which humankind is 

 
564 David M. Carr, The Erotic Word: Sexuality, Spirituality, and the Bible (New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 2003), p. 51. 
565 Ryan and Jethá, p. 14. 
566 Jennifer Wright Knust, Unprotected Texts: The Bible’s Surprising Contradictions about Sex and 
Desire (London: HarperCollins ebooks, 2011), ch. Introduction. Kindle ebook; Carr, The Erotic 
Word, pp. 51-53. 
567 For a detailed discussion about the purpose of marriage as preserving property in Ancient 
Israel, see Christopher Wright, God’s People in God’s Land: Family, Land, and Property in the Old 
Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1990). Wright, p. 55 particularly discusses inalienability 
as being a key purpose of marriage. He notes how levirate marriage also (p. 57) serves this 
purpose.  
Wright, p. 57 also notes the need of marriage for the purpose of keeping property within the kin 
group is also evident by the example of the daughters of Zelophehad (Numbers 27:1-11; 36:1-12), 
who were required, because Zelophehad had no male heirs, to marry within the kin group to keep 
the land within the kin group and tribe. 
568 Allen Guenther, ‘A Typology of Israelite Marriage: Kinship, Socio-Economic, and Religious 
Factors’, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, 29.4 (2005), 387–407 (p. 388) 
<https://doi.org/10.1177/0309089205054754>. 
569 Guenther, p. 388; C.f. 1 Kings 3:1. 
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instructed to ‘be fruitful and multiply’570 It is potentially reflected too by the woman being 

given the name ḥawwâ (Eve) by the man, meaning ‘life’, which Sprinkle and Davidson 

suggest emphasises her procreativity.571 And procreation is seen as an important aspect 

of the ‘patriarchal promise’ of countless descendants made by God to Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob.572 Thus, procreation is portrayed as being a vital purpose of marital relations, 

necessary for the continuation of lineage. And from a pragmatic point of view, children 

were necessary to look after older parents.573 

4.2.3 Marriage as Arranged Marriage 

Within the patriarchal culture of the ANE, marriages were arranged marriages.574 They 

were one of the ways of ensuring inalienability.575 They were a ‘contractual arrangement’ 

organised by the father (or another male guardian) of the girl.576 Surrounding these 

arrangements were several exchanges of wealth that asserted that women were 

perceived as the property of men.577 And many of the rules regarding sexual behaviour in 

Exodus and Deuteronomy can be seen in light of these male property rights.578 

 

In a couple of instances, there are examples of a male either being given or demanding 

some degree of choice as to whom they married, but in both of these instances their 

 
570 Davidson, p. 49; John Witte, The Western Case for Monogamy over Polygamy (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 40; Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15, Word Biblical 
Commentary (Dallas, TX: Word, 1987), I, p. 33. 
571 Genesis 3:20; J. M. Sprinkle, ‘Sexuality, Sexual Ethics’, in Dictionary of the Old Testament: 
Pentateuch, ed. by T. Desmond Alexander (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), pp. 741–
53 translates as ‘producer of life’; Davidson, p. 49; Wenham, Genesis 1-15, p. 84 notes the 
potential ways that this name can be understood. 
572 Genesis 13:16; Genesis 26:4; Genesis 28:14; Sprinkle, p. 742. 
573 William R. G. Loader, Making Sense of Sex: Attitudes Towards Sexuality in Early Jewish and 
Christian Literature (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2013), p. 51. 
574 The patriarchal culture is affirmed by scholars including Michael Coogan, God and Sex: What 
the Bible Really Says (New York, NY: Hatchette, 2010), p. 25; Knust, ch. Introduction; Carr, The 
Erotic Word, pp. 51-53; Danna Nolan Fewell and D. M. Gunn, Gender, Power, and Promise: The 
Subject of the Bible’s First Story (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1993), p. 104. 
575 Coogan, pp. 67, 70; for some examples of arranged marriage, see Ishmael (Genesis 21:21), 
Isaac (Genesis 24:1-9), and Er (Genesis 38:6), as listed in Jocelyn McWhirter, ‘Marriage’, in The 
Lexham Bible Dictionary, ed. by John D. Barry and others (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
576 Sprinkle, p. 743; Coogan, p. 69. 
577 The two payments that would be made were the mōhar (bride-price) and the dowry. The mōhar 
(Genesis 34:12, Exodus 22:17, 1 Samuel 18:25) was paid by the bride-groom to the father of the 
bride, at which point a couple were betrothed and were bound by marriage law, and the bride 
became the bride-groom’s property (see Coogan, p. 69). According to Deuteronomy 23:22-27, any 
man who lies with a betrothed woman commits adultery. This is based upon the understanding of 
adultery in the HS as the violation of a betrothed/married man’s rights (Leviticus 20:10) - see Carr, 
The Erotic Word, p. 5.  
The dowry would be given by the father of a bride as the ‘equivalent to the daughter’s share of the 
family estate, held in trust for her by her husband’. See David Instone-Brewer, Divorce and 
Remarriage in the Bible: The Social and Literary Context (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), p. 
5; Davidson, p. 379. 
578 Knust, ch. Introduction; Carr, The Erotic Word, pp. 51-53, Fewell and Gunn, p. 104. 
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parents are still portrayed as being part of the transaction:579 Jacob was told by Isaac that 

he was not to marry ‘one of the Canaanite women’, but was to marry ‘one of the daughters 

of Laban’ which gave him a very limited choice (within the arranged-marriage framework), 

but it is a form of choice nonetheless;580 Samson tells his parents to get the ‘Philistine 

woman’ that he saw at Timnah to be his wife because she ‘pleases’ him, even though his 

parents question his choice, because of the implications of marrying a foreign woman.581  

 
While these are unusual examples of where some degree of choice was granted for a 

man, a woman in the ANE world had no such choice, as a father had the power to veto 

any marriage of his daughter.582 In one unusual instance, Rebekah was asked if she 

would go with Isaac’s servant to meet Isaac, to which she consented, which demonstrates 

some consultation of her wishes.583 But this consulting with a woman about her marital 

wishes was very much an exception in the HS. As marriage within this culture served a 

particular socio-economic purpose, choice of partner is not something that was dominant 

in Ancient Israelite culture. It fits the recognised anthropological phenomena that courtship 

practices do not exist in cultures that have arranged marriages, since they are not 

necessary.584 

4.2.4 The Legal Formation of Arranged Marriage 

Arranged marriage is portrayed as being regulated by laws in the HS. Bĕrît (covenant) is 

the word mainly used for the relationship between God and Israel, but it is also used in the 

HS to describe the relationship of marriage, emphasising its importance.585 In terms of the 

process of marriage, how laws would be applied, there would be a betrothal, which would 

be followed by a wedding and consummation.586 There is very little evidence as to what 

 
579 McWhirter, Marriage. 
580 Genesis 28:1-5; Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 16-50, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, TX: 
Word, 1994), II, p. 213. 
581 Judges 14:1-13; Trent C. Butler, Judges, Word Biblical Commentary (Nashville, TN: Thomas 
Nelson, 2009), VIII, p. 332; similarly, while there are debates about whether Shechem raped 
(Dianne Bergant, Genesis: In the Beginning (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2013, p. 150) or 
seduced (Calum Carmicheal, Sex and Religion in the Bible (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2010)), he subsequently demanded that his father Hamor set up an arranged marriage 
(Genesis 34:4) with her; Jocelyn McWhirter, Marriage. 
582 Sprinkle, p. 743; Exodus 22:16-17. 
583 Genesis 24:58; Sprinkle, p. 743; Claus Westermann, Genesis 12-36, Continental 
Commentaries (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1995), p. 389, Coogan, p. 67. 
584 Monger, p. 87. 
585 Malachi 2:14 and Ezekiel 16:8; Gordon J. McConville, ‘bĕrît’, in New International Dictionary of 
Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 1997), I, 747–55 (p. 748); Coogan, p. 69. Davidson, p. 378 observes that when bĕrît is 
used in the Prophets to describe the relationship between God and Israel, the imagery is often that 
of marriage imagery; e.g. See Hosea 2:16-20[EN], Ezekiel 16:8. 
586 Coogan, p. 69. 
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weddings would have looked like in the ANE world.587 However, there is evidence that a 

formation of a marriage in ancient Israel (and the wider ANE) involved the creation of a 

marriage contract, and it is likely that this contract was made in a wedding ceremony.588 

Davidson insists that sexual intercourse or two people living together was not enough to 

constitute a marriage.589 Instead, a contract was required, evidenced by the Code of 

Hammurabi.590  

 

However, in theory, a sexual relationship outside marriage (except for adultery or incest) 

was not possible in Ancient Israel, because of the obligations, according to Exodus 22:16-

17 and Deuteronomy 22:28-29 for a man to be required to take a virgin as his wife if he 

sleeps with her.591 In effect this meant that ‘there is no such thing as a casual, obligation-

free sexual encounter, in principle at least’.592 However, as will be discussed shortly, 

things are more complicated than this. 

4.2.5 Polygamy as Part of the Ancient Israelite Cultural Horizon 

Polygamy was a further legitimate way in the HS that men were able to have more than 

one sexual partner.593 Perhaps polygamy’s existence shows an outworking within a 

patriarchal culture of the alternative ‘narrative of sexual evolution’ – that is that human 

beings are inherently promiscuous.594 Polygamy – technically Polygyny (one man 

marrying more than one woman) – existed in ANE cultures as a whole from the earliest 

known law codes.595 Witte describes well the portrayal of polygamy in the HS, that 

 

More than two dozen polygamists appear in the Hebrew Bible – almost all of them kings, 
judges, or members of aristocratic families. Many of these were good men who were 
faithful to God; two of the kings, in fact, were given their multiple wives directly by God’s 
prophets. None of these men was punished for practicing polygamy. And not a single 
commandment against it – or for – polygamy appeared in the Hebrew Bible.596 

 
587 Davidson, p. 380 makes this observation, as well as pointing out from the Middle Assyrian Laws 
what would have been involved in a man’s marriage to his concubine; see James Bennett 
Pritchard, The Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, 3rd edn (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1969), MAL A § 41. 
588 Davidson, pp. 378, 380; Instone-Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Bible, p. 1. 
589 Davidson, p. 380. 
590 Pritchard, ANET, § 128. Davidson, p. 380. 
591 Witte, p. 47, Lawrence, p. 22, Davidson, p. 434. 
592 Lawrence, p. 23. 
593 Knust, ch. Introduction. 
594 Ryan and Jethá, p. 11. 
595 Davidson, pp. 178-180 discusses the ‘law reforms of King Uru-inimgina of Lagesh’, ‘The Middle 
Assyrian Laws’ and ‘Ancient Egyptian texts’, all of which stress the commonality of polygamy.in 
ANE culture; Davidson, p. 177 also notes that polyandry (one woman marrying multiple men) was 
allowable under the early law codes of the Sumerians, but they were ruled out by King Uru-
inimgna. 
596 Witte, p. 36; Lawrence, p. 18 makes the same observation regarding the legislating of polygamy 
in the Torah. 
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It is fair to say that polygamy was an established part of the horizon of elite Israelite 

culture.597 It may have only been the wealth required that stopped more men from 

polygamous marriage.598 This is not to say that those who participated in polygynous 

relationships in the HS did not experience difficulties.599 There are examples of rivalry 

between wives, problems between children over inheritance, as well as ‘competition 

among the half-siblings that ultimately escalated to rape, incest, adultery, kidnapping, 

enslavement, banishment, murder, and even civil war’.600 But the approach of the Mosaic 

Law was to accommodate polygamy.601 

 
But bearing in mind that polygamy was a form of relationship that existed within the 

horizon of ancient Israel, what were its roles, beyond potentially meeting sexual needs? 

Firstly, there are examples of polygamy for the purpose of procreation, a prime example is 

that of Abram, Sarai and Hagar.602 Abram had been promised descendants as many as 

the stars in the sky (Genesis 15:5), and grains of sand on the seashore.603 However, as 

Sarai had not borne Abram any children for ten years, she specifically instructed Abram to 

‘go into my slave girl’.604 Thus, Genesis 16:3 describes how ‘Sarai, Abram’s wife took 

Haggar the Egyptian, her slave girl, and gave her to her husband Abram as a wife’.605 

Moreover, the relationship between Hagar and Sarai did not develop in a positive way.606 

But the point is that this approach to multiple relationships was justified in the HS on the 

grounds of procreation. From this narrative, the Rabbis said that a man who is married to 

a woman who would or could not conceive must ‘marry another to procreate through 

her’.607 The biblical command to procreate was regarded by them as being of primary 

importance. 

 
Secondly, polygamy was potentially, within its socio-economic context, regarded at times 

as essential because of the security which it brought. The patriarchal socio-economic 

model meant that polygamy may have been seen as being better than the alternatives of 

a woman being unmarried or widowed, bearing in mind that this would otherwise 

 
597 Witte, p. 36; Instone-Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Bible, p. 21. 
598 Instone-Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Bible, p. 22; Knust, Unprotected Texts, ch. 2. 
599 Lawrence, p. 21; Witte, p. 36; Davidson, p. 180. 
600 Witte, p. 36. 
601 Witte, p. 36. 
602 Witte, p. 41; Lawrence, p. 21; Davidson, p. 184. 
603 Genesis 15:5, 22:17. 
604 Genesis 16:2; Witte, p. 41; Davidson, p. 184 notes how this specific practice of a wife offering a 
slave girl was a contemporaneous ANE practice. 
605 NRSV. 
606 Genesis 16:4 says how Hagar ‘looked with contempt on her mistress’ when she saw that she 
had conceived; See Witte, p. 41. 
607 Witte, p. 40. 



79 
 

economically tie them to the household of their father or brother.608 In particular, at times 

when there was a shortage of men to go around, because of war or famine, Isaiah 

portrays polygamy as a realistic option.609 Furthermore, polygamy was a practice 

allowable under levirate marriage law (Deuteronomy 25:5-10) – the custom of a man 

marrying the (childless) widow of his deceased brother – a version of which Ruth 

appealed to, as a means of security.610 The importance of procreation within Ancient 

Israelite culture was a reason for the practice of levirate law, as was providing some 

financial security for the woman.611 

 
Thirdly, within its patriarchal culture where women were seen as male property, polygamy 

potentially brought men status in terms of showing off their power and wealth. The fact 

that numerous patriarchs, kings and judges had multiple wives is indicative of this.612  

 

In summary it follows that polygamy performed particular roles within Ancient Israel, 

noting that sexuality was also implicitly part of the reason for it. There were certainly 

problems associated with it, such as it being part of the general way that women were 

treated as property, as will be highlighted in more detail in the Pentateuchal case study 

below. But polygamy was not a practice that was outlawed or denounced in the 

Pentateuch, and as such it shows part of the complexity of the portrayal of sexuality in the 

HS.613 

4.3 Sexuality Within and Beyond Societal Purposes in Ancient 
Israel 
4.2.1-4.2.5 discussed arranged marriage as the portrayed norm within Ancient Israel, 

performing economic, theological, procreative and social purposes. Underneath all of this, 

though, it is argued that sexuality has a role to play, and the rules in the HS are part of the 

patriarchal societal ways of seeking to control this. The discussion will now continue to 

consider sexuality within and beyond societal purposes in Ancient Israel, continuing to 

show its complexity.  

 

 
608 Witte, pp. 44-45. 
609 Isaiah 4:1; John D. W. Watts, Isaiah 1-33, Word Biblical Commentary, rev. edn (Nashville, TN: 
Thomas Nelson), XXIV, pp. 72; Witte, p. 45. 
610 Witte, pp. 45-46; scholars debate about the way that this rule is understood, particularly with 
reference to ‘brothers living together’ (Deuteronomy 25:5-10). See Davidson, p. 202; Duane L. 
Christensen, Deuteronomy 21:10-34:12, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, TX: Word, 2002), 6B, 
p. 608. Lawrence, p. 26. 
611 Davidson, p. 467. 
612 Witte, p. 43. 
613 Instone-Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Bible, p. 32; Witte, p. 36. 
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Moreover, the emphasis on procreation in Israel is significant, because it meant that 

‘sexuality is consistently viewed as something good, intended by God’.614 Fewell and 

Gunn observe that  

 

it is not portrayed as something “dirty” … Women, particularly virgins, widows and divorced 
women, may be obliged to be chaste because of the male system of lineage and 
inheritance, but no one is required or even encouraged to be celibate because sexual 
activity is evil of itself.615 
 

It can be argued that the HS also portrays sexual intercourse as something important 

beyond procreative purposes. One interesting example showing the importance of 

sexuality is the tragic story of Jephthah’s daughter (Judges 11:37), who specifically 

wishes to mourn her bĕtûlîm (virginity) at the prospect of being a human sacrifice.616 

Schneider emphasises that this wish to mourn is specifically at the loss of the opportunity 

for sexual experience.617 Davidson sees this passage as portraying ‘a sense of looking 

forward to more beyond virginity, in the consummation of sexuality in marriage, and a 

sense of loss and sadness is portrayed in virginity when by tragedy a virgin is prevented 

from fulfilling or completing her sexuality’.618  

 

There are also examples of rules and wisdom from the HS that positively affirm sexuality, 

such as the law (Deuteronomy 24:5) that a newly wedded Israelite man be granted 

exemption from a year’s military service, to enable him to ‘make his wife happy’.619 

Similarly, Ecclesiastes 9:7-9 can be read in a sexual sense, urging a man to ‘enjoy life 

with the wife whom you love all the days of your vain life’.620 Lawrence argues that such 

an emphasis on sexuality is affirmed in later and ongoing Jewish tradition.621 He notes the 

work of Rabbi Feldman, who argues that ‘sexual intercourse was even granted in certain 

circumstances the status of mitzvah, … for example, when performed in response to a 

woman’s yearning, as when she is nursing or prior to a journey separating her from her 

husband’.622 Lawrence goes as far as suggesting that ‘In Jewish History coitus has been 

 
614 Fewell and Gunn, p. 104. 
615 Fewell and Gunn, p. 104. 
616 Lawrence, p. 16. 
617 Tammi J. Schneider, Judges, ed. by David W Cotter, Jerome T Walsh, and Chris Franke, Berit 
Olam (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2000), p. 181 stresses that this mourning is not about 
motherhood, since this ‘goes against the pattern of women in the book so far’; This is discussed in 
Butler, p. 291;  
See also Mercedes L. Garcia Bachmann, Judges, ed. by Ahida Calderon Pilarski, Wisdom 
Commentary (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2018), VII, p. 143. 
618 Davidson, p. 341. 
619 Carr, The Erotic Word, p. 53. 
620 Carr, The Erotic Word, p. 53. 
621 Lawrence, pp. 16-17. 
622 David Feldman, Marital Relations: Birth Control and Abortion in Jewish Law (New York, NY: 
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consistently and unambiguously valued for the sheer joy and pleasure of it, even where 

procreation was obviously impossible’.623 In his view, ‘virginity and celibacy are viewed as 

rebellion against the divine command, a rejection of creation itself’.624  

4.3.1 Ruth and Boaz (Ruth 3:1-18) 

The discussion will now look at a specific example of unusual behaviour in the HS that 

does not follow the neat legal formation of arranged marriage described in 3.2.4, but 

shows complexity in terms of relationship formation and the role of sexuality within that. 

 
The example of sexual behaviour that does not follow convention is that of Ruth and Boaz 

(Ruth 3:1-18).625 Following the suggestion of Naomi (Ruth 3:1-5), Ruth initiates a sexual 

encounter with Boaz, which would have been a highly unconventional thing for a woman 

to do within patriarchal ANE culture.626 Trible describes Naomi’s plan as an ‘outrageous 

scheme, dangerous and delicate’.627 Naomi suggests a plan that involves Ruth washing 

and anointing herself, putting on her best clothes and going down to the threshing floor. 

She is then instructed, when the man has finished eating, to ‘make yourself known’ to the 

man, and to ‘uncover his feet and lie down’, common euphemistic language used in the 

HS, strongly suggesting a sexual implication.628 Ruth is told (3:5) that Boaz will tell her 

what to do.629 And Ruth, wearing her best clothes is suggestive of dressing with the 

purpose of seduction.630 In the narrative, in which Ruth carries out her mother-in-law’s 

suggestions (Ruth 3:6-7), both the portrayal of secrecy (3:7) and that it is a night-time 

scene (3:8), adds to the strong impression that what is being portrayed is sexual in 

 
Schocken Books, 1974), p. 69 in Lawrence, pp. 16-17. 
623 Lawrence, pp. 16-17. 
624 Lawrence, p. 16. Davidson, pp. 448, 453 affirms the importance of procreation in the HS. 
Mathias Nygaard, ‘Asceticism’, in The Lexham Bible Dictionary, ed. by John D. Barry and others 
(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012) observes that procreation was a ‘religious duty’ in Judaism. 
625 Some scholars who observe this behaviour as being unusual include Fewell and Gunn, p. 104, 
who view the unusualness of a woman initiating; Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p. 182. 
626 John Goldingay, Joshua, Judges and Ruth for Everyone (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2011), p. 179; Carr, The Erotic Word, p. 50; Knust, Unprotected Texts, ch. 1; Trible, 
God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p. 183 notes how this second meeting with Boaz was 
intentional, not by chance; André LaCocque, Ruth, Continental Commentaries (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2004), p. 92; Alice Laffey and Mahri Leonard-Fleckman, Ruth, ed. by Amy-Jill 
Levine, Wisdom Commentary (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2017), VIII, p. 110. 
627 Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p. 182. 
628 Laffey and Leonard-Fleckman, pp. 102, 106 suggests that ydʿ (to know) is used in a sexual 
sense here, as is škb (to lie) (examples may include Genesis 19:33 and 35 and in Leviticus 18:20, 
22-23); also, margĕlōt (feet), may be used in a sexual sense as in Exodus 4:25, Judges 3:24 and 1 
Samuel 24:4. For discussion of this vocabulary, see Davidson, pp 9-11. See also Knust, ch. 1; 
Coogan, p. 10; LaCocque, Ruth, p. 91; Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p. 182. 
629 Knust, ch. 1; Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p. 182 observe that Naoami is 
suggesting a seduction by this line. 
630 Laffey and Leonard-Fleckman, p. 102; Goldingay, p. 179 suggests that it could be for seduction 
or it could be for marriage. 
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nature.631 Furthermore, Boaz both instructs Ruth to remain with him, potentially because 

he wants to be with her during the night, and to leave early (3:14) in the morning, since 

that ‘it must not be known that the woman came to the threshing floor’.632 The implication 

is that there is the potential for what has happened to be perceived as being 

scandalous.633 One might go as far as to say that her behaviour is the stuff of some male 

fantasies.634  

 
Moreover, one important action happens in the dialogue which indicates Ruth’s hope, that 

Boaz will take her as his wife. Instead of following Naomi’s instructions to the letter, Ruth 

does not wait for the man to tell her what to do, but instead asks that he will spread his 

cloak over her, for the reason being that she is his next of kin (3:9).635 In Ezekiel 16:8, this 

spreading of the cloak implies both protection and covenant, and thus marriage is 

implied.636 But whether she was coming to ‘proposition’ him with the hope that he will 

accept her or to ‘propose’ to him by her actions is not clear in the text.637 Neither does it 

make clear if they had sexual intercourse by her staying at his feet all night.638 But what 

can be said is that Ruth’s behaviour and Naomi’s suggestion does not follow the expected 

conventions of HS law texts.639 The text does not portray Naomi having any issues with 

suggesting this course of action, and Ruth agreeing to it, implying by their understanding 

that under the horrific situation that they were enduring, that a woman being sexually 

assertive was appropriate, as was the implication that sexual intercourse was not ‘limited’ 

to marriage.640 While Ruth and Naomi were potentially prepared to pragmatically work 

with the levirate marriage law (within the wider patriarchal structure), they did so in a way 

that did not conform to the norms of the law texts of the HS.641 

 
631 Laffey and Leonard-Fleckman, p. 111 makes these observations, and notes that this could not 
have happened this way during daylight hours. 
632 Laffey and Leonard-Fleckman, p. 121 suggests that this might be one Boaz might want her to 
remain over night; another might be safety. 
633 Jenni Williams, God Remembered Rachel: Women’s Stories in the Old Testament and Why 
They Matter (London: SPCK, 2014), p. 30 makes the observation that if people from the community 
found out, the assumption will be that they had sex, even if they did not; Knust, ch. 1; LaCocque, 
Ruth, p. 102. 
634 Laffey and Leonard-Fleckman, p. 112 observes this and makes the point that had a man done 
this it would be seen as sexual harassment. 
635 Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p. 184 observes the importance of the difference 
between Naomi’s plan and what Ruth actually does in the narrative. 
636 Laffey and Leonard-Fleckman, p. 114; Knust, ch. 1; Goldingay, Joshua, Judges and Ruth for 
Everyone, p. 180; LaCocque, Ruth, p. 96; Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p. 184. 
Davidson, p. 115 discusses the marriage imagery of the Ezekiel passage. 
637 Knust, ch. 1 argues that here Boaz is being propositioned by Ruth; Laffey and Leonard-
Fleckman, p. 101 suggests that it could be a proposal or seduction; Goldingay, p. 180 more 
confidently asserts a proposal. Davidson, p, 277 sees it as a proposal. 
638 LaCocque, Ruth, p. 96. 
639 Fewell and Gunn, p. 104. 
640 Knust, ch. 1. 
641 Two matters should be noted here. Firstly, numerous scholars assert the connection the Book 
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4.3.2 Other Relationships in which Sexuality is Portrayed as Having a Role 

Various other passages in the HS could be discussed which emphasise the role of 

sexuality beyond procreation. Lawrence suggests examples would include ‘Jacob and 

Rachel, Shechem and Dinah, Michal and David, and even Bathsheba and David’.642 They 

demonstrate the complexity of sexuality both within and beyond the societal norm of 

arranged marriage. This thesis will now examine one of these relationships in more detail 

to consider how sexuality plays a part in the construction of this relationship. 

4.4 A Pentateuchal Case Study: Jacob and Rachel (Genesis 29:4-
30) 
This chapter so far has highlighted some of the complexity surrounding marriage and 

sexuality in the HS. This final section will consider one important text which portrays the 

presence of attraction, desire, and choice, in terms of one particular arranged marriage, 

that of Jacob and Rachel. It will be discussed how this sexuality element is portrayed 

within the passage, and what role it provides in partner selection. 

 
Furthermore, it will be observed here how the concept that will be explained more in the 

next chapter – Exum’s EI – is used within the Jacob and Rachel narrative, creating a 

direct link between the portrayal of sexuality in the Song and this Pentateuchal narrative. 

4.4.1 A Partner Choice Motivated by Attraction (Genesis 29:4-18) 

4.2.2 mentioned that Jacob was instructed by Isaac to marry ‘one of the daughters of 

Laban’ (Genesis 28:1-2) giving him a sort of choice. Genesis 29:9-12 describes Jacob 

meeting Rachel, during which he ‘kissed’ her and ‘wept aloud’. Speiser describes it as 

being an ‘impulsive kiss’.643 It may have been a conventional custom of someone meeting 

a kin member, a potential spouse specifically, or something that he felt motivated to do 

(because of attraction or wanting to show off).644 He has already been told that she is the 

daughter of Laban (29:6) and he has been instructed to marry one of Laban’s daughters, 

 
of Ruth with Levirate marriage. See Davidson, p. 480 for discussion; Laffey and Leonard-
Fleckman, p. lxxiv. As a relative, Boaz can redeem Ruth (Ruth 2:20).  
Secondly, Davidson, p. 277 describes them as ‘functioning within the norms of a patriarchal 
society’. According to Knust, ch 1, they do not question that they are seen as property. 
642 Lawrence, p. 28. 
643 E. A. Speiser, Genesis: Introduction, Translation and Notes, Anchor Yale Bible (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1964), I, p. 223. 
644 Claus Westermann, Genesis 12-36, Continental Commentaries (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress 
Press, 1995), p. 466 sees this as being ‘customary among relatives’; Speiser, p. 222 suggests that 
it may have been culturally usual, but also suggests it could be him wanting to show off; C. John 
Collins, ‘nāšaq’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by 
Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), III, 196–97 (p. 196) emphasises it as 
being ‘an act of kinsman’s affection’; Bergant, Genesis, p. 127 dismisses any potential of this being 
a passionate kiss, since this is their first meeting, but a kiss does not have to be passionate to be 
wanted. 
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so this is likely to create a particular context for the way he behaves.645 It is true that the 

reader is not told about Rachel’s beauty yet.646 But the fact that he weeps as well as 

kisses her shows an emotional response to something, which could include his attraction 

for her.647 Bearing in mind that prior to kissing Rachel, Jacob rāʾâ (saw) Rachel and then 

singlehandedly moves a large stone from a well, this ‘Herculean action appears to be 

motivated by the mere appearance of Rachel and the flock of his uncle’.648 There could be 

several plausible reasons why he behaves in this way, like him wanting to impress.649But 

he responds in the way he does upon seeing Rachel, and then he kisses her and weeps. 

There seems be more than just kinship affection here!650 

 
In Genesis 29:16-17 the narrator introduces the other daughter, Leah (29:16) and makes 

a comparison in terms of appearance between the two daughters (29:17). The reader has 

already been told that Jacob stayed with him for a month, having been invited to do so by 

Laban (29:14), so Jacob has had the opportunity to spend some time with the them. The 

narrator emphasises the beauty of Rachel over Leah.651 This does not necessarily mean 

that Leah was unattractive, bearing in mind that she was the mother of six of the tribes of 

Israel.652 But in comparison, the text portrays Rachel as ‘being stunning’.653  

 
This comparison between the two women is followed immediately (Genesis 29:18) by the 

narrator saying that Jacob ‘loved’ (yeʾĕhab) Rachel, the verb being of one of the key 

word groups (ʾhb) for love in the Song.654 Petrus Els suggests that in this passage the 

 
645 David A Bosworth, ‘Weeping in Recognition Scenes in Genesis and the “Odyssey”’, Catholic 
Biblical Quarterly, 77.4 (2015), 619–39 (p. 623) notes that this is the wider context of his behaviour. 
646 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 231; Bill T. Arnold, Genesis, New Cambridge Bible Commentary 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 265, n. 371. 
647 Arnold, Genesis, p. 265 notes that Jacob is emotionally overwhelmed; Bosworth, ‘Weeping in 
Recognition Scenes in Genesis and the “Odyssey”’, p. 621 makes the point that there has not been 
much extensive research on weeping. 
648 Quotation from Arnold, Genesis, p. 265; Speiser, p. 223; Thomas L. Brodie, Genesis as 
Dialogue (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 313. 
649 Speiser, Genesis, p. 223 observes that this is a classic example of a potential suitor being 
‘inspired to a display of superhuman prowess at the very first sight of Rachel’. 
650 William E Phipps, ‘The Kiss of Love’, Pastoral Psychology, 23 (1972), 27–32, (p. 29) sees it as 
‘love at first sight’; so, does James McKeown, Genesis, The Two Horizons Commentary Series 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), p.143. 
651 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 266; William C. Williams, ‘yāpâ’, in New International Dictionary of 
Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI.: 
Zondervan, 1997), II, 494–96 (p. 495). 
652 Arnold, Genesis, p. 266. 
653 Arnold, Genesis, p. 266; Speiser, Genesis, p. 225 describes Rachel as being of ‘outstanding 
beauty’. 
654 See discussion of the use of ʾhb in 2.5.2. DCH, Vol. 1, p. 138 classifies this example of love 
under the title ‘sexually’, and the uses of ʾhb in the Song (1:3, 4:7, 3:1, 2, 3, 4) are classified in the 
same way.  
David S. Vanderhooft, ‘Philological Observation on ʾāhēb/ʾahăbāh in the Hebrew Bible’, in Ahavah: 
Die Liebe Gottes Im Alten Testament., ed. by Manfred Oeming (Leipzig: Evangelische 
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meaning of ʾhb should be understood as ‘desiring and experiencing love in an all-

encompassing or more general sense’.655 This is as an alternative to the more specific 

‘erotic-sexual semantic’ group.656 In response to this, it is the case that the verb of root 

ʾhb is not used here in a context with sexual imagery. And bearing in mind that Jacob has 

stayed with Laban for a month, ʾhb can be interpreted in numerous ways. However, what 

is vital to observe here is that the reference to Jacob ‘loving’ Rachel immediately follows 

the narrator emphasising her physical beauty in comparison to Leah. Attraction (and 

assumed underlying desire) should be seen as being portrayed by the verb of root ʾhb 

here. This is not to say that ʾhb does not have an ‘all-encompassing sense’, but this use 

should include the sense of physical attraction (and underlying desire).657 Feldman 

describes Jacob’s love for Rachel as being ‘the grand passion’.658 

 
It follows that ʾhb acts a motivation for Jacob.659 Immediately after stating that Jacob ʾhb 

Rachel the passage stresses Jacob’s intention to serve Laban for seven years to receive 

his younger daughter Rachel (29:18). The text portrays Jacob as having a goal in mind, 

an intention which results in action to achieve that end. But this intention is directly linked 

to Jacob’s ʾhb of Rachel (by the explanatory use of the conjunction wa).660 Jacob’s ʾhb 

towards Rachel results in his action. 

4.4.2 Jacob’s use of the Erotic Imperative (Genesis 29:21) 

The narrative of the relationship between Jacob and Rachel also uses a key textual 

feature that will be discussed more in the next chapter – Exum’s EI. After 7 years of 

service, Jacob makes his demand for Rachel to be his wife to Laban (Genesis 29:21) by 

explicitly expressing his sexual will in terms of his wish for sexual intercourse with her. He 

uses the imperative hābâ (give) to make his demand of Laban. And he expresses his 

intention to bwʾ (go into) Rachel using a cohortative.661 Brodie too observes the sexual 

desire expressed in this passage by the means of this cohortative.662 Furthermore, this 

 
Verlagsanstalt, 2018), pp. 41–56 (p. 46) notes the infrequent usage of human male to female love 
portrayed by ʾāhēb. 
655 Els, ʾāhab, p. 291. 
656 Els, ʾāhab, p. 291. 
657 Els, ʾāhab, p. 291. 
658 Yael S Feldman, ‘“And Rebecca Loved Jacob”, But Freud Did Not’, Jewish Studies Quarterly, 
1.1 (1993), 72–88 (p. 83). 
659 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 235 implies this, but does not state it explicitly; Lawrence, p. 28 
sees Jacob and Rachel as an example of the outplaying of the ‘erotic and sensuous impulse’ 
underlying their relationship. 
660 NRSV; NKJV; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 233 translate wa as ‘so’; Cf. ESV and NIV.  
Here wa is being read in this way, and not as sequencing. 
661 Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, p. 10 observes how bwʾ is used in some contexts as an 
expression for sexual intercourse in various HS texts, including listing v. 21. 
662 Brodie, p. 314; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 235 comments upon Jacob’s ‘keenness’ expressed 
by the verb. 
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verbal root is also used as a means of expressing sexual want at the first climatic point in 

the Song (4:16).663 The use of the EI in the narrative text of Jacob and Rachel 

demonstrates both Jacob’s sexual desire for her, as well as the significance of the EI in 

other texts beyond the Song. 

4.4.3 More Expressions of Preference by Means of ʾhb 

The narrative continues (Genesis 29:22-29) by describing Laban’s deception of Jacob by 

arranging that he marries and that he ‘went into’ Leah.664 After Jacob challenges Laban 

(Genesis 29:25), Laban instructs Jacob that for seven more years of service he take 

Rachel as his wife also. 

 
In verse 30 the narrator says that the Jacob went into Rachel. What is significant about 

this verse is that it continues to express a preference between the two daughters by the 

verb of root ʾhb: Jacob ʾhb Rachel ‘rather than Leah’.665 The text here contains a 

‘comparison of exclusion’, in which only Rachel (as the subject) has the quality (ʾhb) 

described, whereas Leah is excluded from this quality.666 The narrative again makes a 

distinction between the two women to whom Jacob is now married. Interestingly, 

Vanderhooft observes that in the few places in the HS where the verb of root ʾhb is used 

for a man’s ‘love’ for a woman, in all but one situation (Isaac and Rebekah), the verb is 

used in contexts where the man ‘is in relationship to other females who constitute 

legitimate subjects that he could love, but the male is not said to love any other female’.667 

In other words, Vanderhooft critically observes that within these context ʾhb expresses 

some aspect of choice.668 Furthermore, this aspect of choice is further reiterated by the 

final use of the verb of root ʾhb (Genesis 29:32) in this narrative in which Leah expresses 

her hope that after the birth of Reuben, Jacob would ʾhb her.669  

 
Moreover, expressing preference is not confined to men having preferences about 

women. Chapter 10 below will discuss how the FP expresses preference for her lover 

 
663 4:16 uses a jussive form of the verb. 
664 Commentators see the feast described (29:22) as being a wedding feast, and note that the use 
of a wedding veil made this deception possible (Wenham, Genesis, p. 236, Bergant, Genesis, p. 
128). 
665 Bruce Waltke and Michael Patrick O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona 
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 14.4.e, p. 265; McKeown, p. 144 observes that Jacob has a 
preference for Rachel. 
666 Waltke and O’Connor, p. 265. 
667 Vanderhooft, pp. 46-47 lists the following relationships where ‘hb is used for a male ‘hb female 
relationship: ‘Isaac for Rebekah (Genesis 24:67), Jacob for Rachel (Genesis 29:18, 20, 30), 
Samsung for Delilah (Judges 16:4), Elkanah for Hannah (1 Samuel 1:5), Solomon for his many 
wives (1 Kings 11:1), Rehobam for Maacah … (2 Chorincles 11:21), King Ahaswerosh for Esther 
(Esther 2:17), and Hosea for Gomer (Hosea 3:1)’. 
668 Vanderhooft, ‘Philological Observation on ʾāhēb/ʾahăbāh in the Hebrew Bible’, p. 47. 
669 Vanderhooft, ‘Philological Observation on ʾāhēb/ʾahăbāh in the Hebrew Bible’, p. 47. 
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over and above others. But how might ʾhb be understood in the context of vv. 30 and 32 in 

this passage? Quell and Wallis read ʾhb in both verses as having a potential sexual sense 

(probably in terms of desire) and this makes sense within this context.670 Williams 

suggests not seeing ʾhb in v. 32 as referring to ‘romantic love’, since this ‘cannot simply 

happen to order’, suggesting instead to read as ‘caring’ love, as this would be ‘expected in 

a society that arranges marriages’.671 While the verb in v. 32 could be read in the caring 

sense, the wider contextual use of its use in the passage seems to express preference, 

and so Leah wanting to be loved romantically (with underlying desire) is also plausible.  

4.4.4 Expressions of Preference Being Acted Out 

There is one final element to discuss in the Jacob, Rachel and Leah triangle, and that is 

what were the consequences for Jacob’s expression of preference? In Genesis 29:31, 33 

the narrative describes Leah as śnʾ (hated).672 This deeply sad situation for Leah is 

presumably at least partially created by the institution of an arranged marriage, as well as 

being created by Laban’s trickery and Jacob’s unkindness. While it may be a ‘technical 

term for an unfavoured wife’, in practice the verb no doubt had ‘emotional implications’ for 

Leah.673  

 

The narrative progresses (29:32-35), describing the birth of Leah’s four children, and her 

wish that Jacob would ʾhb her (v. 32). Significantly 29:35 expresses that ‘she ceased 

bearing children’, but no explanation is given as to why.674 One likely reason is that Jacob 

simply stopped having intercourse with her, which is backed up by the fact that Leah 

conceives after sleeping with him on a later occasion (30:17).675 Before this occasion, 

Leah verbalises her perspective on the situation, that Rachel had lqḥ (taken away) her 

husband.676 This verb emphasises that Jacob’s attention was focused on Rachel, and 

thus Jacob’s expression of preference continued in practice for this to happen.  

 

 
670 Quell, p. 24; Wallis, p. 107.  
Furthermore, Wallis, p. 107 notes that Ugaritic potentially supports this sexual sense of the verb. In 
the context of 29:30, 32, Wallis, p. 107 sees this verb as referring ‘more to experiencing and 
desiring love’. This is because the verb bwʾ tends to be used for sexual intercourse. 
671 Williams, God Remembered Rachel, p. 14. 
672 DCH, Vol. 8, p. 169 categorises the use in Genesis 29:31 as ‘hated’. Davidson, p. 187 notes the 
strength of this verb. 
673 Robert Alter, Genesis (New York, NY: Norton, 1996), p. 155. 
674 Williams, God Remembered Rachel, p. 16. 
675 Williams, God Remembered Rachel, p. 16 makes this observation, but also gives an alternative 
suggestion that the reason that Leah stopped having children might have been ‘secondary 
infertility’. 
676 Genesis 30:15; P. J. J. S. Els, ‘lāqaḥ’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament 
Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), II, 812–
17 (p. 813) notes this meaning ‘as to deprive of’. 
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After the night that Jacob slept with Leah, the text says that she bore two further sons and 

a daughter.677 However, what is also important to observe is the way that the text portrays 

Jacob and Leah’s relationship after the mention of the birth of Dinah (30:21). One of the 

most significant points is that after Jacob wrestles with the divine being at Jabbok (32:22-

32) out of Jacob’s four wives, only Rachel is ever mentioned again in reference to 

‘conjugal relations’ in Genesis.678 Before Jabbok, Jacob referred to both Leah and Rachel 

as his wives.679 But from Jabbok he only refers to Rachel as his wife.680 The preference 

continues to be expressed afterwards, for when Jacob refers to the burial of Leah in 49:31 

he does not call her his wife.681 And in the genealogy list in Genesis 46, out of Jacob’s 

four wives, only Rachel is called his wife.682 In practice this could be something directly 

related to the Jabbok experience.683 But the most likely root of the situation is Jacob’s 

preference for Rachel that was first expressed by Jacob’s ʾhb of Rachel in 29:18. 

4.4.5 Non-Permanency and Expression of Preference in Practice 

While the cultural world of Genesis is not one where non-permanent marital relationships 

was a cultural convention, it could be suggested that however much Jacob cared (or not) 

for Leah because he was obliged to do so, that after Jabbok the lack of the expression of 

marriage relationality with Leah in Genesis suggests that their relationship was not of any 

significance to him. It would be too much to say that their relationship was in effective non-

permanent. However, in the contemporary Western world, where arranged marriages are 

not the cultural norm, when marriage is freely entered by choice, and for the cultural 

reasons of love, one might imagine that Leah’s experience would be less likely to happen. 

If a contemporary woman was in an unloving monogamous marriage, she might get 

divorced. But conventionally she probably would not choose to get married if she knew 

that her future spouse had preferences for somebody else. If Diana had known about 

Charles’ preference for Camilla, then they may not have got married. The Jacob, Rachel, 

Leah triangle in Genesis demonstrates how preference in effect had a significant part to 

play. While culture has significantly changed since Pentateuchal times, the expression of 

preference, and the consequences that it has remain.  

 

 
677 Genesis 30:18-21. 
678 Genesis 35:16-18; Davidson, p. 188 makes this observation, including that only Rachel is 
recorded as having any children from this point on (Genesis 35:18). 
679 Genesis 30:26. Genesis 44:27; Davidson, p. 188. 
680 Genesis 44:27; Davidson, p. 188. 
681 Davidson, p. 188, Genesis 49:31. 
682 Davidson, p. 188 notes that though Leah, Billah and Zilpah are also on the list, they are 
described as women who ‘bore [children] to Jacob’. Genesis 46:15, 18-19, 25. 
683 Davidson, p. 188 uses this incorrectly as an argument for monogamy. The divine being does 
not criticise polygamy in the Jabbok narrative. 
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The Jacob and Rachel case study has shown the particular role of sexuality in the 

formation and construction of relationships through attraction, desire and preference, 

which as will be discussed are important characteristics of the portrayal of sexuality in the 

Song, as ‘the preeminent biblical affirmation of the erotic and sensuous’.684 

 

 

 
684 Lawrence, p. 29. 



90 
 

Part 2: The Horizon of the Song of Songs 
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Chapter 5: The Erotic Imperative and the Language 
of Desire 

5.1 Introduction 
This brief chapter discusses in more detail the work of two feminist scholars who 

contribute significantly to the work of this thesis. Firstly, Exum, who argues for the EI as 

way of understanding the use of volitional verbs in the Song. Secondly, Walsh, who 

provides some useful descriptors for examining the language of desire in the Song. 

Together, the tools that they propose aid the interpretation of the Song as a text 

communicating the developing of desire and relationality between the lovers. 

5.2 The Erotic Imperative 

5.2.1 What is the Erotic Imperative and Why is it Significant? 

In her commentary on the Song, Exum argues for something she terms ‘the Erotic 

Imperative - the call to love by means of grammatical imperatives, jussives and 

cohortatives’.685 This definition is key and needs to be unpacked here. At the heart of 

Exum’s analysis is that at a syntactic level, jussives, cohortatives and imperatives act as a 

set of Hebrew volitional forms.686 As volitional verbs, they express the will - or the want - 

of the speaker.687 They call the hearer to respond in some way. Volitional verbs are a vital 

component of language since ‘through the volitional forms a speaker aims to impose his 

or her own will on some other (or, in figurative language, something).688 They are a way of 

expressing ‘want’.689 

 
Importantly, the Song has many of these volitional verbs contained in the text, expressing 

the will of the lovers, that are listed in Appendix 2.690 Their sheer provenance is 

highlighted because the Song opens with a volitional verb and ends with volitional 

verbs.691 Furthermore, the climatic and probably most well-known verse of the Song -- 8:6 

-- contains a volitional verb.692 And there are numerous others that feature prominently in 

 
685 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 5; J. Cheryl Exum, ‘The Poetic Genius of the Song of Songs’, in 
Perspectives on the Song of Songs; or Perspektiven Der Hoheliedauslegung, ed. by Anselm C. 
Hagedorn (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2005), pp. 78–95. 
686 Waltke and O’Connor, p. 564. 
687 Waltke and O’Connor, pp. 564-565. 
688 Waltke and O’Connor, p. 565. 
689 Mark Jary and Mikhail Kissine, Imperatives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), p. 
56 notes that there are examples ‘across languages, straightforward and everyday uses of the 
imperative that are not expressions of desire’. However, the context of the Song is strongly 
indicative that want is being expressed by volitional verbs. 
690 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 5. 
691 1:2, 8:14; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 5. 
692 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 5. 
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the erotic text of the Song, as will be discussed in the commentary section below. The 

significance of volitional verbs in the Song cannot be overstated.693  

 

Exum’s observation of the importance of the role of volitional verbs in the Song is a key 

way of understanding the text as a whole.694 It emphasises that the Song is a text that 

gives prominence to the expression of volition. Recognising the EI enables the reader to 

recognise that want is being expressed, for it is one of the principle means by which one 

lover expresses their want for the other lover to do something. And as these EIs operate 

within erotic discourses, it enables the reader to see how the want for sexual experience 

and the associated pleasure is expressed.695 They are EIs because they express erotic 

want in the context of erotic discourse, as will be shown in the commentary discussion. 

5.2.2 Syntax and the Statement of Volition in Hebrew 

Now that the purpose for examining volitional verbs in the Song has been discussed, it is 

necessary to briefly discuss how they are expressed by jussives, cohortatives and 

imperatives in Hebrew.696 A detailed discussion of their syntactical use is provided in 

Waltke and O’Connor.697 Cohortatives are first-person volitional forms, imperatives are 

second-person volitional forms and jussives are mainly third-person volitional forms.698 As 

there is not much overlap, together they ‘comprise one unified system for the expression 

of the speaker’s will’.699 However, there is not a grammatical mood for the three forms, 

since they are ‘morphologically independent’.700 Waltke and O’Connor include the 

following table to summarise the ways that volition is expressed by the volitional verbs:701 

First person Cohortative 

Second person (positive) Imperative/non-perfective 

Second person (negative)702 ʾl + jussive/lʾ + non-perfective 

Third person Jussive 

 
693 Spencer, p. 193 similarly observes these as a ‘common pattern in the Song’s expressing love’s 
desired outcomes or intense longings. 
694 Spencer, p. 193 recognises the importance of Exum’s work in the interpretation of the Song. 
695 Walsh, p. 1 has implicitly observed the importance of volitional verbs by her observation of 
Song 1:2 as expressing ‘sexual want’. 
696 Waltke and O’Connor, p. 564. 
697 Waltke and O’Connor, pp. 564-579. 
698 Waltke and O’Connor, p. 565. 
699 Waltke and O’Connor, p. 564. 
700 Waltke and O’Connor, p. 564. 
701 Waltke and O’Connor, p. 565. 
702 As can be seen from the table, there is a small amount of crossover, in that the grammatical 
jussive is also used to express a negative imperative. Waltke and O’Connor, p. 565. Interestingly, 
there are very few negative volitional verbs expressed in the Song, the only being 1:6 and 7:2. 
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5.2.3 Some Observations on the Expression of Volition in the Song 

There are a couple of observations that should be made about the expression of volition 

on a syntactic level in texts which have some implications for interpretation. Firstly, 

although volitional verbs may be of one grammatical form, they can express ‘varying 

degrees of volition’.703 The three factors that affect what degree of volition is being 

expressed are the social standing of the speaker relative to the addressee, the ‘social 

context of the discourse’, and the ‘meaning of the verb’.704 In the Song both main 

characters engage with each other using all three volitional forms, and the fact that there 

is freedom for both to express their wants to each other (as well as the portrayal of the 

lovers in the wider discourse) strongly suggests that their social standing to each other is 

portrayed as equal.705  

 

Secondly, as Black observes, ‘the text [of the Song] is active in interacting with its 

readers’.706In terms of the EI, this means that the reader has the experience of the second 

person imperative being addressed to them. In other words, in the dialogue between the 

lovers of the Song, the reader experiences the voice of one of the lovers addressing them 

directly. The textual implication is that the other lover is being addressed. But the reader 

experiences being addressed with erotic volition for themselves. As the reader is being 

addressed erotically, or led to think about erotic actions towards another, this can affect 

the reader. Its effect on the reader can further support the erotic nature of the text. 

5.2.3 Developing the Erotic Imperative 

Exum’s observation about the importance of volitional verbs provides a basis from which 

to develop ideas about the expression of volition in the Song. Interestingly, Exum does not 

continually refer to the EI in her commentary, even though it is clearly a prominent feature 

in her thinking as whole.707 The discussion in this thesis is often more developed in terms 

of discussing the use of the EI within passages than Exum is in her commentary. 

Furthermore, this thesis studies EIs within their textual contexts, to understand how sexual 

desire is portrayed in these passages, and how it is relates to the wider discourse. Walsh 

has implicitly observed the importance of understanding volitional verbs erotically by her 

observation of Song 1:2 as expressing ‘sexual want’.708 Examining the volitional verbs 

 
703 Waltke and O’Connor, p. 545; Georg Henrich August von Ewald, Syntax of the Hebrew 
Language of the Old Testament (Edinburgh: Clark, 1891), p. 16. 
704 Waltke and O’Connor, p. 545. 
705 See table in Appendix 2 for list of uses of the EI. 
706 Fiona C. Black, The Artifice of Love: Grotesque Bodies in the Song of Songs, T & T Clark 
Library of Biblical Studies, 392 (London: Clark, 2009), p. 39. 
707 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 5. 
708 Walsh, p. 1. 
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that the ML and FP use in the Song enables an examination of their expression of sexual 

desire, as well as how this relates to other features in the text. In particular, this study will 

show how the EI plays a role in terms of the recognition of relationality between the lovers. 

 

Furthermore, to aid the discussion, this thesis provides a table of the use of jussives, 

cohortatives and imperatives in the Song (Appendix 2), as well as including a dot plot 

(Appendix 1) which shows the clusters of the various volitional verbs in the different 

passages. 

5.3 The Language of Desire 
In addition to Exum’s work, another feminist scholar who has contributed to this thesis’ 

thinking is Walsh, who especially emphasises sexual desire as a key theme of the 

Song.709 In an attempt to provide some framework for discussing the language of desire in 

the Song, Walsh has proposed three different types of language. In the commentary 

chapters that follow, there will be times when Walsh’s categorisations will be referred to. 

They will be used as a tool for helping to understand what is going on in terms of the 

development of desire in passages. While Walsh admits the limitation of her study, the 

descriptors she proposes enable some interesting observations to be made.710 

 

The three types of language of desire that Walsh recognises are ‘aesthetic appreciation’, 

‘affective description’ and ‘the physical impact of yearning’.711 ‘Aesthetic appreciation’ is 

the expression of ‘sheer appreciation of the other’s beauty’, focusing mainly on the 

‘physical characteristics of the other’.712 The Song uses a great deal of language in which 

the lovers verbalise the physical attractiveness of the other, and so recognising this is of 

particular value. As Walsh observes, part of the significance lies in the language that 

focuses on the ‘object of one’s affections’.713 

 

‘Affective want’ or ‘affective depiction’, as Walsh’s second form of language, centres on 

the ‘feelings of the lover’, and thus they focus on ‘the lover as subject’.714 It is a 

verbalisation specifically of the ‘emotion of desiring’, in essence giving voice to ‘how he or 

she feels while wanting’.715 Importantly, this form of discourse notices the ‘motives of the 

speaker’, and as such the relationship between the EI, with its verbalisation of the volition 

 
709 Scholars who stress the value of Walsh’s work include Hess, p. 32 and Spencer, pp. 193-194. 
710 Walsh, pp. 55-56. 
711 Walsh, p. 56. 
712 Walsh, p. 56. 
713 Walsh, p. 56. 
714 Walsh, p. 56. 
715 Walsh, p. 56. 
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of the speaker, and ‘affective want’, which focuses on the motives of the ‘lover as subject’, 

together help to understand the portrayal of desire from the main characters’ perspectives. 

Walsh sees this as verbalising greater desire than ‘aesthetic appreciation’.716 

 

The final type of language is ‘an expression of the physical impact of yearning’.717 This 

form of language centres on the speaker as subject, focuses on the ‘self-assessment of 

desire’s impact’.718 It can include the portrayal of a range of experiences ‘from feeling 

faint, giddy, and sexually aroused to enjoying pleasures themselves’.719 This self-

reflection aspect of desire has some important consequences. It demonstrates the 

significant impact that desire has on one of the lovers from their perspective, and the role 

that this plays in the wider discourses of desire in the Song. Walsh sees it as the highest 

level of verbalisation of desire in the text.720 

5.4 Passages to be Examined in this Thesis 
Having discussed both Exum’s EI and Walsh’s study of the use of the language of desire 

in the Song, this thesis will now highlight which passages will be particularly examined 

and discussed.  

 

In the early stages of research when considering which passages to examine in detail, the 

use of volitional verbs became an important criterion, as they stood out as a key feature of 

the Song. Reading the Song from beginning to end and observing the use of volitional 

verbs, where they are concentrated and their potential role within the text, it became 

apparent that some passages in particular needed detailed examination. 

 

The dot plot in Appendix 1 provides a helpful tool to explain which passages have been 

examined and discussed in this thesis. The diagram shows all of the uses of the volitional 

verbs of jussives, imperatives and cohortatives expressed by the characters of the 

Song.721 And it shows how these volitional verbs are often found in clusters. At the bottom 

of the diagram, the labelling indicates the sections of the Song according to its 

macrostructure. This enables the viewer to be able to see where particular volitional verbs 

are used in reference to this structure. Furthermore, labelling on the diagram in the form of 

rectangles enables the viewer to be able to see which parts of the Song are referred to or 

 
716 Walsh, pp. 73-75. 
717 Walsh, p.56. 
718 Walsh, p. 57. 
719 Walsh, p. 57. 
720 Walsh, pp. 73-75. 
721 These are also given as a list in Appendix 2. 
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discussed in this thesis. Those rectangles with a black border show which verses are 

discussed through detailed exegesis in the chapters that follow. Those rectangles with a 

blue border show verses that have volitional verbs that are referred to in this thesis’ 

discussion, but are not studied in a detailed way. 

 

There are some important observations that should be made about which passages are to 

be discussed. Firstly, the black rectangles show that detailed exegesis is carried out on 

verses with volitional verbs from all six sections that make up the macrostructure of the 

Song. Thus, there is good overall coverage of the Song. And this coverage of verses from 

every Section means that the sense of progression which is argued for (taking account of 

the reading strategy described in 2.3.5) can be observed by comparing material from later 

Sections with those from earlier sections. In particular, the passages that are chosen allow 

the reader to see development in the use of language (as the Song builds upon previous 

motifs and imagery), as well as the way that imagery becomes more sexually explicit, and 

shows a more developed relationship in the second half of the Song compared to the 

first.722 Importantly, verses from both the beginning and the end of the Song (which both 

use the EI) are included in this study, asserting the importance of the EI and its role in the 

development of the portrayed relationship between the lovers. 

 

Secondly, the use of the black rectangles shows that passages that have a high 

concentration of volitional verbs are a particular focus of this study, showing particularly 

intensity in terms of the expression of volition.723 Examining them demonstrates the role of 

the EI in the Song, as well as allowing comparison of discourse between these passages. 

Thirdly, the use of rectangles also shows that the central Sections (2, 3, 4 and 5) receive a 

lot of cover. The reason for this is due to the significance of these passages in terms of 

the role of volitional verbs.724 However, what they also show is some degree of continuity 

in terms of the coverage of the Song, since many of the passages considered come after 

each other or relatively soon after each other. There is effectively some degree of a 

central block of coverage of the Song as a whole.  

 

 
722 See discussion in 11.4.4. 
723 See discussion below for why 6:13[EN] is in a blue rectangle. 
724 For example, 2:8-17 and 3:1-5 were chosen for examination because of the particular 
significance of these verses in terms of the use of the EI. 
Through looking at the diagram, it may be observed that 5:2-8 has only one volitional verb and that 
5:8-6:3 has none, and yet they are still studied in detail. This is because of the significance of the 
particular use of the EI in 5:2 by the ML and the response given by the FP. This will be discussed in 
thesis Chapters 8 and 10. 
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Fourthly, the blue rectangles (which show verses that have been referred to, but not 

discussed through detailed exegesis) are those verses that, though they may have 

volitional verbs in them, are not seen as being EIs, because they do not express an 

interaction between the lovers.725 

 

Fourthly, looking at the dot plot, there are a few verses that contain volitional verbs that 

are not discussed in this thesis. 1:6 has a jussive, in which the FP tells the DoJ not to tirʾû 

(gaze) on her.726 While this passage would be interesting to discuss, it does not portray 

an interaction between the lovers.727 1:7 and 1:8 on the other hand do portray an 

interaction between the lovers, using three imperatives, but what is portrayed in these 

verses, when compared to what follows in the full scheme of the Song, is not particularly 

sexual explicit, and for the sake of brevity there is not the space to be able to discuss 

them in detail. The way that they show the sense of progression of the overall scheme of 

the Song is relative to their positioning within the Section 1. Similarly, the EI in 6:5 in 

which the ML addresses the FP, while not discussed in exegetical detail for the sake of 

brevity, could arguably be seen to be demonstrate the high level of the expression of 

sexual desire relative to the high level found in Section 5 as a whole.728 

5.5 Chapter Conclusion 
This chapter has briefly discussed two scholars who have contributed to some of the 

thinking behind this thesis, Exum in terms of her emphasis on the use of volitional verbs in 

the Song, and Walsh by her approach to recognising the language of desire in the Song. 

This thesis will refer to these concepts in the commentary below, and what will also be 

 
725 2:5 and 3:11 contain volitional verbs in which the FP addresses the DoJ (see discussion in 2.4.3 
and 13.2.3, as well as shown in Appendix 2). Similarly, 6:13 contains four imperatives and a 
cohortative in which the DoJ addresses the FP (see discussion in 11.2.2, as well as shown in 
Appendix 2). In neither of these contexts does one lover address the other. 
However, there is one verse (5:1) in the context of the middle climax of the Song in which the DoJ 
address the lovers together (see discussion in 9.3.7 and listing in Appendix 2) in which they call the 
lovers to sexual pleasure by four imperatives. While these imperatives do not express an 
interaction between the lovers, they do develop the portrayal of sexual activity in the passage and 
the lovers are being encouraged to carry out their lovemaking. They are found in the context of 
numerous EIs (which are discussed in detail in thesis Chapter 9). 
726 Hess, p. 56, Duguid, p. 84, Fredericks and Estes, p. 306; Longman, p. 95. 
727 It would be interesting to discuss because the most popular reading of this amongst 
commentators is the FP’s sense of embarrassment about the darker colour of her skin (from the 
sun), thus making her appear unusual by the standards of beauty in her cultural world. Garrett, p. 
132, Longman, p. 95, Duguid, pp. 81-82, Hess, p. 55. 
728 In 6:5 the ML addresses the FP with the imperative hāsēbbî (turn), in reference to her turning 
his eyes away from him (Hess, p. 201). The ML gives a reason, that they rhb (overwhelm) him). It 
is an example of Walsh’s ‘expression of the physical impact of yearning’ (Walsh, pp. 56,75). 
Murphy, p. 178 observes that her eyes are also referred to in 4:9, along with the affect that they 
have upon the speaker. This imperative (6:5) at nearly the beginning of this section shows how 
affirms the high level of expression of sexual desire at this point of the Song. 
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highlighted is how the language of desire and the expression of volition interact. This will 

enable the discussion to highlight how desire develops in the Song alongside the 

development of relationality. 
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Chapter 6: Starting with the Erotic Imperative (1:2-
4) 

6.1 Introduction 
Chapter 5 gave an explanation as to what the EI is. This chapter substantiates the use of 

the EI by examining its use by the FP in the opening lines of the Song. The fact that these 

are the opening verses of the Song substantiate the importance of the use of these 

volitional forms in the text and they provide a basis for discussion of the use of the EI in 

other parts of the Song. The discussion will highlight the role that desire plays, making 

them EIs, as well as the role of communal desire of the DoJ towards the ML. As the 

opening words it portrays the first encounter of the reader with the ML and FP, and it is 

from this basis that the portrayal of the relationship between them develops. 

6.2 Translation and Textual Context 

6.2.1 Translation (1:2-4) 

FP 
1:2a: Let him kiss729 me with kisses of his mouth, 

2b: because your lovemaking730 is better than wine, 

3a: better731 than the fragrance of your oils. 

3b: Your name is oil poured out732, 

3c therefore the young women love you. 

4a: Draw me after you, let us flee! 

4b: The king brought me to his bedroom. 

 
DoJ 
4c: We will exult and rejoice in you! 

4d: We will extol your lovemaking more than wine! 

 
FP 
4e: Understandably,733 they love you! 

 
729 It is possible to translate this as an imperfect or a jussive, but here the jussive has been used. 
Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 125, c.f. Garrett, p. 125. 
730 LXX, and Vulgate reads the Hebrew consonants ddyk as ‘your breasts’, instead of as 
dōdêkā (your lovemaking), Murphy, p. 125. 
731 LXX reading is comparative (’and the scent of your ointment better than all spices’). The 
Lexham English Septuagint, ed. by Rick Brennan and others (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 
2012). 
732 There is gender incongruency, since there is no feminine antecedent (Hess, p. 40). 
Consequently, some translations read as a proper noun; Pope, p. 300. 
733 LXX reads mesarim as eututes egapesen se (righteousness loves you). Vulgate reads it as recti 
(the upright). 
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6.2.2 Form, Structure and Setting 

This passage is situated immediately after the title of the Song in v. 1734. It portrays the 

opening words of the FP desiring the kisses and lovemaking experience of the ML, who is 

unnamed in this passage.735 It is passage which strongly vocalises desire.736 In vv. 2a-4b, 

the FP speaks, addressing three audiences, the DoJ, the ML and the reader. The DoJ 

then join in the praising of the ML in v. 4c-d. V. 4 is a natural ending to this opening 

section, with vv.5-6 being different in its content.737 

6.2.3 Overview of the Erotic Imperative in this Section 

This passage contains six uses of the EI in the form of one jussive (1:2a), one imperative 

(1:4a) and four cohortatives (1:4a, 1:4c, 1:4c, 1:4d). The jussive (yiššāqēniy: let him kiss 

me), imperative (moškēnî: draw me) and the first cohortative (nārûṣâ: let us flee) are 

spoken by the FP, while the remaining three cohortatives ((nāgîlâ: we will exult), 

(niśmĕḥāh: we will rejoice) and (nazkîrâ: we will extol)) are spoken by the DoJ. The 

commentary will highlight how the use of the EI is erotic in this section. It will also show 

how both personal and communal desire is demonstrated in this section, since both the 

FP (with the first three uses of the EI) and the DoJ (with the remaining three uses) 

participate in the desiring of the ML. 

6.3 Commentary 

6.3.1 A desire to be Kissed and Communal Desire (1:2-4) 

In the opening line (1:2a) after the title of the Song, the reader hears the voice of a woman 

longing to be kissed by a man, expressed by the first jussive (yiššāqēniy) with its first-

person direct object, ‘me’. The jussive is not morphologically different from other prefix 

forms, so a minority of commentators read as an indicative.738 However, the traditional 

reading and most popular amongst commentators is to read as a jussive.739 It is one of 

the many volitional verbs that will be encountered in this text as a whole. The jussive is 

immediately followed with the preposition min before nĕšîqôt (kisses), which is read as 

being partitive (with kisses).740 The text vocalises how the FP wishes to be kissed, the 

 
734 2.3.1 discusses the meaning of this. 
735 Rosalind S Clarke, ‘Canonical Interpretations of the Song of Songs’ (unpublished PhD Thesis, 
University of Aberdeen, 2013), p. 189. 
736 Desire, longing or yearning is used to describe this passage by commentators including Walsh, 
p. 1; Duguid, p. 79; Longman, NICOT, p. 89; Spencer, p. 7; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 127; 
Keel, p. 40; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 9. 
737 Longman, NICOT, p. 95. 
738 C.f. Garrett, p. 125. 
739 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 125; Pope p. 291; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 92; Longman, 
NICOT, pp. 89-91; Keel, p. 40; Duguid, pp. 78 - 83; Walsh, p. 1; Hess, p. 40. 
740 Pope, p. 298; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 125. 
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plural emphasis of kisses conveying that ‘no peck on the cheek will do’.741 This is ‘the 

language of excess’, being the first EI in the Song.742 Walsh describes this opening line 

and the ones that follow as being ‘a bald declaration of sexual want’.743  

 

1:2b starts with the conjunction kî which is construed as being causative, linking what is 

expressed in 1:2a with what follows in this line.744 As kî is most often used in the 

causative sense in the HS, it is the most straightforward way of reading it here.745 This 

causative reading makes the most contextual sense of 1:2b, since it provides a reason for 

the use of the jussive by the FP in 1:2a.746 The fact that there is a grammatical change of 

person in 1:2b is an example of enallage, a common phenomenon of Hebrew poetic 

texts.747 The text thus vocalises the FP asserting a reason for her longing to experience 

the kisses of his mouth.748 

 

The reason given is comparative.749 The text vocalises the FP expressing that the ML’s 

dōdê is better than wine.750 The line makes the comparison of the ML’s lovemaking with 

wine, indicated by his lovemaking being described by the adjective ṭôbîm (good). As 

discussed above, the masculine plural form of dôdî used in the Song should be read in a 

broad (and non-prescriptive) sense as referring to the sexual activity.751 6.4.2 will discuss 

the ambiguity as to whether the FP is commenting here on previous experience of dōdê or 

whether it is imagined. 

 

 
741 The quote is from Spencer, p. 7; Walsh, pp. 1, 121 makes this implication. 
742 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 5. 
743 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 5, Walsh, p. 1. 
744 T. A. Perry, ‘The Coordination of Ky / ʿl Kn in Cant. i 1-3 and Related Texts’, Vetus 
Testamentum, 55.4 (2005), 528–41 (p. 529) notes that the causative reading is the most usual 
translation.  
Commentators who specifically note the causative reading implied by the conjunction kî include 
Exum, p. 94; Hess, p. 40; Provan, p. 265. Other scholars that translate as a causative meaning, but 
are not explicit about this include Keel, p. 40; Duguid, p. 57; Longman, p. 89; Fox, p. 96; Carr, The 
Song of Solomon, p. 80; Fredericks and Estes, p. 303. 
745 Perry, p. 529 discusses this and provides other sources that back up this argument. 
746 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 94. 
747 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 7; Pope, p. 297; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 125; 
Longman, NICOT, p. 90; Provan, p. 264. 
748 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 94; Longman, NICOT, p. 91; Perry, pp. 529-533; Fredericks and 
Estes, p. 303. 
749 See for example, Murphy, The Song of Songs; pp. 124-124; Longman, NICOT, p. 89; Hess, p. 
40; Keel, p. 40. 
750 Walsh, pp. 12-13; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 9, Garrett, p. 128; Longman, NICOT, p. 91; 
Exum, Song of Songs, p. 93; Spencer, p. 8. 
751 Bloch and Bloch, p. 137 describe dodê as ‘a comprehensive term for lovemaking’. See 
discussion in 2.5.3. 
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The next line (1:3a) is also read here as comparative, because of the preposition lĕ.752 

This comparative reading compares dodê to the fragrance of his oils, conveying that his 

lovemaking is better.753 The FP expresses her desire for the kisses of the ML because of 

comparison of the appreciation of his lovemaking with other sensual sources of pleasure. 

His lovemaking is better! 

 
1:3b continues the fragrant oil imagery of the previous line, describing the ML’s šēm 

(name) is ryq (poured out).754 The thought of fragrant oil being poured out is a sensual 

image, evoking again the pleasure of experiencing the smell of the oil.755 Here šēm may 

be used in a literal sense, referring to the name of the man as being what gives the FP 

this pleasure.756 But šēm is often used in a figurative sense in the HS to refer to either the 

reputation or character of a person.757 This is the most common understanding of its use 

here, and it makes most contextual sense of what is a difficult image to interpret.758 It is 

the sensual appreciation of both the perception of his lovemaking and the pleasure that 

his šēm gives her that are her personal motivation for wanting to be kissed by him.  

 

 
752 Garrett, p. 128; Duguid, p. 57. Pope, pp. 290-300, William Foxwell Albright, ‘Archaic Survivals in 
the Text of the Canticles’, in Hebrew and Semitic Studies Presented to Godfrey Rolles Driver, ed. 
by D. W. Thomas and W. D. McHardy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), pp. 1–7 (p. 2, n. 4) note 
this use in Ugaritic. Keel, p. 40 similarly makes a comparative reading, but gives no explanation 
why.  
Emphatic and dative readings are also possible. Longman, NICOT, p. 90 provides an example of 
the emphatic reading. Murphy, p. 126 discusses the options of the different readings. 
753 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 125 observes how the comparative reading carries into this 
verse; Garrett, p. 129. 
754 Carr, The Song of Solomon, p. 80 notes the uncertainty of the verb ryq. Jerry Shepherd, ‘Rîq’, 
in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem 
VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 1997), III, 1106–9 (p. 1106) notes that the difficult 
verb ‘basically relates to the idea of emptying’ and in the context of Song 1:3, it refers to ‘the 
contents of a container’. 
755 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 94. 
756 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 94; Garrett, p. 129; Spencer, p. 8.  
Allen P. Ross, ‘šēm’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. 
by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), IV, 147–51 (p. 147) observes that in 
most of the 770 times that the šēm is used in the singular, it just literally means name. 
757 Ross, pp. 147-148 notes the way that names are used to signify character and reputation; C.f. 
Proverbs 22:1. 
758 Bloch and Bloch, p. 138 note the difficulty in interpreting this poet image. 
The following are some of the commentators read šem as character or reputation: Bergant, The 
Song of Songs, p. 10; Duguid, p. 80; Fredericks and Estes, p. 305; Longman, NICOT, p. 92.  
Pope, p. 300 makes the similar observation that šem represents the ‘whole essence of the person’. 
However, Ross, p. 148 issues caution against this, being too much of a ‘sweeping connection’, 
since ‘just because a name can describe a personality [it] does not mean that it is a person’s soul’. 
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1:3c introduces some new characters, the ʿălāmôt (young women).759 It seems likely that 

these young women refer to the DoJ, the FP’s companions throughout the Song.760 

Importantly, the text also affirms that these also ʾăhēbû the ML. Bearing in mind that the 

emphasis of this passage until now has been upon the FP desiring the ML, Bloch and 

Bloch have observed how ʾăhēbû should be read as referring to the ‘physical attraction’ of 

the DoJ towards him.761 Longman makes the related observation that they desire him.762 

The FP is not alone in her ʾăhēbû for the ML. Walsh has observed that ‘the Song’s 

testimony to love … is surprisingly nonmonogamous in spirit’.763 6.4.4 below will discuss 

this first example of communal desire in this passage.  

 

1:4a introduces two further EIs made by the FP, the first being the imperative moŝkēnî 

and the second being the cohortative nārûṣâ. Having these two EIs next to each other 

creates a sense of urgency in the text. They convey a sense of urgent demand from the 

FP.764 The urgency expresses the intensity of her desire.765 Here the FP is directly calling 

the ML to respond to her. The lines before in which the FP expresses her desire for his 

kisses because of the quality of his lovemaking provide the context, and likely, the reason 

why she uses the EI to call him to respond.766  

 

The next line (1:4b) similarly conveys that desire is the reason for the FP’s use of the EI in 

1:4a. The text vocalises the FP as saying that the melek (king) has brought me into his 

ḥăddārāy (bedroom), being a place of privacy.767 The context suggests that this action is 

 
759 Pope, p. 300 reasonably argues that ʿălāmôt in this line should be understood as representing a 
‘reference to sexual ripeness without presumption one way or another as to virginity or sexual 
experience’. 
John Walton, ‘ʿalmâ’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. 
by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 1997), III, 415–17 (p. 417) observes one 
example (Isaiah 54:4) where ʿalmâ is used for a married woman, indicating that a generalisation 
cannot be made that this refers to women who are virgins. Instead, Walton, p. 417 observes some 
commonality about being of ‘childbearing age’ in the two texts from Isaiah (7:14, 54:4) suggesting 
that this is a reference to age. This understanding is observed by DCH, Vol. 6, p. 428. 
760 Scholars who comment on the likelihood of the DoJ and the ʿălāmôt being the same include 
Spencer, p. 5; Murphy, p. 127; Fredericks and Estes, p. 305; Longman, NICOT, p. 94. 
761 Bloch and Bloch, p. 138. 
762 Allender and Longman, p. 48 makes the related observation that this is desire. 
763 The quote is from Walsh, p. 125; as Provan, p. 265 comments, ‘it is not clear whether their 
knowledge of the man’s lovemaking is real or imagined and whether it is first-hand or second-hand 
knowledge’. 
764 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 5; Longman, NICOT, p. 92; Hess, pp. 52-53. 
765 Spencer, p. 6 observes the way that the FP’s pining is expressed by EIs of 1:4a; Hess, p. 53. 
766 Duguid, p. 81 notes that ‘desire seeks satisfaction’; similarly, Hess, p. 53. 
767 Longman, NICOT, p. 90 translates hăddārāy as bedroom; LaCocque, Romance She Wrote, p. 
70 observes that this noun is used for an ‘inner room, especially a bedroom’; DCH, Vol. 3, p. 163 
observes that the noun is used to refer to an ‘inner room’. 
The heder is also the place referred to in 2 Samuel 13:10, being a place where Amnon raped 
Tamar, thus, a place of privacy. 
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in response to the EIs made by the FP.768 Who is this melek? In this reading the king is 

understood to be a figurative description of the ML.769 He is in her perception like a king, 

‘as far as she is concerned’.770 It is the first example of the royal imagery that is used at 

places through the Song.771  

 

Moreover, the text continues to express the appreciation of the DoJ for the ML, but this 

time most likely in their own voice.772 In 1:4c they use the cohortatives nāgîlâ (we will 

exult) and niśmĕḥāh (we will rejoice) to praise him.773 And in 1:4d they, similarly to the FP 

in 1:2b, praise the perceptions of the ML’s dōdê (lovemaking) as being better than wine, 

using the cohortative nazkîrâ (we will extol).774 This theme of the communal desire for the 

ML is then commented on in 1:4e by the FP. The text verbalises her as saying mêšārîm 

ʾăhēbûkā (understandably do they love you). The adverbial sense of mêšārîm is well 

recognised amongst scholars.775 The sensual context makes this a debated word.776 The 

other uses of mêšārîm in the HS describe a range of verbs and have ‘different shades of 

meaning’ depending on context, that can include the sense of ‘level way, order, justly, 

uprightness, straightness, equity, justice [and] integrity’.777 Different aspects of rightness 

 
768 Commentators who read as present action, and not a past event, include Hess, p. 53; 
Longman, NICOT, pp. 92-93; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 95. 
769 This is discussed in 2.4.2. Longman, NICOT, p. 98; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 11; Exum, 
Song of Songs, p. 95; Bloch and Bloch, p. 138. 
770 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 95. 
771 Bloch and Bloch, p. 138; Spencer, p. 6; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 11. 
772 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 95 sees the likeliest reading is that the FP and DoJ praise the ML 
together in this line; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 128 makes the same observation about 
speakers. 
773 The object of these cohortatives are both masculine singular verbs, suggesting that the DoJ are 
praising the ML only, and not the couple (c.f. Longman, NICOT, p. 94). This is supported by the 
use of the masculine singular object of the verb ăhēbû in 1:3c. 
774 Longman, NICOT, p. 94 makes the specific observation of the affirmation of the DoJ about their 
perceptions of the ML’s lovemaking. 
775 BDB, p. 449; Ludwig Koehler and others, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old 
Testament (Leiden: Brill, 1994), p. 578; DCH, Vol. 5, p. 264; Pope, p. 305, Exum, Song of Songs, 
p. 36; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 126. 
776 Moshe Weinfeld, ‘Justice and Righteousness–משׁפט - Expression and Meaning’, in Justice and 
Righteousness: Biblical Themes and Their Influence, ed. by Henning Graf Reventlow and Yair 
Hoffman, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Supplement Series (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1992), CXXXVII, 228-246, p. 228.  
mesarim almost always appears in parallel in poetic passages and so its use without a parallel 
makes the meaning less clear. Also, it is the only time that mêšārîm is used to describe the action 
of ‘hb. Furthermore, it is the only one of its uses in the HS in which it is used to refer to an 
identifiable group of people. In Isaiah 33:15 mêšārîm is adverbially used to describe the speech of 
a group of people who walk righteously, but its passage is not specifically describing a group of 
people, as putting forward a vision of the sort of people that God ‘wants to dwell with him’; Watts, p. 
498 and Hess, p. 54. 
DCH, Vol. 5, p. 264 notes that an emendation can be made, based upon its use in 7:10[EN]. But 
such a reading in this context requires unnecessary emendations, as asserted by Exum, Song of 
Songs, p. 96; Hess, p. 41. 
777 Hannes Oliver, ‘yāšar’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis (Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 1997), II, 563–68 (p. 567). 
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are conveyed by words of this root.778 In agreement with the numerous commentators, the 

most appropriate contextual meaning of mêšārîm is understandably.779 The FP considers 

it completely fair that the DoJ desire the ML too.  

6.4 Interpretation 

6.4.1 Erotic Imperatives in Terms of Desire 

It is absolutely critical that the opening words of the FP of the Song are a jussive 

expressing her personal want to be kissed by the ML, followed by an explanation for why 

she wishes to be kissed. The Song starts with the words of desire, emphasising both the 

importance of desire in the Song, as well as its importance for the FP, and its association 

with the use of the EI.780 

 

She wants to be kissed because of her perceptions of his lovemaking which is better, 

more pleasurable than wine.781 And she wants to be kissed because she perceives that 

his lovemaking is better than the aroma of his oils.782 The comparison with wine as a 

symbol of pleasure within Ancient Israel, as well as the reference to his oils, emphasises 

that she wants a sensual experience, because of her perceptions of the sensuality of his 

lovemaking.783 This want of sensuality portrayed by the EI is something that occurs time 

and again in the Song. At this FP’s voice, expressing her desire, opens the way for how 

the relationship between the lovers will be portrayed as the Song develops. 

 

Furthermore, the expression of her desire for the ML presumably provides the reason that 

she calls him to take him with her and for them to flee (1:4a), using an imperative and a 

cohortative (two further EIs).784 The evidence for these two EIs being motivated by desire 

are that they follow the sensual reasons why the FP wants to be kissed by the ML (1:2-

 
778 Oliver, p. 564 notes the literal understanding of the verbal root ysr as referring to the ‘physical 
quality that describes the linear or surface dimensions of an object or movement in relation to a 
(geometrical) prototype that is widely held as standard that is “right” or “regular”’. 
779 Pope, p. 305; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 96; Longman, NICOT, p. 94; Walsh, p. 125; Provan, p. 
265; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 10. 
780 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 92 summarises the power of these opening words by expressing that 
‘desire bursts suddenly and dramatically onto the scene’. She (p. 5) also observes the significance 
of these first words being the first EI as evidence for its role in the Song. 
Walsh p. 1 observes how these opening words set up desire as a key theme for the rest of the text; 
Murphy, p. 127 makes a similar observation. 
781 1:2b. Allender and Longman, p. 46; Walsh, p. 13; Fredericks and Estes, p. 305; Murphy, The 
Song of Songs, p. 127; Duguid, p. 79, Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 9; Garrett, p. 128; Longman, 
NICOT, p. 91; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 93; Spencer, p. 8 observe the sensuality aspect of this 
comparison. 
782 1:3a. Garrett, p. 129; Bloch and Bloch, p. 139 note the sensuality of the reference to oils. 
783 Walsh, p. 118 observes that ‘wine is the ruling metaphor for sexual pleasure in the Song’, 
evidenced by this verse, as well as 4:10 and 5:1. 
784 Allender and Longman, p. 48 observe that desire is the reason for the FP’s actions here. 
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3c), and they precede 1:4b in which the FP tells the reader that ‘the king’ has brought her 

into his chambers. For all of these EIs given by the FP at the beginning of the Song, 

desire provides the context, and the explicit reason. 

6.4.2 Media Res with Intentional Ambiguity 

The Song starts in the middle of the action, in media res.785 The poet drops the reader 

into the middle of a situation. But reading from the beginning as first-time readers when no 

background is known deliberately creates a degree of ambiguity as a rhetorical technique. 

Walsh observes correctly that there is no introduction of who the characters are or what 

the context is.786 The reader encounters the characters and has to work out through their 

encounter who they think the characters are, and what they think is happening. 

Furthermore, the reader does not know what form of existing relationship there is between 

the ML and the FP. They do not know what experience the FP has of the ML’s kisses nor 

of his lovemaking. They do not know what his lovemaking entails, so are left to the 

suggestiveness of the text.787 All that they know of the relationship is constructed by their 

encounter with the text. The poet has created a feast for the imagination! 

 

What is evident though is the extent of the expression for her want of his kisses.788 Maybe 

the FP has experienced his kisses and his lovemaking before, and so knows what they 

are like, how pleasurable they are.789 This seems entirely plausible by the forwardness of 

this EI. Alternatively, this could be a fantasy of her imagination, imagining what the kisses 

of this certain man might be like, and her wanting kisses because of the assumption his 

lovemaking must be amazing.790 It is even possible to imagine that she has already 

experienced the kisses of others, and so knows what kisses are like, and from that 

experience she now wants to experience his kisses. The intentional ambiguity means that 

any of these readings above are possible, and it will take further encounters with the text 

to get a more developed sense of the relationship that is being portrayed.  

 

In addition to the expression of the FP’s want to experience the ML’s kisses (by means of 

the EI), the passage also tells the reader that ‘the king’ brought her into his bedroom.791 In 

 
785 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 13; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 127; Fredericks and Estes, p. 304. 
786 Walsh, p. 1. 
787 See discussion of dôdî in 2.5.3. 
788 6.4.1. 
789 Spencer, p. 6; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 10 read this passage as referring to a 
relationship based upon existing experience; Exum, p. 93 is perhaps slightly more cautious, saying 
that ‘we might imagine that he has already kissed her many times’. 
790 Fredericks and Estes, p. 303 argues that her experience of dōdê is imaginary. 
791 1:3. 
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this interpretation the ‘king’; is used in figurative sense for the ML.792 It is the ambiguity of 

the use of the word melek that has contributed to so many different interpretations of the 

Song.793 But he is the king, not my king, perhaps suggesting that there is some distance 

between her and this man at this point in the text.794 It is not as personal as the many 

epithets that have a first person pronominal suffix that are used for the lovers later on in 

the text.795 The reader is left with their first impressions about the form of existing 

relationship between the characters. It could be argued that this portrayal is not of a well-

developed relationship, even though the FP wants his kisses. There is enough deliberate 

ambiguity to interpret this passage in numerous ways. 

6.4.3 Name, Reputation or Character 

One of the interpretative issues as to what is being portrayed here depends on the 

meaning of the reference to the name of the ML giving the FP pleasure.796 It was argued 

above that šēm is understood to be the character or reputation of the ML. Reading in this 

way means that the desire for the ML is not separable from the wider person that he is, 

unless of course his reputation is to do solely with his lovemaking.797 It is more likely that 

the ML being portrayed is both physically attractive from the women’s perspective, as well 

as having a good reputation or good character (depending on how well the FP knows 

him). If this passage is read in this way, then the sexuality expressed by the FP is 

certainly about sexual and physical attraction. But this passage does disassociate this 

from the ML’s reputation or character.798 He is desirable because he is good looking, and 

because he has got a good reputation. Perhaps he is known as one who comes from a 

good family.  

6.4.4 The Significance of Communal Desire 

The evidence for communal desire in this passage is found in 1:3c (therefore the maidens 

ʾăhēbû you) and in 1:4e (understandably do they ʾăhēbû you). There is significance to the 

Song portraying understandable communal desire of the ML for several reasons. Firstly, 

textually, it sets up the portrayal of the ML as a very attractive man, which is developed by 

the FP’s descriptions throughout the song. Secondly, it paints a picture of a cultural world 

 
792 2.4.2. Spencer, p. 6, who has a similar intentional first-time reader approach, also interprets the 
king in a figurative sense. 
793 Carr, The Song of Solomon, p. 70. 
794 Melek is also used in the Song in 1:12, 3:9, 11; 7:6. Interestingly, melek is never used with a 
first-person pronominal suffix. 
795 See Exum, Song of Songs, p. 29 for more personal epithets that are used. 
796 1:3b. 
797 As mentioned above, these are some of the commentators who read name as referring to 
reputation or character: Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 10; Duguid, p. 80; Fredericks and Estes, p. 
305; Longman, NICOT, p. 92. 
798 Davidson, p. 585. 
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where multiple people can be attracted to the same person and that is considered 

understandable, because of perceptions of who he is and perceptions of his lovemaking. 

This is not a cultural world where each individual is only attracted to one person (for life), 

but a real world in which multiple people can be attracted to the same person. Importantly, 

the text portrays the FP approving of the communal desire of the ML.799 This is hugely 

significant. As Davidson puts it, in this passage, ‘eros is inclusive’.800 The FP recognises 

how fair it is that they desire him, because he is desirable.801 To put it colloquially, he is 

hot! 

 

Bearing in mind that this opening passage can be read for the first time with some degree 

of distance being portrayed between ML and FP, one possible way to understand 

communal desire might be as a group of young women having a crush, perhaps a 

celebrity crush, comparing notes about which members of band they find most 

attractive.802 Or alternatively a group of young women sharing how attracted they are to 

young men in their church fellowship group. The language of communal desire is also 

potentially found in 1 Samuel 18:6-7, where the women of Israel compared Saul and 

David, Saul having slain his thousands, and David his ten thousands.803 

 
Later the discussion will highlight how, as well as portraying multiple people being 

attracted to the same person, the Song also acknowledges the potential for the FP to be 

attracted to other men, by its emphasis on the expression of preference.804 In this later 

passage, the emphasis is upon the FP not having a preference for any other man. But 

nonetheless, it portrays a cultural world where it is possible to be attracted to multiple 

people. 

 
799 Allender and Longman, p. 48. 
800 Davidson, p. 150. 
801 Allender and Longman, p. 48; Duguid, p. 80 describes the DoJ as the ‘arbiters of what 
constitutes male desirability’. 
802 Yuna Engle and Tim Kasser, ‘Why Do Adolescent Girls Idolize Male Celebrities?’, Journal of 
Adolescent Research, 20.2 (2005), 263–83 (pp. 264, 275, 277) 
<https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558404273117> make some interesting observations. They note the 
longstanding cultural phenomenon of celebrity crushes from Elvis onwards. What is interesting to 
note is that teenage girls who were more likely to have a celebrity as an idol were also those who 
had ‘more dating and boyfriend experience’. 
803 Saul resented that David received higher praise than him (18:8). Ralph W. Klein, 1 Samuel, 
Word Biblical Commentary, 10 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1983), While this may be associated with 
perceptions of power, this could be read in a communal desire sense. 
804 10.4.2. 
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6.4.5 The Role of the Female Protagonist’s Personal Desire over the Communal 
Desire of the Daughters of Jerusalem 

Another observation to be made here is how the FP by using the call to love by means of 

the EI constructs her relationship with the ML as being subtly distinct from the DoJ. While 

the DoJ and the FP together are portrayed in this text as sharing communal desire for the 

ML, the FP also makes distinctions between them and herself. She makes this distinction 

by her additional use of the EI. While the DoJ as a group praise the ML (1:4c) and their 

perceptions of his lovemaking (1:4d) using cohortatives (themselves EIs), the FP is 

distinct by her additional personal use of EIs (a jussive) in 1:2a and 1:4a (an imperative 

and a cohortative).805 To put it another way, they praise his lovemaking, but she stands 

out and makes claims on the ML. 

 

In contrast to their communal desire (and inaction), her personal desire causes her to act 

by calling him to focus on her. Hers is the voice that initiates action.806 And in the process 

she marks herself (and her relationship) as being distinct from that of her companions. 

6.4.6 The Significance that the Female Protagonist, as a Woman, Expressing these 
Erotic Imperatives 

There is huge significance of the FP issuing the opening words of the Song, as well as 

that she is the one who effectively ‘initiates the pursuit of the relationship’ in this 

passage.807 She is the main character and the text opens with a woman’s desire on full 

display to the reader within the HS, which is a remarkable and important thing.808 And the 

fact that she expresses her desire by means of volitional verbs to communicate – to the 

ML, and the reader – what she wants, is a powerful witness within the Song and the 

Canon.809 

6.5 The Importance of the Erotic Imperative 
This chapter has discussed the first uses of the EI in the Song.810 Some important 

observations have been made: that the EI is related to desire; the desire of the FP is also 

associated with his reputation or character; the DoJ share communal desire for the ML; 

 
805 Allender and Longman, p 47 interestingly rightly observe the phenomenon that the DoJ also 
desire the ML, but they do not comment on the fact that the DoJ desire him because of perceptions 
of his lovemaking. 
806 Allender and Longman, p. 47 says that ‘she has won his attention’ in comparison to the DoJ. 
This is a similar observation, but the use of the EI here asserts the FP as being the primary mover 
by her use of it. 
Fredericks and Estes, p. 305 over-emphasises the ML’s role, making it his selection, while it is the 
FP’s words that make the selection. 
807 The quotation is from Allender and Longman, p. 45. 
808 Spencer, p. lviii; Walsh, p. 1. 
809 Walsh, pp. 1-4 notes the importance of these verses as the start of the Song within the Canon. 
810 1:2-4. 
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and the FP makes herself distinct from the DoJ by responding to her personal desire by 

means of the EI. As will be demonstrated further, the EI plays a key part throughout the 

text in the construction of the portrayal of desire of the lovers. 
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Chapter 7: The Springtime passage (2:13c-17) 

7.1 Introduction 
This short chapter examines the use of some of the EIs and the expression of relationality 

in the first springtime scene of the Song, particularly focusing on the way that the text 

portrays the inaccessibility of the FP, as well as the role of the first refrain of mutual 

possession, in terms of understanding their relationship.811 The way that the EI is used 

here is different from the way that it is used in later passages, and so the portrayal sets 

the scene for the discussion as to how the relationship continues to develop in later 

chapters. 

 

7.2 Translation and passage Context 

7.2.1 Translation (2:13c-17) 

ML 
2:13c: Arise, my friend, 

13d: my beauty, and come! 

14a: My dove in the clefts of the rock 

14b: in the hiding places812 of the cliff. 

14c: let me see your face, 

14d: let me hear your voice, 

14e: for your voice is pleasant 

14f: and your face813 is lovely. 

 
FP 
15a: Catch for us the foxes,814 

15b: the little foxes 

15c: that damage the vineyards, 

15d: for our vineyards are in blossom. 

16a: My lover is mine 

16b: and I am his 

16c He feasts815 among the lilies. 

 
811 2:8-17. 
812 BDB, p. 712 notes that sēter can be understood as meaning a hiding place, which is the 
translation that Fredericks and Estes, p. 324 uses. 
813 Marʾê has a literal meaning of appearance, according to BDB, p. 909. 
814 NIV translation also inserts the word ‘for’ in this line. 
815 Rʾh can mean to feed animals (transive) or for animals to feed (intransive); see (DCH, Vol. 7, p. 
517, Murphy, The Song of Songs, p 139). Hess, p. 86 is correct to observe that the latter of these 
seems more contextually appropriate, i.e., the ML is an animal doing the eating.  
Bloch and Bloch, p. 65 translate this word as ‘feasts’. 



112 
 

17a: Until the day breathes, 

17b: and the shadows flee, 

17c: turn, my lover 

17d: and be like a gazelle or young deer 

17e: on the cleft816 mountains. 

7.2.2 Form, Structure and Setting 

The verses being discussed are part of a wider poetic ‘exhilarating’ description of 

springtime, being the time of abundant life.817 It immediately follows the first adjuration 

passage of the Song, and so this, and the change in imagery, indicates a new section.818 

The section is described from the perspective of the FP, describing the ML’s attempts to 

get her to become accessible to him.819 

7.3 Commentary 

7.3.1 The Male Lover uses Erotic Imperatives to Seek Access to the Inaccessible 
Female Protagonist (2:13c-2:14) 

In 2:13c the ML repeats a call upon the FP for her to come outside, using the same EIs 

(qûmî: arise; lĕkî: come) that he did in 2:10. In these previous verses the ML has sought 

to persuade the FP to come outside of her house because it is spring.820 He invites her to 

‘share in … [its] delights’ by appealing to her senses.821 There is a sense that ‘with the 

beauty of nature he seeks to seduce her’.822 Bergant correctly notes that this calling to 

experience the new life of spring ‘is really calling her into love’.823 By using springtime 

imagery as the reason to come outside, the ML is emphasising the timeliness of the 

moment.824 It is time to find a mate.825 

 

 
816 Vulgate interpret Hebrew bāter as Bether (Pope, p. 409); LXX refers to the ‘mountains of 
ravines’ (Brenan et al, Pope, p. 409); ESV; NRSV, Exum, p. 120 translate as ‘cleft’ mountains. 
817 2:8-17. Davidson, p. 609. 
818 Cf. 13.2.1 further discusses how the adjuration passages bring a section to an end. 
819 Spencer, p. 44. 
820 2:10-13. Exum, Song of Songs, p.126. Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 29; Longman, NICOT, 
p. 121 observe the use of ‘motive clauses’ following the imperatives that are indicated as such by 
the conjunction kî. 
821 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 127; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 29 similarly notes the use of the 
senses. 
822 Landy, p. 72; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 126. 
823 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 30; Hess, p. 92 makes a similar observation, noting that while 
vv. 10-13 describe the natural world, and not the lovers nor their love, the imperatives in 2:10 and 
13 ‘’leave no doubt that this is part of a larger picture with this focus’; see also Fredericks and 
Estes, p. 327. 
824 Commentators who recognise timeliness in various ways include Hess, pp. 93-94; Longman, 
NICOT, p. 12; Duguid, pp. 97-98. 
825 Duguid, p. 98; Spencer, p. 48; Longman, NICOT, p. 122 describes this springtime imagery as 
denoting timeliness for ‘joyous lovemaking’. 
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Now in 2:13c, the repeat of these EIs indicate a couple of things.826 Firstly, the FP has not 

responded to the first request of the ML by his previous use of them (2:10), so she is 

portrayed as continuing to be at a distance to him. Secondly, they reinforce the volition of 

the ML for her to come outside so that she can be with him.  

 

In the next verse (2:14) the ML uses imagery to further emphasise the FPs inaccessible to 

him.827 Previously, she has been inaccessible because she has been portrayed as being 

inside the house.828 Now he describes her as a dove in clefts of rock and in the hiding 

places of the cliff.829 Both of these places particularly stress that she is inaccessible.830 At 

this point (2:14cd) the ML uses another two further EIs in close succession showing even 

more expression of his want of FP. However, unlike the EIs in 2:10, 13, where there is an 

implied explanation as to why he wants her to come outside by the springtime imagery, 

these two imperatives (2:14cd) make it clear that he wants her, being words that express 

his desire:831 Harʾîniy (let me see) expresses his want to see her face;832 hašmîʿînî (let 

me hear) expresses his want to hear her voice. Furthermore, in 2:14ef both of the EIs of 

2:14cd are associated with the conjunction kî, providing a reason as to why the ML wants 

hear her voice and see her face.833 Her voice is ʿārēb (sweet) and her face is nāʾwe 

(beautiful).834 Spencer rightly comments that ‘he simply wants to see her as she is’.835 

7.3.2 Commentary: an Imperative Calling for Protection (2:15) 

The next verse is one of the most elusive verses in the Song and has baffled 

commentators over the ages, since it is not clear who is speaking and why they should 

call for the strange response that they do in the context of this passage.836 In 2:15 the 

 
826 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 126; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 140; Hess, p. 95 note that the 
repeated use of the imperatives forms an inclusio. 
827 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 127; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 30; Murphy, The Song of Songs, 
p. 141; Fredericks and Estes, p. 328; Longman, NICOT, p. 123; Munro, p. 24. 
828 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 141. 
829 Seter is used in the sense of a hiding place. Hess, p. 86, Andrew E. Hill, ‘sātar’, in New 
International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren 
(Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 1997), III, 301–3 (p. 302). 
830 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 30; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 141; Longman, NICOT, p. 
123. C.f. Jeremiah 49:16. 
831 Hess, p. 96. 
832 Marʾa can refer to her face, her appearance or form; Jackie A. Naude, ‘rāʾâ’, in New 
International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren 
(Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 1997), III, 1007–1015 (p. 1012). Whether the male lover is calling 
to see her face to her overall appearance perhaps matters little. The point is that he wants to see 
her. 
833 Hess, p. 96; Longman, NICOT, p. 123. 
834 DCH, Vol. 5, p. 578 sees nāʾwe as beautiful. 
835 Spencer, p. 51. 
836 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 141; Longman, NICOT, p. 117; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 128; 
extensive discussion in Pope, p. 403. 
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speaker says ʾeḥĕzû-lanû (catch for us) šûʿālîm (foxes), šûʿālîm qĕtannîm (little foxes) 

mĕhabbelîm (damage) kĕramîm (vineyards). The first interpretative matter is the speaker. 

Since the ML uses the imperative hašmîʿînî ʾêt-qôlēk (let me hear your voice) in 2:14, the 

most logical reading is that the FP is speaking in response to this request, even if it is a 

strange response to give.837 

 

The next matter is who is being addressed. The verb is a second person masculine 

plural.838 Here this is read as the FP addressing the DoJ, because the plural form is more 

suggestive of a group than a single person.839 It does not matter that the verb is of a 

masculine form, since this form is probably used to address the DoJ at other points in the 

text.840 They are the audience that the FP consistently engages with in the Song.841 If she 

is the speaker, then them being the recipient is coherent. 

 
Moreover, the next matter is who or what are the foxes. These little foxes mĕhabbelîm 

(damage) the vineyards.842 The FP goes on to state the reason for catching them is ‘for 

our vineyards are in blossom’. Together, the imperative ‘catch for us’ and the reference to 

‘our vineyards’ suggests a sense of joint ownership of the wish for the foxes to be caught 

by ‘us’, and that either there are multiple vineyards with multiple owners being referred to 

by ‘our’, or multiple vineyards under shared ownership.843  

 

In 1:7 the FP says that ‘my own vineyard I have not kept’.844 Commentators note that this 

can be taken as double entendre, referring to a literal vineyard, as well as the woman’s 

sexuality in some way.845 The imagery of the vineyard is a wonderfully abundant image, 

with the fruitfulness of the vine being a sustaining part of ANE life.846 If the FP is 

 
837 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 141; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 128; Provan, p. 288; Fox, p. 256 
observe the coherency of the FP speaking here. 
C.f. Garrett, p. 160 who suggests that the DoJ speak here. 
838 Cf. some scholars interpret this as referring to the ML, e.g., Luter, 2:15; Fredericks and Estes, 
p. 331; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 31. However, the few times that a masculine plural verb is 
used in the Song can also be read as referring to the DoJ. 
839 Keel, p. 108 notes that a group is being addressed here. Bloch and Bloch, p. 157 suggest that a 
male group is being addressed here, e.g., the brothers, but it would be strange to introduce 
characters of whom the readers of the Song are not aware. 
840 Masculine plural imperatives are used in 2:5 ‘sustain me’, ‘refresh me’ by the FP to address the 
DoJ. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 116; Spencer, p. 52, Fredericks and Estes, p. 321. 
841 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 7. 
842 Qātān (little) can refer to refer to young age or small size. DCH, Vol. 7, pp. 240-241. Both work 
within this context. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 129 reads them as ‘young ones’. 
843 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 141 notes the plural group. 
844 The imagery of the vineyard has been previously used thrice in the Song, twice in 1:7 and once 
in 1:14. It is then used in 7:13, 8:11 (twice) and 8:12. 
845 Munro, p. 99. 
846 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 15 sees the relationship between vineyards and ‘female sexual 
fecundity’; Munro, p. 100. 
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addressing the DoJ in 2:15, then the reference to ‘our vineyards are in bloom’ includes 

them and their vineyards.847 Reading in this way means that the FP does not use ‘our 

vineyards’ to refer to the ML and her owning more than one vineyard. This makes most 

sense, if the imagery is used in some way to refer to female sexuality.848 

 
Bearing in mind that animal imagery is used to describe the ML in this passage, the foxes 

might best be understood to be other men that are interested in the FP.849 In her 

discussion about desire, Walsh argues how foxes are ‘little animals [that] listen to their 

own desires’.850 That is probably the tone of the passage here, since the foxes are 

presumably ruining the vineyards in pursuit of the grapes.851 It also juxtaposes the ML in 

this scene, also seeking his desire, demonstrated by the whole of this wider springtime 

passage.852  

 
But this leaves the question as to whom the ‘us’ refers to in the imperative ‘catch for us’, in 

addressing the DoJ and calling them to catch the foxes. Spencer sees this as meaning 

that the FP acts as supplicant, speaking on her own terms and on the ML’s behalf.853 If 

this is the case, then this is the first time the FP speaks on behalf of the ML and her using 

of a first-person plural pronoun, which is significant.854 She is requesting that the DoJ 

catch for them the foxes.855 This would presumably reduce the impact that these foxes 

had on the FP, and enable her to focus on her lover.856 And Spencer also implies that 

here the FP is encouraging the DoJ to seek to get men for themselves.857 

 

 
847 Spencer, p. 53. 
848 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 15; Pope, pp. 326-8; Fox, p. 102; Murphy, The Song of Songs, 
p. 128; Bloch and Bloch, p. 41. 
849 He is described as a gazelle or young deer in v. 9. 
Scholars who interpret foxes as referring to other men include Spencer, p. 53, Keel, p. 110; Exum, 
Song of Songs, p. 129, Provan, p. 288; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 31.  
C.f. Garrett, p. 161, Longman, NICOT, pp. 124-125 who read as ‘anything that prevent the young 
couple from coming into full bloom’. 
850 Walsh, p. 80. 
851 Walsh, p. 80; Garrett, p. 160 notes that ‘in the ancient world, foxes were notorious for stealing 
grapes from the vineyards’. 
852 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 30. 
853 Spencer, p. 52 points out that the plural use of ‘our land’ in 2:12 suggests that ‘us’ may here to 
refer to the couple. Pope, p. 402. Hess, p. 97 similarly sees the couple speaking here. 
854 Prior to this point in the Song, first-person plural pronouns are used in 1:16 (our couch), 1:17 
(our house, our rafters) and 2:9 (our wall - which does not refer to the male lover). Longman, 
NICOT, p. 108 observes that the first-person plural possessive pronouns in 1:16 and 1:17 do not 
mean that they own the couch, house and rafters, but that they describe the place where their 
intimate encounter takes place. 
855 Spencer, p. 52. 
856 Spencer, p. 52. 
857 Spencer, p. 52; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 130. 
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This argument can be built on by looking at the verb of root ʾhz that is used for ‘catch’, 

‘hold, ‘seize’, ‘grab’.858 Later it will be shown that in 3:4 ʾhz is used for the FP’s hold of the 

ML, stating that she will not let him go.859 Exum makes the following observation from her 

feminist perspective: 

 

Young men can roam about freely in search of romance, like foxes romping through the 
vineyards. They want our favors, and we want theirs, but we [women] are not so free as 
they are to dally. The important thing for us is not to enjoy the random fox but to catch a fox 
for our very own (each of us, her own fox). These free and easy young men need to be 
caught, seized hold of and brought home.860 
 

7.3.3 Commentary: The First Refrain of Mutual Possession (2:16ab) 

For the first-time reader, it might be expected that what follows is linked to the imperative 

calling for protection that has just been used.861 The text says that ‘my lover is mine and I 

am his’. There is no reason to assume a change in speaker here, so the FP makes this 

declaration. Importantly, this is the first time in the Song that either lover describes the 

nature of the relationality between them. Prior to this the FP mainly refers to him as ‘my 

lover’.862 And he refers to her as ‘my friend’.863 But this is specifically the first time that 

she refers how they relate to each other, in one statement. Hess says that in this verse 

the FP ‘defines’ the relationship.864 She uses the language of ownership to describe the 

relationship between her and her lover.865 In doing so, she is expressing a sense of 

mutuality and egalitarianism.866 This refrain of mutual possession is a key point in the text, 

because it perhaps expresses the FP’s own realisation of her relationality with the ML.867 

 

It will become apparent to the first-time reader that this is not the only time that the FP will 

use an expression like this.868 But for this first use, an important observation needs to be 

made. This first refrain has two main clauses: ‘my lover is mine’ and ‘I am his’. The first-

 
858 DCH, Vol. 1, p. 186. 
859 A. H. Konkel, ‘ʾāhaz’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, 
ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), I, 354–58 (p. 354); Exum, Song 
of Songs, p. 130. 
860 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 130. 
861 Commentators who link 2:16 to their interpretation of the previous verse include Exum, Song of 
Songs, p. 130; Luter, 6:3. 
862 Dôdî (lover) is used in 1:13; 1:14; 1:16; 2:3; 2:8; 2:9 and 2:10 up till this point. Bergant, The 
Song of Songs, p. 32 notes this. The FP also has addresses him as ‘you whom my soul desires’ 
(1:7). 
863 Raʿyatî (my friend) is found in 1:9; 1:15; 2:2; 2:10; 2:13 up till this point. Bergant, p. 32 notes 
this. 
864 Hess, p. 98. 
865 Longman, NICOT, p. 125; Hess, p. 98. 
866 Hess, p. 99; Keel, p. 114 note the mutuality that is being expressed. Davidson, p. 569 observes 
the egalitarianism. 
867 7.4.2. 
868 This is the first of three refrains of mutual possession. See also 6:3 and 7:10. 
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time reader does not know that the second clause will come after the first. As Hess 

comments, ‘only with the last word does it become clear that the intent is to balance the 

relationship with the affirmation of mutual possession’.869 It will be argued later why the 

ordering of these clauses is particularly important, compared to the later two different 

refrains of mutual possession.870 

7.3.4 Commentary: Erotic Imperative of simile (2:16c-17) 

Having affirmed the relationality between her and her lover (2:16ab), the FP describes 

(2:16c) the ML as rʿh (feasting) on the šôšanîm (lilies), symbolising ‘some act of 

intimacy’.871 This animal imagery recalls the ML being described as a ṣĕbî (gazelle) or 

ʿōper (young deer).872 2:17cd uses this imagery explicitly again, linking it with two 

imperatives in close proximity to each other, the first sōb (turn), followed by dĕmē-lĕkā (be 

like) a gazelle or young deer, upon the mountains of bāter. 

 

The earlier animal imagery described the ML ‘leaping upon the mountains’ and ‘bounding 

over the hills’ to be with the FP.873 This imagery of leaping and bounding created a sense 

of ‘excitement and eagerness’.874 They are verbs too that involve energy, especially when 

they involve leaping and bounding over hills and mountains, to overcome that distance 

that separates the lovers.875 This perceived excitement of the ML by the FP at his coming 

to see her, as well as her excitement, is heightened in the way that the FP communicated 

his approach.876 The description also alludes to his visual attractiveness as a gazelle or 

 
869 Hess, p. 99. 
870 10.4.4, 11.4.2. 
871 The notes of 7.2.1 observe that rʿh has two independent roots which means both to make 
animals graze or to be an animal that grazes. The second seems the most contextually appropriate 
reading.  
Longman, NICOT, p. 125 describes the meaning of this line in this way. It is unclear for the first-
time reader what is being referred to by this poetic language, but having just expressed the refrain 
of mutual possession, an intimate meaning seems particularly likely. 
872 2:9. 
873 2:9. 
874 Longman, NICOT, p. 119 and Luter, 2:8. 
875 Garrett, pp. 158-159 notes the way that energy is being portrayed here. Spencer, p. 44 says 
that ‘he pursues her with unbounded energy … befitting the youthful cervine image’. Longman, 
NICOT, p. 120 makes the observation about distance. 
876 The communication involves interjections by the FP. Paul J Griffiths, Song of Songs, Brazros 
Theological Commentary on the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI.: Brazos, 2011), p. 64; Garrett, pp. 158-
159. 



118 
 

young deer.877 Several commentators observe that desire is being expressed by 

excitement of the FP by her description.878  

 

Moreover, the EIs in 2:17 call the ML to turn and be like a gazelle or young deer on the 

mountains. In this reading he turns to herself.879 And a time limit to this is given for the EI 

of simile for this to happen until ‘the day breathes and shadows flee’, perhaps suggesting 

from night until morning.880 While some commentators take the mountains to refer to a 

physical typological place, it is unclear as to where that would be.881 Instead, as this 

reference to the mountains is used in the imagery of a simile, a figurative erotic reading 

seems more appropriate. Btr is used in Genesis 15:10 to refer to cutting in two, as in the 

way that Abraham cut the sacrificial animals.882 This has reasonably led many scholars to 

potentially recognise it as referring to the imagery of the cleavage of the FP, meaning that 

she is calling him as an excited, attractive deer to ‘play with her breasts’.883  

7.4 Interpretation 

7.4.1 The Interest of Other Men in the FP as Suggested in 2:15 

The potential reference to the presence of other men in the world of the Song is important. 

The reading of the fox imagery which sees the foxes as portraying other desirous men as 

being some sort of threat to the FP (and ML) portrays a world where there are other men 

 
877 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 121 observes the wordplay of the homonym ṣĕbî (gazelle and 
beauty).  
Walsh, p. 81; Pope, p. 390; Hess, p. 89; Michael S. Moore and Michael L. Brown, ‘Sebi’, in New 
International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), III, 739–40 (p. 740) all note the physical attractiveness of the 
deer imagery. 
 Pope, p. 390 also sees the physical appearance of the deer, as well as his approach together 
conveying the imagery of the simile. 
878 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 29; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 140; Spencer, p. 44.  
Moore and Brown, p. 740 also observe the potential erotic connotations of deer in both Arabic 
poetry and Mesopotamian incantations. 
879 Scholars debate which direction the ML is being called to turn to, whether away from herself 
(Hess, p. 99) or towards herself (Longman, NICOT, p. 126). Given the reading of the mountain 
imagery which follows, and the context of the previous verse, the second response seems to be the 
more expected reading. However, the verb in this context has a sense of ambiguity (Exum, Song of 
Songs, p. 131), and might imply that the FP is sending her away, though this seems less likely.  
Determining the direction is dependent upon the meaning of the mountain imagery. If they refer to 
the mountains from where the ML came, then the imagery could be read as her sending him away. 
But this perhaps seems odd (Hess, p. 100) at this point of realisation (7.3.3) for the FP. 
880 Scholars debate whether this imagery of the day breathing and shadows fleeing refers to the 
evening or morning, as the imagery has the potential to be read either way. Longman, NICOT, p. 
126 provides discussion of the debates. This is also complicated further by the prepositional 
phrase, which could be read as ‘until’, ‘when’ or ‘while’. 
881 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 194 notes the obscurity if this was a literal-typological 
reference. 
882 DCH, Vol. 2, p. 291; BDB, p. 144. 
883 Longman, NICOT, p. 126; Goulder, p. 25 reads in this way, and assumes that what the ML is 
being called to is ‘petting’. 
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out there, all with the potential to be a lover of the FP.884 These men seek the attention of 

the FP, hoping that she will take an interest in them in return. It is a world where multiple 

men are not afraid of trying their luck at catching the FP for themselves this springtime, 

the time for mating. This again reinforces a world where the complexity of desire and 

relationality are illustrated, in that multiple men can be interest in, and try to get, the same 

woman for themselves. 

 

There is one particular consequences of this interpretation. The reading of the imperative 

here is potentially an active encouragement for the DoJ to get men for themselves.885 

They are to catch the foxes, because in doing so they take the men’s focus from the FP. It 

is a point where the FP potentially encourages the other women to be like her, for she 

sees them as having the ability, and opportunity, of catching foxes. 

7.4.2 A Recognition of Relationality in Verses 15-17 

The imperative calling for protection (2:15), followed immediately by the first refrain of 

mutual possession (2:16), and then followed by the EI of simile together show some 

development in the recognition of relationality between the FP and ML. In 2:15 the FP 

potentially speaks on behalf of the ML for the first-time (by the first-person plural pronoun) 

and immediately afterwards she vocalises the first refrain of mutual possession.886 Read 

in this way, there is a link between the two. The FP speaks on behalf of her lover, and 

then makes the observation that her lover is hers and she is his. 

 

It seems likely that with the use of the first-person plural pronoun, followed by the first 

refrain of mutual possession, there is a verbalised realisation as to how her relationship 

with the man is developing. In the calling for the DoJ to catch foxes (2:15), she is 

portrayed as affirming that she has got a man for herself. And she realises this to the 

extent that she can call the DoJ to act on behalf of them, as well as then describing their 

relationship with the first refrain of mutual possession.887 In the context of her verbalised 

realisation, the FP then probably invites the ML to herself, using the EI of simile (2:17), 

bearing in mind that he has been using EIs to gain access to her throughout the earlier 

part of the passage (2:10-14). 

 

 
884 2:15. 7.3.2. 
885 Spencer, p. 52; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 130. 
886 7.3.2. 
887 7.3.2-7.3.3. 
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Moreover, Davidson observes correctly how the use of the refrains of mutual possession 

verbalise a form of ‘developing security’ in this relationship.888 This first landmark 

declaration (2:16) verbalises the FP recognising the security she has in this relationship. 

This security is affirmed by the possible relationship between the imperative of 2:15 and 

2:16. What is essential to observe is that up till this point, this security has not been 

explicitly stated. Some commentators read the statement of mutual possession and 

assume that the security being portrayed by this verse applies to everything that comes 

before. Bergant writes,  

 
Every passionate sentiment, every erotic description in the Song of Songs, flows from or 
exemplifies the reality represented in this simple but profound declaration– “He is mine, 
and I am his.889”  

 

But the first-time reader of the Song might draw different conclusions. Bergant’s statement 

here is an assumption from a particular ‘flat’ reading of the Song. Before this point the 

level of security is not explicitly asserted. This is not to say that there is no sense of 

security being portrayed by what comes before. One might assume that the potential 

sexual behaviour being portrayed before requires some level of relational security. But this 

is not explicitly stated, and as much of the imagery has focused on physical appearance 

(e.g., 1:9) or some sensual experience (e.g., 2:3), it may be overstating to assume the 

growing level of security until it is explicitly stated.890 This ‘developing security’ in the 

relationship will become clearer as the Song progresses, including through the use of the 

EI.891 

 
888 Davidson, p. 600. 
889 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 32. 
890 The one image that some scholars may read as showing security is found in 2:3, where the 
female protagonist describes how ‘with great delight I sat in his shadow, and his fruit was sweet to 
my taste’. However, as Hess, p. 78 has noted, the imagery of being in his shadow can be read as 
referring to the pleasure of being close to him. 
891 Davidson, p. 600. 
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Chapter 8: Overcoming obstacles (3:1-5, 5:2-8) 

8.1 Introduction 
At two points the Song portrays the FP trying to overcome obstacles, which must happen 

for the portrayal of the relationship to continue.892 This chapter discusses the portrayal of 

these obstacles - both being found in night-time passages - and through this discussion it 

will consider the way that the EI is used to portray the relationship between the lovers. 

 

To enable discussion of 3:1-5 and 5:2-8 both individually and comparatively, firstly 

translations are given for both of these passages, followed by commentary discussion of 

each passage. It will then provide a comparative commentary discussion (particularly 

considering the role of the EI). 

8.2 Translations 

8.2.1 Translation (3:1-5) 

FP 
3:1a: Upon my bed at night893 

1b: I sought him whom my soul desires. 

1c: I sought him, but did not find him.894 

2a: I must895 get up now and go about the city, 

2b: in the streets and in the public squares.896 

2c: I must897 seek him whom my soul desires. 

2d: I sought him, but did not find him. 

3a: The watchmen found me as they went about the city. 

3b: Have you seen him whom my soul desires? 

4a: I had just passed them 

4b: when I found him whom my soul desires. 

4c: I held him and would not let him go 

 
892 Garrett, p. 171 observes from his reading of 3:1-5 that ‘in reality, sexual pleasure and the 
fulfilment of a relationship require effort, maturity, active participation, and a determination to 
overcome obstacles’. 
893 3:1a This sequence uses the plural word lêlôt (night) that is translated as having a singular 
meaning, being a verb of generalisation. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 145; Longman, NICOT, p. 
128, Pope, p. 415. 
894 The LXX contains an additional line (’I called him, but he gave no answer’). This line is also 
found in 5:6 in MT. 
895 NASB. 
896 Longman, NICOT, p. 128 notes how rĕḥōbôt could refer to public squares or open city spaces; 
see James D. Price, ‘rĕḥōb’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), III, 1092–93. 
897 NASB. 
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4d: till I had brought him into my mother’s house 

4e: and into the chamber of her that conceived me. 

5a: I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, 

5b: by the gazelles or the wild does, 

5c: do not incite or excite love until the time is right. 

 

8.2.2 Translation (5:2-8) 

FP 
5:2a: I slept, but my heart was awake. 

2b: A sound!898 My lover is knocking! 

2c: “Open to me, my sister, my friend, 

2d: my dove, my perfect one, 

2e: for my head is wet with dew, 

2f: my locks899 with the moisture900 of the night.” 

3a: I had stripped off my robe,901 

3b: must I put it on again?902 

3c: I had washed my feet, 

3d: must I dirty them?903 

4a: My lover thrust his hand through904 the hole, 

4b: the core of my being905 thrilled for him! 

5a: I arose to open to my lover, 

5b: and my hands dripped myrrh, 

5c: my fingers with liquid myrrh, 

5d: on the handles of the bolt. 

6a: I opened to my lover, 

6b: But my lover had turned906 and was gone. 

 
898 Qôl literally translates as sound (Murphy, p. 165); ESV uses this translation. 
899 Qĕwûṣṣôt is hapax (Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 165); DCH, Vol. 7, p. 237 translates as 
locks. 
900 James Swanson, ‘rāsîs’, in Dictionary of Biblical Languages with Semantic Domains: Hebrew 
(Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 1997) translates rĕsîsê as moisture. 
901 Duguid, p. 63; NIV; Hess, p. 161 also translate kūttānt as robe. Murphy, p. 165 notes that this 
noun refers to ‘the main undergarment of both men and women’. 
902 A rare interrogative adverb ʾêkakâ, while only used elsewhere in the HS in Esther 8:6 marks 
each of these lines as having a question in them. This adverb is also found in 5:3d. DCH, Vol. 1, p. 
5:3. A similar translation is used by Fredericks and Estes, p. 364; Hess, p. 170 - 171; Duguid, p. 
63. 
903 See discussion of notes for 5:3b. 
904 Min should be read as ‘through’. See Pope, p. 518. 
905 JB translates mēʿa as ‘the core of my being’. 
906 DCH, Vol. 3, p. 258 notes that ḥmq in its other use (Jeremiah 31:22) as being ‘turn hither and 
thither’. But here it is qal form, so it is read simply as ‘to turn’. Exum, p. 183. 
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6c: I died inside907 when he turned away.908 

6d: I sought him, but did not find him. 

6e: I called him, but he gave no answer. 

7a: The watchmen found me 

7b: as they went about the city. 

7c: They beat me, they wounded me, 

7d: They took away my cloak,909 

7e: those watchmen of the walls. 

8a: I adjure you, O Daughters of Jerusalem, 

8b: If you find my love, tell him this: 

8c: I am sick with love. 

8.3 Textual context of 3:1-5 

8.3.1 Form, Structure and Setting 

This passage is situated immediately after the ‘springtime’ passage, which has a narrative 

feel to it, with its ‘narrative movement, … sense of closure, a tension and a resolution’.910 

The refrain at the end of 2:17 marks a break between these two passages.911 In 3:1-5 the 

text continues to present the first person perspective of the FP and it also has a narrative 

feel to it.912 However, unlike the previous passage where the FP addresses the ML, here 

he does not speak.913 Instead, the passage provides a description of the FP seeking and 

finding him.914 

 

The setting of this passage, which makes it similar to 5:2-8, is night-time. The FP is 

described as being on her bed, and the absence of the ML leads her to seek him in the 

 
907 Duguid, p. 64 similarly translates yāṣĕʾâ as ‘almost died’. See discussion in 8.7.1. 
908 Dabbĕrō is read here as having root verb dbr ‘to turn’ (see DCH, Vol. 2, p. 396, dbr III), instead 
of dbr ‘to speak’. This reading is noted by Keel, p. 194; Pope, p. 525; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 196; 
Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 171; Duguid, p. 127. 
909 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 165 observes the uncertainty regarding the meaning of rĕdîdi. 
This is used elsewhere only in Isaiah 3:23. DCH, Vol. 7, p. 420 suggests ‘veil, shawl, headcloth, 
mantle, [or] cloak’ as possible translations. 
910 The springtime imagery passage is 2:8-17 and is discussed in Chapter 7. Quotation is from 
Exum, Song of Songs, p. 123. 
911 Fredericks and Estes, p. 335. Contra Exum, Song of Songs, p. 123, who argues that this 
passage should be linked to 2:8-17, because of its similarity to 5:2-6 in terms of one lover calling 
the other outside, 2:8-17 and 5:2-6 are sufficiently different in content to see these as being 
different ‘events’ at different points in the lovers’ relationships. 2:8-17 does not necessitate a link 
with 3:1-5. 
912 The lack of change of speaking has led Exum, Song of Songs, pp. 119-138 to consider this 
passage to be a continuation of 2:8-17, being, by her labelling, ‘The Woman’s first Long Speech’. 
Exum, p. 123 discusses the narrative feel of 3:1-5. Spencer, p. 59 observes a similar narrative feel 
to this passage. 
913 Keel, p. 119. 
914 Davidson, p. 579; Longman, NICOT, p. 127. 
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city streets. Commentators debate whether this passage should be classed as a dream 

sequence.915 The two main reasons for this are, firstly, that the FP is upon her miškābî 

(bed) and it is lêlôt (night); and secondly, the events portrayed are seemingly an unusual 

thing for a woman to do. But neither of these reasons mean that this passage must to be 

seen as a dream. The bed is merely the location where she is.916 And behaviour 

considered unusual does not mean that it cannot happen. Unusual behaviour raises 

useful questions as to what extent she challenges social norms by her behaviour. Bergant 

is justified in saying that ‘despite some of the uncharacteristic behaviour of the woman, it 

sounds like an actual event’.917 The text does not make any serious implication that this 

passage is a dream.918 But as this text is imaginative poetry, in many ways the distinction 

perhaps does not necessarily matter.919 

8.3.2 Overview of the Erotic Imperative in this passage 

This passage uses three consecutive cohortatives verbs (ʾāqûmâ: I will get up; ʾăsôbĕbâ: 

I will go about; ʾăbaqšâ: I will seek) all in 3:2. Through these the FP conveys 

determination and purpose.920 Exum makes the observation that these cohortatives can 

be read as an example of a verbalised decision making.921 The FP asserts what she is 

going to do, and then in the following line, she does what she says she is going to do. 

8.4 Commentary 3:1-5 

8.4.1 What Happens in this Passage? 

3:1 begins with the FP telling the reader that is she is ‘upon her bed at night’, a place 

where one might expect lovemaking to take place.922 Here she sought (biqqaštî) the ML, 

but she tells the reader he is not there, as she found (mĕṣāʾtî) him not. The repeated use 

of biqqaštî suggests that this is what this passage is going to be about, a quest to find 

him.923 But the verb also has a potential yearning connotation, found for example, in 

Psalm 27:4, Jeremiah 2:33 and 5:1924.This yearning makes contextual sense of the FP 

wanting her ML to be with her on the bed.925 

 
915 Duguid, p. 101 says that the passage has a ‘dreamlike quality’; Carr, The Song of Solomon, p. 
113 touches upon the interpretive discussion. 
916 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 145. 
917 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 34. 
918 Garrett, p. 174. 
919 Longman, NICOT, p. 129; Duguid, p. 101; Keel, p. 120; Spencer, p. 60. 
920 Garrett, p. 171; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 145. 
921 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 136. 
922 Longman, NICOT, p. 128; William C. Williams, ‘miškāb’, in New International Dictionary of Old 
Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 
1997), II, 1129–30 (p. 1129). 
923 Hess, p. 101. 
924 Keel, p. 122; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 34. 
925 Keel, p. 122; Cf. Hess, p. 102. 
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The reason for his absence is not explained in the text. Either he is usually not there at 

night (i.e. they do not usually share a bed) or else he would usually be there, but is not.926 

Bearing in mind the ML’s calling upon the FP in 2:8-17, it seems likely that they do not 

usually live together.927 It may well be that the lovers cannot be fully together at this point, 

i.e. they are unmarried.928 What is emphasised in 3:1b is her deep desire to be with him, 

expressed by the verb ʾāhăbâ and its object napši.929 As Longman observes, ‘he is 

named by her desire’.930 In 3:1, he, the one that she is holistically passionate about, is not 

there. From the FP’s perspective this is an obstacle that she seeks to address. 

 
After saying that she did not find him on her bed, the FP uses the EI (in the form of the 

three cohortatives), expressing her decision to go and find him, and her urgency to do 

this.931 A particle of entreaty nāʾ (now) further emphasises her urgency and the 

expression of her desire.932 Furthermore, the proximity of ‘I sought him but did not find 

him’ to these three successive cohortative verbs links the obstacle (him not being there) to 

her response (ʾāqûmâ, ʾăsôbĕbâ, ʾăbaqšâ). The use of the poʿlel form of the verb 

(ʾăsôbĕbâ: go about) portrays further the intensity of her resolve.933  

 
The place that she goes around is a îr (city) with sĕwāqîm (streets) and rĕḥôbôt (public 

squares).934 Although the FP expresses her decision to seek him by the third cohortative 

(ʾăbaqšâ), the text reiterates that she still could not find him (3:2d).935 Instead in 3:3 the 

FP is found (mĕṣāʾû) by the watchmen, and their appearance comes as a surprise for the 

first-time reader of the Song.936 She asks them had they seen her lover, using her 

passionate epithet for him. They give no response -- they are silent – suggesting that they 

had no answer to give or she was not prepared to wait for a response.937 They do not help 

 
926 Hess, p. 102 suggests his support for the former view; Griffiths, p. 75 supports the latter view. 
927 Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, pp. 230, 233; Bergant, 
The Song of Songs, p. 59 observe that the lovers have different houses. 
928 Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 233. 
929 This epithet has already been used by the FP to speak of her lover in 1:7. See discussion of ʾhb 
word group in 2.5.2. 
930 Longman, NICOT, p. 129. 
931 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 136 notes the decision-making aspect. Davidson, p. 579 notes how 
the NASB translates this, using the word ‘must’ to emphasise her intentionality. This has been 
adopted in the translation of this thesis. 
932 Davidson, p. 579. 
933 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 145; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 136. This also acts as a contrast 
to the qal form of the verb sôbĕbîm describing watchmen in v. 3. 
934 3:2. This is the first mention of the city in the Song. Griffiths, p. 75. 
935 3:1d is repeated in 3:2d, ‘she sought (biqqaštî) him but did not find (mĕṣāʾtî) him. Hess, p. 104 
observes the text conveying the problem of him not being there. 
936 Garrett, p. 171. 
937 Hess, p. 104, Exum, Song of Songs, p. 136. If they had no answer to give this may be because 
they do not know who he is (Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 113) or they have not seen him (Hess, p. 
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her, neither do they obstruct her.938 However, 3:4 presents a resolution to the problem of 

him missing, since just after passing the watchmen, she finds him.939  

 
After the FP tells the reader that she has found him, it immediately says ‘I held him and 

would not let him go, till I had brought him into my mother’s house, and into the chamber 

of her that conceived me’.940 The FP again initiates an action responding to the situation. 

Longman observes, ‘she is no passive wallflower waiting for the advances of the more 

active male’.941 The reference to her mother’s chamber should be read as being ‘a place 

associated with intimacies’942. In today’s world, thinking about the sex life of our parents 

might be considered revolting, but this does not seem to be the case for the world of the 

Song.943 Bergant notes that ‘the mother is described as the one who conceived, not the 

one who gave birth’, establishing the importance of this place as one of sexual 

intercourse.944 It was a place where her mother had experienced sexual intimacy like the 

passion the FP now experiences.945 Munro comments on the privacy and security of such 

a place, in comparison to the city streets.946 Holding him so tightly and fervently, until she 

brought him to this particularly intimate location indicates that she does not want them to 

be separated again, until her desire for him can be fulfilled.947  

 

This experience is followed in 3:5 by the second adjuration passage in which the FP 

addresses the DoJ, adjuring them, ‘by the gazelles or the wild does’ not to ‘incite or excite 

love until it is ready’.948 

8.5 Interpretation 3:1-5 

8.5.1 Absence as the Obstacle in this Passage 

In this passage, the key issue is the obstacle that the FP seeks to address, that the ML is 

simply not with her, introduced to the reader by the words ‘I sought him, but did not find 

him’, and then reinforced by the words, ‘I called him, but he gave no answer’. It is an 

example of the seeking and finding motif in the Song.949 The number of uses of the words 

 
104). 
938 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 157. 
939 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 137. 
940 3:4cd. 
941 Longman, NICOT, p. 130. 
942 Longman, NICOT, p. 131. Fredericks and Estes, p. 335 observes the ‘undeniable sexual 
overtones’ of this place. 
943 Spencer, p. 211. 
944 BDB, p. 247 notes meanings as ‘conceive, become pregnant’; Bergant, p. 35. 
945 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 137; Keel p. 124. 
946 Munro, p. 70; Longman, NICOT, p. 131; Fredericks and Estes, p. 335. 
947 Fredericks and Estes, p. 335 makes the observation that she does not want to lose him again. 
948 13.2.4. 
949 Davidson, p. 579. 
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seek and find demonstrate this motif: Firstly, she seeks him, but does not find him; then 

the watchmen find her instead; then, she finds her lover; and lastly, she does not let him 

go (so that he cannot become absent again).950 

 
Significantly, this is the first time in the Song when the absence of the ML, by the fact that 

she is unable to find him, is specifically communicated to the audience.951 Here she 

specifically states his absence, since he is not alongside her in bed, where she desires 

him to be. Thus, the obstacle that she has to overcome in this passage is simply his 

absence. And the whole passage describes her seeking to overcome that obstacle.952 

8.5.2 Strangeness of the Behaviour of the Female Protagonist 

The FP’s behaviour in this passage is often perceived as being odd.953 At night the city is 

a potential place of danger, highlighted perhaps by the presence of the watchmen.954 But 

it could be even more dangerous for a woman. Keel notes how the Middle Assyrian law 

code only permitted women on the streets for particular reasons during the day, and so a 

woman found on the streets at night would have been suspicious.955  

 

Some scholars suggest the FP might be mistook for a prostitute in this passage, her 

wandering the city streets at night looking for her lover, leading them to draw that 

conclusion.956 Scholars note Hosea 2:7, where Israel is portrayed as a woman chasing 

the Baals (her lovers).957 They also more interestingly note Proverbs 7:10, where the 

woman is described as being dressed as a prostitute, going around the streets and 

squares of the city.958 It would be fair to say that there is a similarity between Proverbs 

7:10 and this passage, even though there are differences.959 Her behaviour would be 

 
950 Davidson, p 174. 
951 The fact that his absence is explicitly mentioned is noted by Hess, p. 101. 
952 8.4.1 mentions the different arguments about whether the ML is usually there or not. 
953 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 135 observes that some commentators see her behaviour as being 
‘unconventional’. Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 34 describes her behaviour as being 
‘uncharacteristic’. 
954 Duguid, p. 101; Longman, NICOT, p. 130 note the danger of night. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 
136, Davidson, p. 579 note the qal form of sbb (went about) is used in 3:3, suggesting the 
routineness of their actions, stressing perhaps potential danger. See also Hess, p. 104. C.f. 
Jeremiah 6:17. 
955 Keel, p 122. 
956 Garrett, p. 174. Spencer, pp. 64, 66 suggests that this mistake could be a possibility for the 
watchmen, as watch the FP is doing ‘looks really bad’. 
957 Douglas Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas: Word, 1987), XXXI (p. 48). 
This passage portrays the woman as seeking her lovers, but not finding him, being similar to Song 
3:2. 
958 Roland E. Murphy, Proverbs, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas TX: Thomas Nelson, 1998), 
XXII (p. 43) discusses this as well as discussing Genesis 38:14-15 as giving insight that prostitutes 
might have dressed in a particular way. 
959 Davidson, p. 541 discusses some differences 
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considered unusual in the Ancient Israelite context, should a woman wish to want to avoid 

being perceived as a prostitute. This, and the night time setting, put her at potential risk. 

But that seems of little concern to the FP in this passage, who is simply driven to find her 

absent lover.960 Her need to find him supersedes any concerns about how her behaviour 

might be perceived. 

8.5.3 The Use of the Erotic Imperative in this Passage 

The actions of the FP should be read in the context of her volition expressed by the 3 

uses of the cohortative in v. 2 of this passage. The commentary highlighted ways in which 

this passage expresses the yearning of the FP: e.g., the seeking of the ML, the use of the 

epithet which expresses her desire, and the fulfilment of that desire by taking him to her 

mother’s house etc.961 All of these provide the erotic context for her expression of volition 

by the cohortatives, indicating her erotic intention to be reunited with her absent lover. The 

EI shows the FP’s intentionality to overcome the obstacle of absence that stands between 

them, because of her continuing desire for him.962 In this passage the EI expresses her 

action, and her underlying call to love. She is motivated by her desire to be with him. 

8.6 Passage Context 5:2-8 

8.6.1 Form, Structure and Setting 

In this second night-time passage the FP again verbalises her first-person perspective.963 

It is identifiable as a new passage, because the FP speaks of yĕšēnâ (having slept) in 5:2, 

in contrast to the ending of 4:16-5:1964. The text portrays the ML seeking to get access to 

the room where the FP is, but the FP fails to grant him access, and he leaves. She then 

goes out in pursuit of him, but is discovered by the watchmen who attack her. Like 3:1-6, 

this scene portrays the presence/absence motif, the idea that ‘absence makes the heart 

grow fonder’.965  

 
As with 3:1-5, some commentators see this passage as being a dream.966 The discussion 

centres around the contrast between the verbs yĕšēnâ (slept) and ʿēr (awake) in 5:2. How 

is it possible to be asleep and awake/aroused at the same time? Suggestions include that 

what is portrayed is a dream, that it describes a half-asleep/half-awake state or that it is a 

 
960 Spencer, p. 63. 
961 8.4.1. 
962 Spencer, p. 63 comments that ‘desire, not least erotic desire, yearns for what it does not have 
and cannot fully possess’ … Absence makes the heart groan with anxiety as much as grow fonder’. 
963 Keel, p. 186. 
964 This will be discussed in Chapter 9 below. 
965 Davidson, p. 579. 
966 One advocate of this is Robert Gordis, The Song of Songs and Lamentations: A Study, Modern 
Translation and Commentary, rev edn (New York, NY: KTAV, 1974). See discussion in Pope, p. 
511. 
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fantasy.967 Out of these, the second sounds like a good explanation, perhaps in the form 

of a ‘light sleep’.968 Like 3:1-5, the strangeness of this passage does not mean that what 

is portrayed is implausible.969 It provides ‘a description of experience’.970 Through in a 

poetic portrayal. This does mean that it needs to be interpreted as a dream.971 

 
This passage also contains numerous double entendre, which as will be discussed 

further, means reading on both a literal and an erotic level.972 

8.6.2 Overview of Use of the Erotic Imperative in this Passage 

What is important to observe is that there is so little use of the EI in this passage. Its only 

use is in 5:2c, but this does not lead to a straightforward outcome. This passage begins 

with the FP pointing out the presence of the ML by using the exclamation qôl (a sound!) 

and the reader is told that it is the ML is present by her description of his dôpēq 

(knocking).973 This is followed by the single use of the EI in this passage (pitḥî-lî), in which 

the ML calls on the FP to ’open’ to her.974 However, she does not (on a literal level) 

respond to his EI straight away. It takes from vv.2-6 for the FP to actually respond to his 

imperative, which she does by opening to her lover.975 

 
The gap (on the literal level) between pitḥî-lî (5:2c: ‘open to me’) and pātaḥtî (5:6a: ‘I 

opened’) is significant, because, in comparison with many of the other uses of the EI, it is 

such a large gap between the request of the ML and the response of the FP. It is so 

different from the majority of uses of the imperative where the reader is led to believe (as 

they are not told otherwise) that the two lovers respond immediately to each other’s 

requests. They are usually in synchronisation with each other.976 But this passage is 

unusual both because the reader is told that a response is given to the EI, and because of 

this gap between request and response. It is hugely important for the portrayal of the 

relationship between the lovers, and so what happens within this gap needs discussion. It 

affirms again the role of the EI in the portrayal of the development of the lovers’ 

relationship. 

 
967 Duguid, p. 123 sees it as referring to a half awake/half asleep state, as does Keel, p. 196 and 
Exum, p. 192 similarly sees it as ‘light sleep’. Murphy, p. 165 observes the possibility that it could 
be a ‘dream or fantasy’. 
968 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 192. 
969 Garrett, p. 206; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 60; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 168. 
970 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 168; Longman, NICOT, p. 160 provides a similar description. 
971 Garrett, p. 206; Pope, pp, 510-511 observe that it does not use usual Semitic vocabulary to 
describe a dream. Keel, p. 188 notes that at no point does the Song mention dreams or dreaming. 
972 8.8.1- 8.8.2. 
973 Pope, p. 512. The exclamation is also used in 2:8. 
974 Luter, 5:2 notes the demand expressed by this imperative. 
975 Landy, p. 47; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 191. 
976 Keel, p. 186. 
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8.7 Commentary 5:2-8 

8.7.1 The Erotic Imperative and its Response on a Literal Level 

On a ‘literal level’ the FP hears the calling of the ML to open to her (5:2cd) and his 

justification (5:2ef) of why he is making this request. This is immediately followed by the 

FP saying that she had taken off her garment (5:3a), and asking how could she put it on 

again (5:3b).977 She then makes a statement parallel to 5:3a that she had bathed her feet 

(5:3c), and she then asks another question as to how could she soil them.978 

 
Since no answer is given to these questions they should be read as rhetorical questions, 

not requiring a response.979 They may perform the role of a soliloquy, expressing her 

private thoughts to the audience or they may be meant to be heard by the ML, and offer a 

verbal response to his request to open to her.980 The former makes more sense, since if 

the ML lover was meant to hear her comments, he might have engaged with them, but he 

does not. Furthermore, the tone of these rhetorical questions is not determinable by the 

text, and so allow a range of interpretations. Longman translates the questions ‘should I 

get dressed again?’ and ‘should I get them (my feet) dirty?’, which interprets them as 

opening up the possibility that she might decide to do so.981 Some scholars translate the 

questions as ‘must I put it on?’, portraying some annoyance of the FP at being disturbed 

or indifferent to the presence of the ML.982 Such a negative response to the ML’s 

presence is very different to her excitement at his presence in the distance in 2:8, but 

perhaps makes sense of annoyance at an unexpected interruption in the night. 

 
As the FP has not yet opened the door, in the next line (5:4) the ML puts his hand through 

the hole, the keyhole of the door.983 This may be one final attempt to get the attention of 

the FP by sticking his hand through the door, or alternatively an aim of pulling at the bolt, 

 
977 Pope, p. 515 makes the point that this refers to the ‘usual practice of dressing before answering 
the door’. 
978 5:3d is also parallel to 5:3b. 
979 DCH, Vol. 1, p. 209 lists the interrogative adverbs in both Esther 8:6 and in these verses under 
the description of ‘introducing rhetorical questions’; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 185. 
980 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 194 observes the difference in potential audience of this verse. 
Fredericks and Estes, p. 368; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 194 read these words as being heard by 
her lover, and Fredericks and Estes make the implication that her reply results in him leaving. 
981 Longman, NICOT, p. 162. Exum, p. 183 opts for a similar translation of the questions: ‘Am I to 
put it on again?’ and ‘Am I to get them dirty?’ 
982 Fredericks and Estes, pp. 364, 368; Hess, pp. 170 - 171. Duguid, pp. 63, 126, S. Craig 
Glickman, A Song for Lovers: Including a New Paraphrase and a New Translation of the Song of 
Solomon (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1976), p. 61. 
983 Other uses of hōr (hole) are 1 Samuel 14:11, 2 Kings 12:10, Ezekiel 8:7, Nehemiah 2:13, 
Zechariah 14:12, Job 30:6. Hess, p. 172 reads this a keyhole and Luter, 5:4 considers this a 
credible reading, Hess stresses that keyholes were larger in antiquity. See Philip J. King and 
Lawrence E. Stager, Life in Biblical Israel (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), pp. 
31-33. 
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hoping that the door is actually unlocked.984 In terms of the EI, by attempting to gain 

access one way or another, the ML is not waiting for a response from the FP to his 

imperative pitḥî-lî. Instead, he is trying to gain access to the house himself.985 Here ‘The 

Message’ paraphrase expresses the sentiment, that ‘my lover wouldn’t take no for an 

answer’.986  

 
Next the FP gets up to open the door.987 However, the text portrays a delay in getting to 

the door, because of what happens next, the FP’s hands drip with myrrh, with liquid myrrh 

upon the handles of the bolt.988 One possible literal reading is that the FP puts myrrh on 

her hands.989 However, the imagery also has an erotic meaning, to be explored below. 

 
Finally, in 5:6ab, the FP opens the door, but the ML has gone.990 The text expresses her 

extreme feeling. She refers, like in 3:3 to her nepeš, saying that her napšî (soul) yāṣĕʾâ 

(literally ’went out’).991 Translations and commentators differ on whether the direction of 

the will is a positive one (e.g. ‘my heart leaped’) or (’my soul failed me’).992 Genesis 35:18 

provides a useful comparison, linking the experience to death.993 The portrayal of the 

metaphorical death of the nepeš on a literal level may either refer to a sense of 

devastation or a sense of longing.994 Most importantly, the text directly links the cause of 

the feeling with the action of the ML. It is because her lover turned away that she 

experienced this feeling.995 

 
In the next two lines (5:6de) the FP tells the reader that she goes searching for her lover: 

‘I sought him but I did not find him, I called him but he gave no answer’. The suddenness 

 
984 Hess, p. 172. Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 147 notes the ambiguity of this line, making both 
interpretations possible on a literal level. 
985 Keel, p. 194; Longman, NICOT, p. 167. 
986 5:4. Eugene Peterson, The Message: The Bible in Contemporary Language (Colorado Springs, 
CO: NavPress, 2005) 
987 5:5. Hess, p. 173; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 195; Fredericks and Estes, p. 368; Longman, 
NICOT, p. 167; Luter, 5:5. 
988 Hess, p. 173. 
989 Keel, p. 194; Fredericks and Estes, p. 369; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 196. 
990 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 65; Luter, 5:6; Longman, NICOT, p. 168; Fredericks and Estes, 
p. 369. 
991 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 165; Duguid, p. 127; Keel, p. 127; Hess, p. 175. 
992 For a positive reading of the directional movement, see NKJV. 
993 DCH, Vol. 4, p. 256. Cf. Genesis 12:5 and Genesis 35:18. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 165; 
Keel, p. 194; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 196. 
994 Longman, NICOT, p. 168; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 196. Hess, p. 175; Bergant, The Song of 
Songs, p. 65 see this as her being devastated. Perhaps this situation is best represented by her 
swooning (Exum, Song of Songs, p. 196 and Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 65), which can 
include both understandings. 
995 Keel, p. 194; Pope, p. 525; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 196; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 171; 
Duguid, p. 127. As mentioned in the notes of 8.2.2, here ḥmq is read as turn. 
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of these verses expresses the urgency and desperateness of her action.996 Since they are 

immediately after both the disappearance of the ML, and her statement that her napšî 

yāṣĕʾâ as a consequence, there is good reason for the seeking and finding to be linked to 

her feelings towards his absence. She seeks, like in 3:1-5, because he is absent, but also 

because of her feelings about his absence. At the point of discovering the absence of the 

ML, the topic of the passage changes to seeking and finding.997 

 
In 5:7 the text, like 3:3, makes reference to the watchmen, implying that the FP is now 

performing a search in the city streets. Significantly, FP describes them as being violent 

towards her, which will be discussed in more detail below.998 This verse is then followed 

by a unique adjuration of the FP to the DoJ, in which the FP involves them in her 

search.999 She adjures that should they find the ML that they tell him that she is sick with 

love (‘hôlat ʾahăbâ ʾanî’). Keel observes rightly that, ‘the only one able to cure this type of 

illness is the one who caused it’.1000 There is no resolution as to the absence of the 

ML.1001 It is not until 6:2 that the location of the lover is communicated to the reader.1002 

8.7.2 What Happens on an Erotic Level? 

As an erotic text this passage can be read on multiple levels, and its use of double 

entendre blurs the distinction between the literal meaning (perhaps called an ‘innocent’ 

reading), and its erotic tones.1003 Examining the erotic level of double entendre in this 

passage provides a different interpretation to what occurs in this scene. Exum argues that 

reading the double entendre on an erotic level means ‘blurring of distinctions between the 

more literal level of wishing, dreaming, desiring, and the figurative level of 

consummation’.1004 In other words, the build up to the FP realising that her lover had gone 

is itself a point where the reader might imagine that coitus takes place, a reading which is 

supported by various commentators.1005 

 
Probably the most significant line on an erotic level though is 4a where the male 

protagonist makes a further move to gain access, and the imagery is very explicit.1006 The 

 
996 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 171 notes the suddenness of this motif found also in 3:1-5. 
However, the reference to the urgency of her action is unique to this thesis. 
997 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 191. 
998 8.8.5. 
999 5:8. Fredericks and Estes, p. 369, Hess, pp. 178-179. See further discussion of this adjuration 
in 10.3.1. 
1000 Keel, p. 195. 
1001 Luter, 6:2 sees this section of the Song as demonstrating ‘separation’. 
1002 Longman, NICOT, p. 175; Luter, 6:2. 
1003 Exum, Song of Songs, pp. 190-191; Davidson, pp. 599, 612. 
1004 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 191. 
1005 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 191; Pope, p. 519; Garrett, p. 208. 
1006 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 191. 
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ML šālaḥ (thrust) his yād (hand) into the hôr (hole). The use of yād for phallus is well 

substantiated by scholars, and so the reference to a hand being inserted into a hole is 

evocative of coitus.1007 And this is further supported by her reaction to this happening.1008 

Her mēʿa (‘the core of [her] being’) was hāmtû (’thrilled’) because of him.1009 Mēʿa may 

also be a specific reference to her genitals.1010 It seems likely that this might be seen as 

an orgasm on the erotic level.1011  

 

However, reading in this way means that there is not a ‘sequential description of sexual 

intercourse’ on the erotic level, since only in the next line (5:5a) does it say that she ‘arose 

to open to him’.1012 In the next lines (5:5bd) the imagery of the myrrh and liquid myrrh 

portray the bodily fluids of lovemaking.1013 Only in the next verse does she literally open to 

him.1014 On the erotic level, this could be read as ‘sexual union’, but on the literal level it is 

the point where he is no longer there.1015 The key point though here is that the use of the 

verb open in response to the ML’s use of the EI specifically makes the imperative erotic in 

this context. 

8.8 Interpretation 

8.8.1The Erotic Imperative pitḥî-lî 

As mentioned above, there is a gap between the EI in 5:2 and the response given by the 

FP.1016 Pitḥî-lî is used in this context as a request of the ML to be ‘let into’ her 

‘dwelling’.1017 The imagery of the ML dôpēq (knocking) portrays the ML as being outside 

of the house, with the FP on the inside.1018 On a literal level they are separated from each 

 
1007 Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, p. 9; Pope, p. 519; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 191; Carr, Song of 
Solomon, pp. 147-148; Longman, NICOT, p. 167. 
1008 Longman, NICOT, p. 167; Pope, p. 519; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 148. 
1009 Mēʿa can be used to referred to the reproductive organs (Cleon L. Rogers, ‘Meeh’, in New 
International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), II, 1012–13 (p. 1012); Longman, p. 167; Carr, Song of 
Solomon, p. 148). Furthermore, it is also possible to read mēʿa as well on a metaphorical level 
being the place of erotic emotion (Rogers, p. 1012; Pope, 519), and that is reflected in the JB 
translation. 
Davidson, p. 579; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 183 both use the translation ‘thrilled’ for hāmtû. 
1010 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 148. 
1011 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 191. Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 148 sees this as being a sexual thrill. 
C.f. Pope, p. 519. 
1012 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 195. 
1013 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 196. 
1014 5:6. 
1015 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 196. 
1016 8.6.2. 
1017 DCH, Vol. 6, p. 682. 
1018 DCH, Vol. 2, p. 459. Keel, p. 188 notes how in other contexts this verb refers to pushing or 
forcing (Genesis 33:13; Judges 19:22). However, in this context the Hebrew seems to be 
expressing knocking. 



134 
 

other, presumably by a door that can be knocked though a door is not explicit in the 

text.1019 Here knocking should be understood as banging the door, emphasising the ML’s 

desperation to gain access.1020 

 
Thus, the ML is expressing to the FP that he does not want to be separated from her, but 

wants to overcome that barrier through involving her participation. He needs her 

involvement, and is desperate to gain access, emphasised in the text by the plethora of 

titles that he uses immediately after the imperative to address her (sister, friend, dove, 

perfect one).1021 This is a good example of the ML expressing his desire with the EI, within 

an erotic context.1022  

 
Furthermore, the ML gives a reason for his use of the EI, that he is seeking shelter from 

the dampness of the dew.1023 This is not the real reason for him seeking entrance, the real 

reason being his desire for sex with her.1024 But his reason adds urgency to his request 

that she opens the door. This desire for sexual intercourse is expressed by the erotic 

reading of the EI, requesting her to be sexually open to him.1025 Such a reading is 

consistent with the other uses of the word open in this passage, when read on an ‘erotic 

level’ (5:5a, 5:6a). What is important to observe here is that however protracted her 

response might be, she eventually responds to the ML’s EI on both an erotic and literal 

level. 

8.8.2 The Difference Between these Literal and Erotic Levels 

The comparison of the literal and erotic levels in this passage show discontinuity between 

them, with the FP having an experience of arousal to a different point to her literally 

opening to the ML.1026 The two levels recognise two different levels of human experience, 

the level of literal action and the erotic level of desire also at play. Having these two 

 
1019 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 193 observes how dôpēq is used in Judges 19:22 to refer to a door, 
so notes that it is implied. However, she also notes that it is not specifically named because of the 
passage’s use of double entendre. Furthermore, Fox, p. 143 argues that this verb should be 
understood as entreating, based upon Ibn Ezra. Bearing in mind that what the ML is doing with the 
imperative in this context is entreating on an erotic level, Exum’s suggestion (p. 193) that this verb 
could mean both entreating and knocking on the two different levels (erotic and literal) is a good 
argument. 
1020 Garrett, p. 206 emphasises the force of banging portrayed by this verb, if interpreted in the light 
of Judges 19:22. It would be as if beating the door down. 
1021 Davidson, p. 579 notes how this is ‘the longest string of endearments found anywhere in the 
Song’. 
1022 Davidson, p. 579 stresses the ML’s ‘eagerness for her’. 
1023 5:2ef. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 193; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 170. 
1024 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 170; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 170; Duguid, p. 124. 
1025 Fox, p. 144; Hess, p. 168; Longman, NICOT, p. 166. 
1026 8.7.2. 
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elements together asserts the ‘wholistic’ portrayal of sexuality in the Song including the 

thoughts under the surface of actions.1027 

 
However, Davidson asserts that ‘although there may indeed be sexual double entendre in 

these sections of the Song … these cannot be allowed to overshadow or even overcome 

the basic absence-presence motif that dominates these sections’.1028 This is definitely 

something to take on board, since it is because of what happens on a literal level (the 

physical absence of the lover) that there is an obstacle that the FP needs to overcome. It 

is this aspect of the literal reading that should be recognised in this passage. 5:6c 

describes her feelings at his physical absence.1029 

 

But the ML is requesting more than the physical opening of the door with his use of the EI, 

and it is through acknowledging this, and the underlying erotic level that the ‘wholistic’ 

nature of the Song is demonstrated.1030 Prioritising the literal level (what happens in terms 

of actions) is key to understanding the development of this relationship. But the erotic 

level, underlying the actions of the lovers is there, and needs to be acknowledged. 

8.8.3 The Seeking and Finding Motif in this Passage 

As with 3:1-5, this passage includes the seeking and finding motif.1031 However, unlike the 

earlier passage, this section ends without the ML having been found by the FP. Ultimately, 

she reports his presence again in 6:21032. But this passage critically ends without the 

presence of the ML. One point to observe in terms of the portrayal of the relationship 

between the lovers is that once the reader has encountered this passage for the first time, 

they know that the ML continues to be in relationship with the FP. Whatever happened 

with regards the watchmen and being separated from the man did not result in the Song 

suddenly ending. If the text ended at this point (5:8), readers would have a very different 

reaction to it. It would be an open ending in which there was no resolution whether the 

couple were to continue relating to each other. However, the point is that this text could 

have hypothetically ended at this point with a failed search. It would not be a comfortable 

or logical ending, but for the first-time reader the separation in this passage – bearing in 

mind its difference in form from all of the other times that the lovers separate up till now – 

does not necessarily guarantee that the lovers will join together again. However, as 

readers, our experience is that this is not the end, but that the lovers are reunited. 

 
1027 Davidson, p. 581. 
1028 Davidson, p. 580. 
1029 ‘I died inside when he turned away’; Duguid, p. 64. 
1030 Davidson, p. 581. 
1031 Davidson, p. 580. 
1032 Longman, NICOT, p. 175; Luter, 6:2. 



136 
 

8.8.4 Interpretation: The Lovers Being out of Synchronisation as the Obstacle in 
this Passage 

Having considered the call and response to the EI on both the literal and the erotic level, 

the discussion will now consider what is happening here between the couple on both 

levels. The key point is that it takes the FP from vv. 2-6 to respond on a literal level to the 

EI of the ML, which is much slower than she would usually respond.1033 His desperation 

for access to her is emphasised by this passage. But as stated above her rhetorical 

questions reasonably emphasise her annoyance or ‘bored indifference’ at being 

interrupted during the night.1034 There is conflict between the lovers.1035 

 
The response by the FP is different from any response given by her before to the ML. And 

the tone is different from that of in 5:21036. When the ML tries to get access, on an erotic 

level the FP is aroused, but her slowness, and the ML’s impatience to his failure to gain 

access to the room (and to her) makes this passage an example of being out of 

synchronization, both on the literal and erotic levels.1037 Keel describing them as being 

‘out of phase’ is a good way to understand this passage, since they both (at different 

points) demonstrate desire for each other, and both (at different points) want to be 

together, but their wanting to be together is not in synchronisation with each other.1038 

Munro similarly describes this as being a case of ‘bad timing [which] provokes a series of 

disastrous events’.1039 

 
Moreover, the annoyance or indifference of the FP in response to the EI, and the failure of 

the ML to be willing to wait for a response, acts as an obstacle in the development of the 

relationship between the lovers in the text.1040 As Estes observes, ‘she is putting thoughts 

of herself ahead of him’.1041 Their lack of synchronisation could have disastrous 

consequences for the lovers. Keel affirms this, arguing that unless everything is to be lost, 

she must go after him’.1042 There is no choice for the FP. It is an all or nothing moment. 

 
Importantly, as this passage ends as a failed search there are no guarantees that the 

relationship is restored afterwards.1043 The annoyance or indifference of the woman, and 

 
1033 Landy, p. 47; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 191. 
1034 8.7.1. Fredericks and Estes, pp. 367-368; Duguid, p. 126; Glickman, A Song for Lovers, p. 61. 
1035 Davidson, p. 601. 
1036 Fredericks and Estes, p. 367. 
1037 Keel, p. 194. 
1038 Keel, p. 186. 
1039 Munro, p. 119. 
1040 While having a different model of progression, Glickman, A Song for Lovers, p. 61 rightly 
observes that ‘such indifference signalled a break in their relationship’. 
1041 Fredericks and Estes, p. 368. 
1042 Keel, p. 194. 
1043 8.8.3. 
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impatience of the man, could have resulted in the end of the Song. There is no guarantee 

that the conflict is going to be resolved.1044 But on the literal level, the devastation of the 

FP at this disappearance of the ML causes her to search for him. She acts by going after 

him. Her actions enable the continuation of the development of relationship between the 

lovers. 

8.8.5 The Watchmen as an Additional Obstacle 

A brief discussion is necessary to discuss the actions of the watchmen in this passage, 

particularly because they are so distressing.1045 As readers who tragically live in a world 

where we are exposed constantly through media to reports of violence committed by men, 

we are very sensitive to despicable acts of male violence.  

 
However, the text shockingly offers no justification or explanation for this event, and it 

does not justify or condemn their actions.1046 It has been suggested that the FP might 

have been perceived as a prostitute, something perhaps that the author did not need to 

explain to the readers of the time, since it would have been so much part of their 

presupposition pool.1047  

 

Whatever their reasoning, the text describes ‘physical and sexual abuse’, particularly the 

taking of her cloak, as an act of violently exposing her in some way.1048 It may be that this 

was the only clothing that she was wearing, having rushed out from bed to search for her 

lover.1049 For contemporary readers, this seems particularly shocking. But her ML does 

not undergo any such suffering for her sake, demonstrating the different attitudes to male 

and female behaviour in the Ancient Israelite world.1050  

 

Interestingly, the FP is not portrayed as making a big deal of the violence, instead moving 

on quickly to her adjuration in 5:8. The fact that she does not make a big deal of it might 

seem especially shocking for contemporary readers.1051 However, the limited emphasis 

on the consequences of this violence open up three possibilities. Firstly, the violence 

would be considered ‘normal’ in the mind of the poet for a woman who behaved in this 

 
1044 Davidson, p. 601. 
1045 5:7. 
1046 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 66. 
1047 Duguid, p. 129; Fredericks and Estes, p. 369.  
Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 66; Spencer, p. 128. See discussion for 3:1-5 about the FP 
potentially being mistaken as a prostitute in 8.5.2 
1048 The quote is from Longman, NICOT, p. 168. As mentioned in the notes of 8.2.2, the noun rĕdîd 
is only used elsewhere in Isaiah 3:23, and so the meaning is uncertain. 
1049 Fox, p. 146; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 197; Spencer, p. 120. 
1050 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 198. 
1051 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 198. 
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way, and so does not need any further qualifying. Secondly, the violence really was not 

that bad. Or thirdly, the FP makes little of the violence because in her mind the necessity 

of finding the ML, and hence following her desire, was considered more important than 

focusing on the violence.1052 The first option is possible, and explains the seemingly 

unjustified behaviour of the watchmen. The second option does not seem likely, since the 

verbs in v. 7 portray this incident as being violent, and so this should not be underplayed. 

The third option makes most sense out of these three interpretations, since they are 

reinforced by the FP’s lovesickness of v. 8, as well as what may be expected by a woman 

being driven by desire to find her lover.1053 

 
Moreover, if there is no judgement of the watchmen for their violent actions in the text, the 

question might be asked as to whether there is any judgement in the mind of the writer of 

the Song portrayed of the FP for her action of going searching in the night.1054 Could it be 

that the watchmen are the means by which this judgement is dispensed, or are they 

demonstrating perceptions of the patriarchal culture at the time? The latter seems most 

likely, since ultimately (after this passage) she is portrayed as finding her lover, and the 

watchmen of the night do not succeed in putting a stop to her.1055 She is portrayed as 

being successful, even though she experiences suffering, perhaps being successful 

through suffering.1056 The watchmen perform a role of providing further obstacles for the 

lovers to overcome between for their relationship to continue.1057 As Duguid puts it so 

well, ‘her search, which in chapter 3 was an uncomplicated and relatively rapidly 

successful quest, has now become a much darker and more difficult journey’ by the threat 

of these watchmen of the walls.1058 

8.9 Comparative Discussion of Both Passages 
Thus far, the two passages have been discussed individually. But comparing them 

enables some further observations to be made. Firstly, the basic narrative of the two 

passages is different, as is the nature of the problems portrayed, but there is some 

similarity in terms of response. In both instances the FP initiates a search for her ML, 

since in both passages she ‘sought him but could not find him’ (3:1, 5:6). Thus, in both 

passages she wishes to be with him. In the earlier passage it is the awareness of his 

absence at the beginning of the passage that spurs her on to finding him, when in the later 

 
1052 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 198; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 66 similarly implies this. 
1053 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 198. 
1054 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 199. 
1055 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 199 
1056 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 199. 
1057 Luter, 5:7 interprets this passage as between husband and wife, but he makes the same 
implication that they are an additional barrier. 
1058 Duguid, p. 129. 
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passage it is his absence after his presence in which he wanted access to her that drives 

her to search for him. 

 
Secondly, in both texts the EI plays a part in the portrayal of the FP seeking to overcome 

the gap between her and her lover. In 3:1-5 the three cohortatives are used to describe 

her intention to find her lover. They demonstrate her making a decision to act, because of 

her desiring to be with him. Though in 5:2 the EI acts in a different way, since it is her 

failure to respond in synchronisation in terms of action to the ML’s use of the imperative 

that results in her going to seek for him after he disappears.1059 In both instances the EI is 

related to overcoming the obstacles in the passages. 

8.9.1 The FP Responds to Both Obstacles 

Bearing in mind the different obstacles in the two passages (the ML’s absence, and being 

out of synchronisation) one critical point is that in both instances the FP does respond. 

The necessity of this cannot be overstated.1060 Overcoming the gap of absence that is 

created in these passages must happen in order for the relationship between the lovers to 

continue to develop. For first-time readers of the Song, the fact that the lovers would be 

reunited is not guaranteed. The only way for this to happen was for the FP to be prepared 

to go searching for her lover. 

8.9.2 Vulnerability and Risk in Overcoming Obstacles for the Female Protagonist 

This chapter has highlighted the obstacles of the absence of the ML that the FP has to 

overcome in both passages, which entails putting herself at potentially great risk. But in 

both passages, she is prepared to take these risks. As Hess observes, ‘whatever the risk, 

she will not be deterred from the object of her desires’.1061 That risk includes the additional 

obstacle of the watchmen, who behave violently towards her in 5:2-81062. The fact that the 

FP is portrayed as being attacked, and that she does not let this stop her search, reveals 

both her vulnerability, but also the preparedness to put herself at risk for the sake of 

finding her lover. She will not be confined by social convention if it stops her from being 

with him.1063 

 
1059 As has been discussed already, the FP responds on both an erotic and literal level to the 
initiative of the ML. However, the discontinuity between the two levels causes the obstacle in this 
passage. 
1060 Keel, p. 194. 
1061 Hess, p. 105 is here discussing 3:1-5, but the implication applies to both passages. See also 
Luter, 3:4. 
1062 8.8.5. 
1063 The discussion for 8.5.2 about the FP’s unusual behaviour applies to both passages. 
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8.10 Chapter Conclusion 
This chapter has discussed the night-time passages in which the FP goes searching for 

her lover, because of her desire to be with him. In both cases, the EI has a part to play, 

the former in the form of cohortatives that express the intention of the FP to find her lover, 

the latter taking the form of the imperative issued by the ML, to which she does not 

respond in synchronisation to his request. In the second passage, when she notices his 

absence, she then goes seeking for him. 

 
Both passages present an obstacle for the FP to overcome, the absence of the ML whom 

she desires. In both instances the text portrays her seeking to overcome that obstacle to 

be reunited with her lover, and she will not be stopped. For the first-time reader of the 

Song the results of the searches are not conclusive when they begin. There is no 

guarantee that the FP will be reunited with her lover again, even though that would be 

most satisfying for the reader. The end is not guaranteed from the beginning. However, 

the FP is ultimately successful in overcoming the obstacles, being motivated by her desire 

for her lover. 
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Chapter 9: Desire and Consenting: The Erotic 
Imperative at a Climatic Point 

9.1 Introduction 
This chapter discusses the EIs at the climatic point of 4:16-5:1 in their wider textual 

context. The EIs in 4:16-5:1 portray sexual desire as being something wanted, sensual 

and pleasurable, but also, they are important because of the way that invitation and 

consent are played out in this passage. Furthermore, this chapter considers this particular 

passage in the context of the development of the relationship between the lovers. 

9.2 Translation and Passage Context 

9.2.1 Translation 4:8-5:1 

ML 
4:8a: Come from1064 Lebanon, my bride! 

8b: Come from Lebanon, come! 

8c: Descend1065 from the peak of Amana, 

8d: from the peak of Senir and Hermon, 

8e: from the dens of lions, 

8f: from the mountains of leopards. 

9a: You infatuate me, my sister, my bride! 

9b: You infatuate me with a glance1066 of your eyes, 

9c: with one link of your necklace. 

10a: How pleasing is your lovemaking, 

10b: my sister, my bride! 

10c: How much better is your lovemaking than wine, 

10d: and the fragrance of your oils than any spice! 

11a: Your lips drip honey,1067 O bride. 

11b: Honey and milk are under your tongue. 

11c: The fragrance of your clothes 

11d: is like the fragrance of Lebanon. 

 
1064 Here there is a standard emendation from the MT’s use of ʾittî (with me), to ʾĕtî (a feminine 
singular imperative) supported by the LXX, Vulgate and Syriac Peshitta. This is also the case for 
4:8b. This standard emendation is supported by Pope, p. 474, Garrett, p. 186 and Fox, p. 134. 
1065 Tāšû’rî has two identical roots (šwr), one meaning to ‘descend’ and the other to ‘look at’. Carr, 
Song of Solomon, p. 131; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 156; Pope, p. 474. Contextually, the 
former makes most appropriate sense. 
1066 Bĕʾaḥad mēʾênayik (with one of your eyes) is translated as ‘glance’. Longman, NICOT, p. 149; 
Hess, p. 143. 
1067 nōpet refers to ‘flowing honey’. DCH, Vol. 5, p. 734; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 156; 
Psalm 19:11; Psalm 119:129. 
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12a: You are1068 a locked garden, my sister, my bride, 

12b: a garden1069 locked, a fountain sealed. 

13a Your shoots are a paradise1070 of pomegranates 

13b: with choicest fruits. 

13c: Henna and nard, 

14a: nard and saffron,1071 

14b: calamus and cinnamon, 

14c: with every tree of frankincense, 

14d: myrrh and aloes, 

14e: with all the best spices. 

15a: You are1072 a garden1073 fountain, 

15b: a well of living water, 

15c: streaming down from Lebanon. 

 
FP 
16a: Wake1074 up North wind,  

16b: and come South wind! 

16c: Blow on my garden 

16d: and let its spices waft. 

16e: Let my lover enter his garden 

16f: and eat its choicest fruits. 

 

ML 
5:1a: I come to my garden, my sister, my bride. 

1b: I pluck my myrrh with my spices. 

1c: I eat my honeycomb with my honey. 

1d: I drink my wine with my milk. 

 

 
1068 There is a change in person from second person to third person, and then a change back to 
second person in 13a. The context indicates that the female protagonist is meant to hear this 
description of her, and so this is presumed in the translation ‘[you are] are a locked. Other 
commentators do this, including Hess, p. 146; Longman, NICOT, p. 153. 
1069 A standard emendation is made here, reading gan instead of gal. This is supported by some 
Hebrew texts, LXX, Syriac Pershitta, and Vulgate. See also Exum, p. 152; Longman, NICOT, p. 
153. 
1070 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 155 also translates pardēs directly as paradise. 
1071 Karkōm (saffron) is hapax. Murphy, p. 137; DCH, Vol. 4, p. 460. 
1072 Bloch and Bloch, p. 79 inserts a second person reference to emphasise that in this text the ML 
is continuing to address the FP. 
1073 Gannîm (garden) is plural, but is read as a plural of generalisation. Murphy, p. 137. 
1074 The speaker here may be the ML or FP. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 161 observes this. 
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DoJ 
1e: Eat,1075 friends, drink! 

1f: Be intoxicated with lovemaking. 

9.2.2 Form, Structure and Setting 

This passage is an extract from the first of the long speeches of the ML.1076 The extract 

begins with an invitation (4:8), using EIs.1077 This is followed by a description as to the 

overwhelming effect that the FP has on the ML, and a comparison of her lovemaking 

being better than wine (4:9-11). Next, there is a sensual description of the woman as a 

garden of delights (4:12-15) before the EIs of 4:16-5:1. 

 
Moreover, this passage (4:8-5:1) follows soon after the ‘wedding passage’ of the Song, 

which as discussed above, is very unlikely to refer to a wedding of the main characters.1078 

4:8-5:1 also immediately follows a description by the FP’s body by the ML, using the 

language of ‘aesthetic appreciation’.1079 This context needs to be kept in mind, as what 

follows should be seen as responding to these earlier verses.1080 In these earlier verses 

he begins and ends (4:1, 7) by saying how yāpâ (beautiful) she is. In vv. 2-6, he describes 

her body moving down from focusing on her eyes to her breasts.1081 After comparing her 

breasts to twin fawns (v. 5), he makes reference to ‘going to the mountain of myrrh and 

the hill of frankincense’, being mountains reminiscent of 2:17, and the EI of simile, ‘to be 

like a gazelle or young deer on the mountains …’, with her breasts being like 

mountains.1082 The ML expresses his intention to go to her breasts again, like a gazelle or 

young deer. This provides the context for the summary of her being altogether beautiful in 

 
1075 Commentators debate who is speaking here, based the upon the uncertain use of masculine 
plural verbs. This will be discussed more in the commentary. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 157; 
Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 58 note that the speaker cannot be confirmed with absolute 
certainty.  
Some scholars read this verse as introducing a new character: Fredericks and Estes, p. 353 
suggests God speaks this line; Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for 
Everyone, p. 238 lists the poet as an option. However, there is no obvious reason to introduce an 
external speaker not already known about in the text. Options that include the characters which the 
reader is already aware of include the DoJ addressing the couple, or the couple addressing the 
DoJ. As the principal audience of the lovers of the Song, the DoJ are regarded as being the 
speakers here, addressing the couple. Exum, Song of Songs, pp. 182-183; Hess, pp. 157-158. 
1076 The passage being discussed in this chapter is 4:8-5:1 and the first long speech is 4:1-5:1. 
Exum, Song of Songs, p. 151 classifies this passage in this way. Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 
49 specifically observes the unity of 4:8-5:1 as being a distinct section. Murphy, The Song of 
Songs, p. 158 sees vv. 8-9 as different from what precedes and follows in terms of form criticism. 
However, he makes the point that if vv. 8-9 are read on a metaphorical level, then there is a sense 
of continuity in this passage. 
1077 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 49 reads this as being an invitation. 
1078 3:6-11 is the ‘wedding passage’ of the Song, which is discussed in 2.4.3. 
1079 4:1-7. Walsh, p. 73. 
1080 Glickman, A Song for Lovers, p. 184. 
1081 Luter, 4:1. 
1082 7.3.4; Duguid, p. 113; Longman, NICOT, p. 147; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 167. 
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v. 7, reinforced by the comment of there being no flaw in her. It is after this comment of 

‘aesthetic appreciation’, directly addressing the FP, that that text introduces the EI of the 

ML in v. 8.  

9.2.3 Overview of the Use of the Erotic Imperative in this passage 

The dot plot shows a high concentration of volitional verbs in vv. 4:16 and 5:11083. This 

passage has the highest concentration of imperatives, jussives and cohortatives found 

anywhere in the Song. It is reasonably regarded as a climatic point in the text as a 

whole.1084 The passage is another good example of the significance of the EI in conveying 

sexual desire, and the particularities of how it is used here. 

 
The passage begins (4:8ab) with the two imperatives ʾĕtî (come), followed by a jussive 

tābôʾî (come) to call the FP to come to him.1085 In 4:8c a jussive follows, calling the FP to 

tāšû’rî (descend).1086 All of these are EIs of movement, calling the FP to come from where 

she is to him. 

 
After some verses portraying the FP as a garden (4:12-15) the EI is used again in 4:16. 

There are three main addressees. Firstly, the FP addresses the winds (4:16), using three 

imperatives of the following roots: ʿwr (awake) to address the North Wind, bwʾ (come) to 

address the South Wind and pwḥ (blow). She then uses a jussive of root nzl to express 

that the scent from her garden may flow. Secondly, she uses a jussive of root (bwʾ) to 

indirectly invite her lover (4:16e) to enter his garden, being of the same root as the 

imperative used to address the South Wind.1087 She then (4:16f) addresses him using 

another jussive, of root ʾkl (to eat) its fruit. The ML then offers his response to this 

invitation (5:1a). Thirdly, the DoJ use three imperatives addressing the lovers (5:1ef) of 

the following roots: ʾkl (eat), šth (drink) and škr (be intoxicated). 

9.3 Commentary 

9.3.1 The Erotic Imperatives of Movement (4:8-9) 

The ML uses the EIs in 4:8 to call the FP to come from Lebanon, and to descend from the 

peak of Amana, from the peak of Senir and Hermon, from the den of lions, from the 

mountains of leopards. As the geographical references make no sense, they should be 

read on a metaphorical level.1088 The imagery portrays the FP as being inaccessible, like 

 
1083 Appendix 1. This is shown by the large cluster before the 640 marking on the x axis. 
1084 Davidson, p. 591. 
1085 See discussion of emendation in notes of 9.2.1. Emendation also used by Pope, p. 474; 
Garrett, p. 186; Fox, p. 134. 
1086 4:8c. 
1087 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 180. 
1088 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 159. 
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the imagery of crags and rocks in 2:14.1089 The presence of leopards and lions similarly 

make her seem unreachable, being a danger to him.1090 Thus, by using these EIs, the ML 

is seeking, like with the imperatives in 2:10-14, to encourage her to be accessible to him. 

 
These EIs are followed (4:9) by a dramatic description of the ML verbalising his emotional 

state directly to her, in response to ‘the glance of your eyes, with one jewel of your 

necklace’. Libbabtî (infatuate) is used twice in this verse, doubly expressing the level of 

emotion of the ML.1091 The verb is a denominative form of lib or libab meaning one’s inner 

life.1092 It can refer to both thought and emotion, but the context suggests that it is read as 

emotion.1093 It is here read as a causative use of the piʿel, and the only piʿel form of lbb in 

the HS.1094 It has been interpreted as positive ‘to take heart’, or negative ‘to lose heart’.1095 

Pope points out that a male sexual arousal reading of this verb is also plausible, based 

upon the Akkadian.1096 It would be reasonable in this context to imagine the ML as being 

aroused by the FP.1097 But this rare verb verbalises a subjective emotional experience, 

and may have a broader meaning.1098 Exum argues that as well as arousal, the passion 

conveyed by this verb should be extended to euphoria.1099 The translation of the 

imperative by DCH (you infatuate me) perhaps conveys this well.1100 It captures the 

overpowering way that the ML is affected by the FP. She ‘has led him into greater 

desire’.1101 

 
As mentioned above, the reason for the ML expressing this is because of a glance of her 

eyes, a concept used extensively throughout love poetry.1102 To add to this, the ML refers 

to ‘one jewel of her necklace’, which is found in synonymous parallelism with the 

reference to eyes.1103 Thus, the beauty, presumably the glistening effect of her eyes is 

being reinforced.1104 He is infatuated because of the beauty of her eyes. This is an 

 
1089 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 160; Hess, p. 139. See 7.3.1. 
1090 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 160 and Hess, p. 140 note this and that the animals are 
presumably not a danger to her. 
1091 Longman, NICOT, p. 150; DCH, Vol. 2, p. 749. 
1092 Pope, p. 478. GKC, 32h, p. 141; Longman, NICOT, p. 151. 
1093 Longman, NICOT, p. 151. 
1094 BDB, p. 525; C.f. Niph (Job 11:13); Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 131. Exum, p. 170 notes the 
intensive use of the piʿel, as well as the causative. 
1095 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 131. 
1096 Pope, p. 479; Nahum M. Waldman, ‘A Note on Canticles 4:9’, Journal of Biblical Literature, 
89.2 (1970), 215–17. 
1097 Exum, Song of Song, p.170. 
1098 Exum, Song of Songs, p.170; Garrett, p. 194; Walsh, p. 69. 
1099 Exum, Songs of Songs, p. 171. 
1100 DCH, Vol. 2, p. 749. 
1101 Hess, p. 142. 
1102 Pope, p. 480; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 156. 
1103 Hess, p. 143. 
1104 Hess, p. 143. 
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example of Walsh’s ‘expression of the physical impact of yearning’.1105 It is a way of 

portraying desire that is subjective, ‘detailing the condition of being in desire rather than 

the object of that desire’.1106 It is the ML’s desire for the FP that results in him being 

overwhelmed by her eyes.1107 What should be observed here is that for the first-time 

reader, this expression immediately follows 4:8’s EIs before references to his perception 

of the FP’s lovemaking in the next verse. 

9.3.2 The Effect of the Woman on the Man (4:10-11) 

4:10 begins with the ML commenting on his perception of the FP’s lovemaking.1108 This is 

the only time that the ML refers to her lovemaking, which he does twice in this verse.1109 

This is a ‘celebration of an action - her lovemaking - rather than to the praise of her 

physical body’, the latter being the more usual way that he expresses his perception and 

desire of the FP.1110 Having just verbalised his inner desire (and want) for her in 4:9, he 

turns to her lovemaking. The recognition of the former reasonably leads to the latter.1111  

 
He describes the FP’s lovemaking as being yāpû (pleasing), using a denominative 

verb.1112 He perceives that her lovemaking gives him pleasure, like her perception of 

his.1113 Importantly, the ML continues to describe his perception of the pleasantness of the 

FP’s lovemaking, making the same comparison that she does in 1:2, that his lovemaking 

is better than wine.1114 However, he also takes her language here from 1:2 (your 

lovemaking is better than wine) and enhances it saying ma-ṭṭō’bû (‘how much better’) it 

is.1115 He take her desirous imagery, owns it for himself, and builds upon it, showing some 

development in relationality between the lovers. 

 
1105 Walsh, p. 56; see discussion in 5.3. Her eyes do not independently have the power to make 
the ML have such a reaction to them. 
1106 Walsh, p. 70. 
1107 In 6:5 the ML similarly portrays his subjective experience when referring to her eyes. 
1108 See discussion in 2.5.3, where it is noted that dôdîm can refer to a whole array of sexual 
activities, from kissing to sexual intercourse. 
1109 Other uses of the masculine plural form (but not of the ML speaking) are found in 1:2, 4, 7:12. 
Interestingly, the FP refers to his lovemaking more than he does of hers. 
1110 Garrett, p. 194. 
1111 Walsh, p. 73 makes a similar observation. 
1112 Yāpû as a denominative verb used three times by the ML to refer to the FP (4:10, 7:1[EN] and 
7:[6EN]). The latter two uses refer to the physical beauty of the FP (11.3.1). In other uses in the HS 
it is used to describe beautiful things, such as Jerusalem (Ezekiel 16:13), the king (Psalm 45:2) and 
a cedar tree (Ezekiel 31:7). See discussion in William C. Williams, ‘yāpâ’, in New International 
Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), II, 494–
96 (p. 495).  
As it is here referring to the FP’s lovemaking, the translation ‘pleasing’ has been used to 
emphasise his perceived subjective appreciation of this action. Exum, p. 152 translates this as 
pleasing. Hess, p. 152 opts for ‘delightful’. 
1113 The FP has not used the verb to refer to his lovemaking. However, her references to his 
lovemaking are suggestive that are pleasurable to her (1:2, 4). 
1114 4:10c. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 156; Hess, p. 144. 
1115 Exum, Song of Songs, p.172. 
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The ML then makes another sensual pleasure comparison, turning from taste to smell.1116 

He describes her oils being more fragrant than any spice, potentially portraying her as 

being physically close, close enough so that he can appreciate her scent. Yet again what 

is being conveyed here is the ML’s perception of the FP from his desiring perspective, 

since they are to him the best smelling perfumes.1117  

 
Then in 4:11 he describes her lips and tongue as being pleasant, sensual places, being 

places of nectar, and honey and milk respectively.1118 He moves from focusing on her lips, 

to focusing on her tongue, stressing his desire for the deepening of her kisses.1119 Here 

too he swaps around the important HS imagery of milk and honey, the promised land, 

being ‘a place of dreams’.1120 The implied imagery is that he wants to kiss and enjoy the 

deep, pleasurable taste of her kisses.1121 He also makes reference to her clothes smelling 

like Lebanon, possibly portraying Lebanon as being a ‘source of pleasant scents’.1122 In 

vv. 10-11 the ML takes the FP’s desirous imagery of his lovemaking in 1:2-4, and 

develops it, showing his mutual desirous appreciation of her lovemaking.1123 

9.3.3 The Sensual Imagery of the Garden (4:12-15) 

4:12 is an important verse as it introduces new sensual imagery to the Song, that of the 

gan (garden).1124 The FP is described as a garden, a common motif in ANE texts.1125 In 

particular, she is a ‘locked garden’, a metaphor that the ML uses twice, followed by her 

being described as ‘a sealed fountain’.1126 A sealed fountain, like a locked garden portrays 

 
1116 Garrett, p. 194. 
1117 Fredericks and Estes, Song of Songs, p. 358; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 122. 
1118 Proverbs 5:3 makes reference to the speech of an adulteress dripping like honey. However, 
here, as in 5:13, kisses are being referred to. Murphy, p. 11. 
1119 Hess, p. 145; Walsh, p. 91. 
1120 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 173; Garrett, p. 145. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 173 notes too the way 
that milk and honey are used to symbolise ‘satisfaction’ and ‘plenty’, based upon Isaiah 7:22, Job 
20:17 and Deuteronomy 32:14. 
1121 Walsh, p. 91; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 172. 
1122 Hess, p. 146. 
1123 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 172. 
1124 References to gan are 4:15, 4:16 (twice), 5:1; 6:2 (twice), 6:11, 8:13. 
1125 I. Cornelius, ‘gan/gannâ’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), I, 875-878 (p. 877); 
Fox, pp. 283-87. 
1126 Nʿl is used in other verses of the HS to refer to a locked door: Judges 3:23-24, 2 Samuel 
13:17, 18. Bill T. Arnold, ‘nāʿal’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), III, 120 (p. 120).  
htm is used in the sense of a sealed letter or access being stopped: E.g., 1 Kings 21:8, 
Deuteronomy 32:34. Exum, p. 176. 
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a sense of inaccessibility.1127 Thus, like in 4:8, the ML is again describing the FP as 

inaccessible.1128 

 
But what does this image of a locked garden mean? Scholars interpret the garden in this 

passage as referring to the FP, her vagina, or her sexuality more broadly.1129 Her vagina 

is the reading being used here. Thus, by talking about a locked garden and sealed 

fountain, the ML is referring to her sexual inaccessibility.1130 Presumably, by drawing 

attention to this, within this erotic passage, the ML is expressing her desire that she opens 

to him. The garden is currently locked, but she can let him in.1131 

 
Next (4:13-14) the ML describes the garden in more detail, which is extremely exotic.1132 

The imagery focuses on the ‘fruits and exotic perfumes of the garden’.1133 The mention of 

aromatic plants makes it a sensual place.1134 An overwhelming variety of plants are 

mentioned in his description.1135 This variety ‘simply accentuates the abundance of exotic 

and precious fruits and spices, which of course also accentuates the abundance of 

pleasure to be associated with the woman’.1136 This sensual portrayal of the garden 

creates an ‘erotic atmosphere’, but it is not necessary to attach individual metaphors to 

every individual item in the garden.1137 Of course, with such an abundant garden, readers 

may be led to imagine another sealed garden, the garden of Eden.1138  

 
After this sensuous imagery, the ML again makes reference to a garden fountain (4:15a). 

By doing so, he returns to the water imagery of 4:12, mentioning ‘a well of living water’ 

and ‘flowing streams from Lebanon’.1139 Murphy reads these two images as further 

 
1127 Both images are usually read the same way. See Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 161; 
Fredericks and Estes, p. 359; Exum, p. 176; Longman, NICOT, p. 155; Keel, p. 174; Goldingay, 
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 238. 
1128 Hess, p. 147. 
1129 Fox, p. 286 notes these three options. Fredericks and Estes, p. 359; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 
123; Longman, NICOT, p. 155, Walsh, p. 110; Joseph C Dillow, Solomon on Sex (Nashville, TN: 
Thomas Nelson, 1973), p. 81 interpret as a reference to vagina. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 175 
reads the image as ‘a sexual image for the woman herself and her sexuality in particular’. 
1130 Fredericks and Estes, p. 359; Walsh, p. 98; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 54; Goldingay, 
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs, p. 238. 
1131 The specific significance of a ‘locked garden’ will be discussed in 9.4.2. 
1132 Longman, NICOT, p. 155; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 161. 
1133 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 160. 
1134 Exum, Songs of Songs, p. 177. 
1135 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 161. 
1136 Longman, NICOT, p. 156. 
1137 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 176; Garrett, p. 197. 
1138 Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, pp. 144-65 produced the landmark research into this 
imagery. It is also one of the key themes of Davidson, pp. 552-553. Landy, p. 19; Longman, 
NICOT, p. 156. 
1139 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 137; Hess, p. 151. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 137 notes 
that ‘”Lebanon” here serves as a kind of superlative expression for the best water’. 
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defining the garden fountain imagery.1140 Thus, the sealed fountain is no longer sealed, as 

there are waters flowing from it.1141 The mention of liquid is highly suggestive as a 

reference to bodily fluids, and bearing in mind this fountain is in the garden, it suggests 

the FP’s sexual arousal.1142 This imagery thus provides the context for the high 

concentration of uses of the EI in the verses that follow. 

9.3.4 The Erotic Imperatives of Sensualisation (4:16a-d) 

4:16 is the start of the cluster of EIs in this passage, the first four of them addressing the 

winds. There is some uncertainty over who is speaking in 4:16a.1143 The ML has been the 

speaker describing the garden imagery.1144 The question here is whether he remains as 

the speaker who addresses the winds or does the speaker change to the FP? 

 
The discussion depends on how the first person possessive pronominal suffix is 

understood in 4:16c, the reference to ‘my garden’.1145 In v. 12 the ML describes the FP as 

being ‘a locked garden is my sister, my bride, a locked garden, a fountain sealed’. This 

leads some commentators to read the imperatives addressing the winds as being said by 

the ML.1146 The implication is that because he calls her his sister and his bride that she is 

his garden. However, that is not the language that v. 12 uses. He does not say ‘my locked 

garden is my sister, my bride’. He says ‘a locked sister is my sister, my bride’. The use of 

the possessive pronoun in v. 12 to refer to the sister and bride does not necessarily mean 

that the metaphorical garden belongs to the ML.1147  

 
Instead, it is better to read the FP as the one who addresses the wind for two good 

reasons.1148 Firstly, by definition, if the garden refers to her vagina (or her sexuality more 

generally), it is hers to give.1149 The exotic garden is the woman’s. Secondly, the 

ownership of the garden as belonging to the FP makes most sense of the jussive of root 

bwʾ (4:16e) in which the FP implies an invitation to the ML to enter into his garden.1150 For 

her to invite, the FP must have ownership.  

 
1140 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 161. 
1141 Fredericks and Estes, p. 360, Hess, p. 151. 
1142 Fredericks and Estes, p. 360; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 180; Walsh, p. 98. 
1143 Murphy, p. 161. 
1144 4:12-15. 
1145 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 180; Goulder, p.39; Pope, p. 498. 
1146 E.g., Christian D. Ginsburg, The Song of Songs: Translated from the Original Hebrew, with a 
Commentary, Historical and Critical (London: Longman, Brown, Green, Longmans and Roberts, 
1857), p. 162; Keel, p. 181; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 57, Garrett, p. 201. 
1147 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 180. 
1148 Numerous commentators read the FP as speaker including Exum, Song of Songs, p. 180; 
Spencer, p. 101; Hess, p. 152; Longman, NICOT, p. 153; Fredericks and Estes, p. 361; Davidson, 
p. 572; Duguid, p. 119; Bloch and Bloch, p. 178; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 139. 
1149 Spencer, p. 107; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 180. 
1150 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 180, Hess, p. 152. 
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By interrupting the ML, the FP is seemingly responding to the portrayal of the ML’s desire 

at this extremely erotic point in the text, but presumably also the way that she responds 

demonstrates her desire for him.1151 The use of volitional verbs here in this erotic context 

are certainly erotic. And this calling upon the wind, before calling upon the man, builds up 

the atmosphere. For the first time reader, the imagery of commanding the winds is 

dramatic.1152  

 
In terms of the EIs addressing the winds, the FP uses the imperatives of roots ʿwr 

(awake), bwʾ (enter) and pwḥ (blow) to address the North and South winds together.1153 

This is an example of personification, since winds do not usually listen to humans!1154 But 

in the poetic world of the Song, the FP has power to call upon them to perform her wishes. 

 
What is also noteworthy is that the use of the verb ʿwr is the same verb that the FP has 

used in the adjurations passages so far.1155 By that choice of word, associations are made 

with the way that ʾahăbâ is aroused, and its association with sexual desire.1156 The linking 

of ʿwr strongly supports the idea that the FP is being portrayed as experiencing sexual 

desire herself.1157 Also, by using this verb in 4:16, the FP is potentially implying the 

timeliness of what she is doing, since, as will be discussed below, the FP is emphasising 

that ʾahăbâ should only be ʿwr at the right time.1158 Through this verb, Munro suggests 

that the FP is emphasising that this is the right time.1159 

 
But what is the purpose of the FP calling upon the winds? The final imperative addressing 

them calls them to pwḥ (blow) upon the FP’s garden. The reason, expressed by a jussive, 

is so that the garden’s spices may nzl (waft). This wafting enables the ML to enjoy the 

sensual experience of the spices of the garden. It is a metaphorical ‘open[ing of the 

 
1151 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 181. Exum notes too that on a literary level, the FP speaking here 
turns this passage into a dialogue. 
1152 Bloch and Bloch, p. 178 describe this as ‘high drama’ and note Isaiah 5:6 where the clouds are 
commanded. 
1153 Pope, p. 498 is correct to note that ‘the change in winds is merely for poetic parallelism and 
has no special significance’. Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 57 observes a merism here, implying 
that the all of the imperatives apply to all winds in general; Longman, NICOT, p. 158 also argues 
for a merism. 
1154 Longman, NICOT, p. 158. 
1155 2:7, 3:5. Longman, NICOT, p. 158; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 157. See discussion in 
13.2.2. 
1156 13.2.2. Longman, NICOT, p. 184; Davidson, p. 614; Hess, p. 153. 
1157 Walsh, p. 98; Longman, NICOT, p. 184; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 181. 
1158 13.3.1. 
1159 Munro, p. 123. 
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garden] to the outside world’ and particularly, the man.1160 It is an indirect way to prepare 

for the invitation to lovemaking that is to come.1161 

9.3.5 The Erotic Imperatives of Consent (4:16ef) 

With this sensual opening up of the garden, the ML is invited by the FP through the use of 

the jussive of root bwʾ to enter into the garden.1162 This is followed by an imperative, 

calling the lover to ʾkl (eat) ‘its choicest fruits’.1163  

 
Using a jussive here as a third person invitation to the ML into the garden expresses the 

FP’s desire in an indirect way, in a similar way to the use of the jussive in 1:21164. Exum 

suggests that by comparison with these verses, the FP is verbalising ‘an impatient 

outburst of desire’.1165 The main significance of the jussive is that it affirms that the ML 

now has access to the garden that was locked.1166 He is invited to enter. Furthermore, the 

use of the verb of root bwʾ is used elsewhere in the HS in a sexual sense, reinforcing the 

imagery of what is happening by coming into the garden.1167 However, the use of the third 

person also portrays something important. Even though the garden belongs to the FP, she 

here says ‘let my lover enter his garden’ (4:16e). The FP thus invites him, not just to have 

access, but to be identified with her garden.1168 This will be discussed more in the 

interpretation section below.1169 

 
Immediately after the invitation to enter the garden, the FP invites him by an imperative to 

‘eat its choicest fruits’.1170 ‘Choicest fruits’ were referred to earlier in the passage, a term 

used for the delights of the garden.1171 It is a deeply sensual image, a calling for the man 

to experience pleasure (in the erotic world of the garden).1172 Exum emphasises that ‘fruit 

 
1160 Longman, NICOT, p. 158. 
1161 Exum, Song of Songs, p.181. 
1162 Longman, NICOT, p. 158. The same verb is used in the imperative addressing the South Wind 
in 4:16b. 
1163 This can also be read as ‘his choice fruits’. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 181. Contra Fredericks 
and Estes, p. 355, these two lines are read as jussives, not imperfects. 
1164 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 181; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 57 notes that ‘the jussive form 
itself places the verb somewhere between a wish and a command’; Walsh, p. 100 recognises the 
jussive as an invitation. 
1165 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 181. 
1166 Fox, p. 286 notes that the jussive ‘indicates that the garden is something that can be entered’. 
1167 C.f. Genesis 16:2, 38:2. Pope, p. 498; Fredericks and Estes, p. 361; Longman, NICOT, p. 155. 
Walsh, p. 119. 
1168 Discussions centre around what ownership of the garden is being expressed here. Spencer, p. 
107; Hess, p. 153; 
1169 9.4.3. 
1170 Keel, p. 181 noted the metaphorical imagery here. 
1171 4:13b. Keel, p. 181. Here it is taken as referring generically to the plants of the garden. Some 
scholars (Longman, NICOT, p. 156; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 177) read this as being a more 
specific reference to the pomegranate. Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 55 notes that the 
pomegranate was used as an aphrodisiac. 
1172 Walsh, pp. 117-118. 
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is a luxury food, pleasing to taste and sensual in its appearance, and very often needing 

to be peeled or burst open to reveal its exquisiteness’.1173 It is also imagery that is used in 

2:3 for erotic pleasure, where the FP says ‘with great delight I sat in his shadow, and his 

fruit was sweet to my taste’.1174 Eating itself also has erotic connotations in the HS, 

reinforcing what is happening here.1175 Since bwʾ and ʾkl are also here found in parallel, 

the erotic meaning is further emphasised.1176 The imperative is clearly erotic in this 

context. 

 

9.3.6 The Male Lover’s Response (5:1ad) 

The ML responds verbally (5:1a) immediately to the FP’s invitation.1177 The response 

includes four verbs in perfect aspect, which can be read as both as ‘an action … in 

process of accomplishment’ or ‘suggesting action begun in the past and continuing into 

the present’.1178 Both are possible readings and both are represented amongst 

commentators.1179 The former is the reading used here, as it best indicates the direct 

response to the EIs given by the FP. 

 
The verbs used are ʿwr (enter), ʾrh (pluck) ʾkl (eat), and šth (drink). Two of the verbs used 

by the ML, the first (ʿwr) and third (ʾkl), echo the jussive and imperative given to the ML 

immediately before.1180 By responding specifically to these invitations, the ML is portrayed 

as specifically fulfilling the desires of the FP.1181 He ‘follows up her invitation for sexual 

union’.1182 He responds to her erotic call to love.1183  

 
The other two verbs also need some attention. Firstly, ʾrh is only found here and in Psalm 

80:2, where the meaning is to pluck fruit.1184 As such, the meaning is disputed, and there 

is discussion to what extent is there synonymous parallelism with ʾkl (to eat), bearing in 

mind that ʾkl (to eat) is found in parallel with ʾrh both here and in the Psalm.1185 Thus, 

 
1173 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 177. 
1174 Walsh, pp. 117-118; Keel, p. 181. 
1175 Proverbs 9:16-17; 30:20. Fredericks and Estes, p. 361; Keel, p. 181; Murphy, Proverbs, p. 235. 
1176 Fredericks and Estes, p. 361. 
1177 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 181. 
1178 GKC, §106, g, p. 321; Carr, The Song of Solomon, p. 139. 
1179 E.g., Exum, Song of Songs, p. 152; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 57; Carr, Song of 
Solomon, p.139. C.f. e.g., Bloch and Bloch, p. 178, Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 113. Pope, p. 
504 notes the variety of ways the perfect has been understood by commentators and translations. 
1180 4:16ef. 
1181 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 57. 
1182 Longman, NICOT, p. 158. 
1183 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 157 notes how the honeycomb and milk refer back to before 
the garden description, to verse 11. However, the imagery of eating from the female still is implied 
by using this imagery of v.11. 
1184 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 140; DCH, Vol. 1, p. 371; Pope, p. 504. 
1185 Hess, p. 155. 
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there is an argument that ʾrh means to eat. However, these arguments are not proven, 

and the versions retain the traditional reading (as do many contemporary translations).1186 

Thus, the traditional reading is retained here. In 5:1b myrrh and spices are plucked, two of 

the sensual delights of the garden. And plucking is an activity that involves the physical 

sight and touch of whatever is being plucked, also potentially being a sensual activity.1187  

 

Secondly, the reference to šth, portrays the enjoyment of the taste from drinking.1188 The 

ML recalls the imagery of ‘honey and milk’ being under her tongue.1189 And he refers 

again (5:1d) to the wine of lovemaking being a ‘ruling metaphor for sexual pleasure in the 

Song’.1190  

 
Furthermore, in his response, the ML says in the first person that he enters his garden, 

calling her two of the terms of endearment that he has previously (my sister, my bride) 

used in this passage.1191 What is particularly important to observe is the way that the ML 

uses first person possessive pronouns to ‘take ownership’ of the garden.1192 And this he 

continues in his succeeding lines: I pluck my myrrh with my spices, I eat my honeycomb 

with my honey, I drink my wine with my milk.1193 In response to the FP declaring the 

garden as his (through her jussive), he declares these various delicacies of the garden to 

be his own. 

9.3.7 The Daughters call the lovers to Sexual Pleasure (5:1ef) 

After the response of the ML to the FP’s use of the EIs, the DoJ engage with the lovers 

again, by issuing three imperatives to them of the following roots: ʾkl (eat), šth (drink) and 

škr (be intoxicated). The reason why the DoJ are regarded as speaking here is discussed 

briefly above, noting too that they are the only characters to speak in the Song beside the 

lovers.1194 And this reading is also supported by the use of rēʿîm for friends (being a 

 
1186 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 157; Hess, p. 155. LXX, Syriac Peshitta and Vulgate. 
1187 Walsh, p. 118 makes this observation about fruit. As plucking is a verb that relates to fruit, 
some sensuality is observable by the use of this verb. 
1188 Longman, NICOT, p. 158. 
1189 4:11b. 
1190 The previous reference was 4:10. Walsh, p. 118. Carr, p. 72 provides a more detailed 
discussion about the relationship between sex and wine, which are well recognised. 
1191 4:9. 
1192 Longman, NICOT, p. 159. 
1193 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 162. 
1194 For discussion about the speaker, see notes of 9.2.1; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 182 also 
argues that the DoJ are the only audience in the Song. 
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masculine plural noun).1195 Rēʿîm (friends) is read as referring to the couple, since the 

singular forms are only used to refer to the lovers.1196  

 
In their address to the lovers, the DoJ call them to participate in lovemaking.1197 They use 

roots of the first two verbs that just been used as imperatives (5:1cd) by the ML in 

response to the FP’s invitation. What is more, the DoJ add the final imperative škr, which 

is the only time this verbal root is used in the Song.1198 The introduction of this third 

command means that special attention should be given to it.1199 Its uses in the HS refer to 

various level of drunkenness.1200 DCH translates is as to ‘have one’s fill’.1201 But the 

special emphasis placed upon this imperative by its introduction suggests that the 

sentiment of the command is that of ‘be intoxicated’ with lovemaking.1202 It is a calling for 

excess, for total indulgence.1203 The lovers are not to hold back. Hess says that ‘they 

command indulgence in the fullness of these pleasures’.1204 

9.4 Interpretation 

9.4.1 The Erotic Imperative and the Development of Desire in this Passage 

The EI plays a vital role in the development of desire in this passage, primarily from the 

ML’s perspective.1205 This subsection will summarise and expand on the observations 

about its use from the commentary subsections. It will demonstrate how the use of the EI 

operates as a response to each particular context, as well as the role that it itself plays in 

driving forward the portrayal of desire in the passage as a whole. 

 
Firstly, the EIs of movement (v. 8) are given by the ML to the FP in response to what 

happens beforehand – the ML ‘appreciates’ her body, from eyes to breast, with him 

recalling to her implicitly her invitation to be a gazelle or young deer on her mountains 

 
1195 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 162 notes that this could extend to addressing a larger group 
than just the couple (e.g., DoJ), but if so, who is addressing the group? 
1196 Davidson, p. 591; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 182. The feminine singular noun (raʿyāt) is used in 
1:9, 15; 2:2, 10, 13; 4:1, 7; 5:2; 6:4 to refer to the FP; the masculine singular noun (rēʿi) to refer to 
the ML in 5:16. 
1197 Dôdîm. See also Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 141; Hess, p. 151. Hess, p. 157 notes the 
possibility of reading this as lovers, but it is more consistent with the other uses, and perfectly 
appropriate with the context, to read it as lovemaking. The dôdî word group is discussed in 2.5.3. 
1198 BDB, p. 1016. 
1199 Hess, p. 157. 
1200 James Swanson, ‘šākar’, in Dictionary of Biblical Languages with Semantic Domains: Hebrew 
(Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 1997). 
1201 DCH, Vol. 8; p. 362. This is based upon a comparable use in Haggai 1:6. 
1202 Longman, NICOT, p. 153; Hess, p. 156. 
1203 Walsh, p. 119. 
1204 Hess, p. 157. 
1205 4:8-5:1. 
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(breasts), and his intention to go there.1206 He expresses his desire (v. 6) by expressing 

his intention. That provides the context for him calling her to movement in v. 8.1207 

 
Secondly, the EIs of movement occur in response to the perceived inaccessibility of the 

FP from the ML’s perspective, verbalised by the mountain imagery and the references to 

the leopards and den of lions.1208 There is thus strong similarity with her inaccessibility in 

2:13-14.1209 The reader will recall the way that this is resolved, with the FP realising the 

significance of the relationship that she has with her lover, then verbalising that he is hers 

(and she is his) with the refrain of mutual possession, after which she uses the EI of simile 

to call him to herself.1210 Now the ML is using the EIs of movement to verbalise his desire 

for her to be accessible and to come to him.1211 It is this key use of EIs that results in the 

erotic action developing as it does in this passage.1212 While the destination is not 

explicitly stated, the EIs open up a trajectory towards the garden of delights.1213 

 
Thirdly, the EIs of movement are immediately followed by the ML (4:9) using the language 

of ‘physical impact of yearning’ to express his desire, as the ML tells the FP directly how 

she ‘infatuates’ him, by the beauty of her eyes (and glistening of her necklace).1214 By 

Walsh’s reading, this is a high level of expression of desire.1215  

 
Fourthly, the ML reiterates his want for the FP by specifically making a comparison with 

her lovemaking being much better than wine.1216 In doing so, he implicitly communicates 

his desire for sexual activity. He comments too on the experience of smelling her scents. 

He develops the imagery of her lips and mouth being a place of sensual pleasure. 

 

 
1206 9.2.2 discusses the connection between v. 6 and v. 8. Glickman, A Song for Lovers, pp. 183-
184 also connects v. 8 to what comes before. Walsh, p. 73 has classified the bodily description 
(4:1-7) as the language of ‘aesthetic appreciation’. 
1207 Verse 7 is between the expression of the intention of the ML to go to the mountain of myrrh 
and the hill of frankincense, and the ML’s use of the EI of movement. The ML telling the FP that 
she is altogether beautiful, and that ‘there is no flaw’ in her in terms of her beauty is from his 
perspective. While this is not as erotic as specifically focusing on her breasts, it does not negate 
the value of his description of her in v.7. 
1208 9.3.1. 
1209 7.3.1. 
1210 2:15; 7.3.3-7.3.4. 
1211 4:8. 
1212 Hess, pp. 147, 158; Longman, NICOT, p. 148 both also observe the inaccessibility of the FP, 
reiterated by the garden locked imagery, but they do not observe the importance of the role of the 
imperatives in the subsequent development of desire in this passage. 
1213 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 168. 
1214 9.3.1, Walsh, pp. 56, 69. 
1215 5.3. 
1216 4:10; 9.3.2. 
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Fifthly, the ML tells the FP (4:12) that she is a garden locked (her vagina), the implication 

being that he wants to gain access.1217 The garden has a sealed garden fountain. He 

builds on the garden imagery as it being an Edenic place of great sensual pleasure, 

having the sensual delights of the very best fruit and exotic scents. Sixthly, the ML 

describes the garden fountain flowing, portraying his perception of, or desire for, the 

moisture of arousal of the FP.1218  

 
Seventhly, at this point the FP responds to the ML’s sexual desire with the EI of 

sensualisation (4:16).1219 She calls upon the winds to make the fragrance from her garden 

waft. This metaphorically portrays the erotic world of the garden being opened up to the 

ML.  

 
Eighthly, the FP uses the EI of consent to invite the ML into his garden, and to enjoys the 

overwhelming pleasures of the garden (eating, plucking and drinking).1220 Ninthly, the ML 

responds (5:1) to the FP’s invitation by implying that this is exactly what he is going to 

do.1221 Tenthly, the DoJ engage with the couple using imperatives, and encourage them 

to together enjoy the sensual deep delights of lovemaking, calling them to excess.1222 

 

To conclude, this discussion shows the way that desire is portrayed and how it starts with 

the verbalisation of ‘aesthetic appreciation’, resulting in the EIs of movement of v. 8, the 

language of the ‘affective depiction of want’ of v. 9 and the succeeding action.1223 The EI 

plays such a key role in the verbalisation and development of desire in this passage, at 

the end (4:16-5:1), as well as at the beginning (4:8). This discussion will now examine in 

some more detail some other implicit roles of the EI in this passage. 

9.4.2 A Garden Locked, a Fountain Sealed (4:12) 

One interpretive question to consider about this passage is what is meant by the 

description of the FP by the ML as ‘a garden locked, a fountain sealed’. As was noted 

above, the ML uses this image to refer to the sexual inaccessibility of the FP.1224 It is an 

important image for the development of desire in this passage, since it its use by the ML 

implies that he wants to get access, particularly through describing his perception of the 

 
1217 Glickman, A Song for Lovers, p. 22, argues that by using this imagery he is implying his wish to 
gain access; similarly, Spencer, p. 107. 
1218 9.3.3. 
1219 9.3.4. 
1220 9.3.5. 
1221 9.3.6. 
1222 9.3.7. 
1223 Walsh, p. 73 makes a similar observation, but unlike Walsh, this thesis observes the use of 
language in light of the EIs. 
1224 9.3.3. 
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garden to which he does not yet have access. But how should this contextual image be 

understood? 

 
Some scholars read this as referring to the chastity of the FP.1225 This reading sometimes 

is based upon reading this passage in light of the marriage passage, as well as 

assumptions as to the way that the relationship between the lovers has been portrayed so 

far in the Song.1226 From their hermeneutical spiral, they read the potential descriptions of 

sexual intercourse before 4:16, and choose to believe that such a suggestion would be 

untenable.1227 However, an alternative, and potentially more contextually appropriate 

reading, is to observe that the emphasis of this passage is upon the ML’s ‘exclusive 

access’.1228  

 
What evidence is there to read ‘a garden locked, a fountain sealed’ as a reference to 

chastity? No other passage in the HS uses the verb of root nʿl to refer to the locking of 

gardens, nor is it used elsewhere in a non-literal sense.1229 Similarly, there are no other 

references to ḥtm to refer to fountains.1230 Moreover, it is the case that ḥtm is used in a 

metaphorical sense elsewhere (Daniel 9:24, Deuteronomy 32:34), but while the latter 

metaphor is about preventing access, there are no examples from the HS to semantically 

confirm that it refers to chastity.1231 

 
A single semantic argument has been offered to support the case for nʿl as referring to 

chastity. Pope suggests the colloquial Arabic use of maftûḥat ‘opened’ as referring to a 

‘deflowered virgin’ as being a metaphor that supports his reading as a reference to 

 
1225 Davidson, p. 593; Fredericks and Estes, p. 359; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 135; Pope, p. 488; 
Longman, NICOT, p. 155. 
1226 3:6-11. 
1227 Fredericks and Estes, p. 294 is an example of the marriage-based reading, the hermeneutic of 
which affects the way he handles other passages.  
Longman, p. 155 observes the issue of previous potential references to sexual intercourse for 
interpretation. At least Longman has the courage to note the suggestiveness of earlier passages, 
instead of choosing to interpret them away. His interpretative approach is to read the poems as 
being an anthology, which should not be read in any particular order, but as has been discussed, 
there are interpretative problems with this approach. 
1228 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 175; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 54. Contra Keel, p. 174, this 
image has got some associations with exclusivity. 
1229 Arnold, ‘nāʿal’, p. 120 notes the other uses of nʿl as found in Judges 3:23, 2 Samuel 13:17, 18 
as being other references to the sense of lock. These other examples are ‘literal’ examples of lock. 
1230 DCH, Vol. 3, p. 355. 
1231 Pope, p. 489; Alan Millard, ‘ḥātam’, in New International Dictionary of Theology and Exegesis, 
ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), II, 324–25. The image of the 
seal as a noun is also used in 8:6, but as will be discussed, the imagery there is about 
inseparability, as opposed to being closed. The use of ḥtm in a metaphorical sense is discussed 
more in 12.3.2. 



158 
 

chastity.1232 But this argument is limited in its usefulness.1233 Also, some scholars chose 

to interpret previous examples of the imagery of inaccessibility of the FP (e.g. 2:8-17) to 

support their argument for the virginity of the FP.1234 But the EIs of 2:17 suggest that this 

is not necessarily the case.1235 It is better, instead, to consider the sexual inaccessibility 

aspect of this imagery in terms of this particular textual context, instead of projecting the 

assumption of virginity onto this image.  

 
Thus, instead of reading as chastity, it could be read as the ‘man’s exclusive access to the 

garden.1236 By using this powerful image, the ML is expressing his desire for the privilege 

of restricted access at this point. There is not open admission to everyone. 

9.4.3 The Language of Ownership of the Garden 

One important observation to note is the way that language changes about the ownership 

of the garden.1237 The FP first describes the garden as ‘my garden’.1238 Then in the 

context of two jussives she invites the ML to enter his garden and eat its choicest fruit. 

Thus, she refers firstly to ‘my garden’ and then to ‘his garden’. This the ML responds to by 

saying the ways that he takes possession of it.1239 But what does this change in 

possession mean, and how does it relate to what comes before or what comes after? 

 
One suggestion is that the change in possessive pronouns means that ‘he has possessed 

her completely, a fitting image of sexual intercourse’.1240 However, Longman here misses 

the huge importance that it is only by the FPs wording of invitation that gives him any 

possession whatsoever. It is her invitation using EIs, her jussives, that identify the garden 

with him. It is the FP who is portrayed as being the key player in this exchange.1241 

 
Hess has suggested that this change in person shows ‘a desire to fully share herself with 

her lover’, which seems a fitting reading as to what is being portrayed here.1242 Sharing 

implies that she retains ownership, while offering ownership to him. Spencer has 

suggested, from a feminist perspective, that offering possession to the man does not 

 
1232 Pope, 488. 
1233 Other scholars, such as Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 157, do not add to this argument. 
1234 Davidson, p. 593. 
1235 7.3.4. 
1236 The quote is from Exum, Song of Songs, p. 175. See also Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 54; 
Bloch and Bloch, p. 176. 
1237 4:16ef; 9.3.5-9.3.6. 
1238 She does this in the context of the EIs addressing the winds. 
1239 9.3.6. 
1240 Longman, NICOT, p. 159. 
1241 C.f. Exum, Song of Song, p. 181. 
1242 Hess, p. 153; similarly, Spencer, p. 107 reads this as sharing. 
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mean that she loses possession of her garden, since it is always still hers to give.1243 He 

says that the ML ‘is not given a permanent passkey entitling him to barge in any time he 

desires’.1244 She still retains ownership of the garden, even though she offers herself to 

him in each act of intercourse. 

 
Moreover, this reference to the language of possession also needs to be seen in the light 

of other references to possession so far in the Song. In 1:6 the FP makes reference in the 

first person to ‘my … own vineyard’.1245 This is double entendre, referring to female 

sexuality in some way.1246 The main point though is that she claims total possession of 

the vineyard in 1:6. Nobody else is invited at that point to have any sense of ownership of 

her vineyard. It has already been argued that an important change in language occurs 

around the ‘catch for us’ imperative, followed by the first refrain of mutual possession, ‘my 

lover is mine and I am his’.1247 With the references to ownership made by the jussive 

inviting the ML to enter his garden, there is a definite development in the use of language 

of possession in the Song, demonstrating a greater sense of mutuality and security in the 

relationship. It is another example of the ongoing development of the relationship of the 

lovers in the Song. 

 
Furthermore, the language of possession is important here in the Song because of its 

relationship with the language of desire and love. As Exum observes, the language of 

desire here epitomises a ‘cultural version of love as something a woman gives and a man 

takes’.1248 Here the FP has something beautiful and exotic (her garden) that she offers, 

while meeting her desires as an expression of female sexuality, and the ML responds by 

taking up the invitation and coming into his garden, where he can eat, pluck and drink, as 

an expression of male sexuality.1249 By offering this sexual sharing of herself in 4:16, she 

is fulfilling her desires and having her desires fulfilled. And this desire is something 

expressed through the EIs of the invitation of the woman and the response of the man.  

 
1243 Spencer, p. 107. Jonneke Bekkenhamp, ‘Into Another Scene of Choices: The Theological 
Value of the Song of Songs’, in The Song of Songs: A Feminist Companion to the Bible, ed. by 
Athalya Brenner and Carole R Fontaine (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), pp. 55–89 (p. 
80) suggests that reading from a particular approach could mean reading this as ‘her garden is his 
garden as long as she loves him’. 
1244 Spencer, p. 107. 
1245 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 139; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 180. 
1246 Munro, p. 99. 
1247 7.3.2-7.3.3; 2:15-16. 
1248 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 182. 
1249 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 182. 
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9.4.4 Invitation and Consent 

Glickman describes the interaction between the lovers in 4:16 and 5:1 as being an ‘almost 

formal request and acceptance in the imagery of the garden’.1250 His particularly argument 

is based upon the idea of this passage being the consummation of marriage.1251 While he 

underplays the ways that sexual desire is being expressed by the lovers in this exchange, 

his observation of there being some significance of what is being portrayed here is worthy 

of note. Teram observes correctly that what is being portrayed here is the FP giving the 

ML ‘consent’.1252 He does not force his way into the exotic garden, but is invited in, and he 

responds desirously to that invitation. As has been argued, this happens within the context 

of her response to the way that desire has been expressed by the ML in the build-up to 

4:16.1253 

9.4.5 The Significance of the Passage in the Portrayal of the Development of the 
Relationship 

These verses are also significant because the Song makes more of them than other 

potential references to sexual activity prior to this.1254 This is evident by the large number 

of verses that build up the portrayal of desire up to 4:16, including the ‘sustained’ erotic 

metaphor of the garden.1255 It is highlighted by the high concentration of uses of the EI 

around this offering and accepting of consent.1256 It is demonstrated by the way that the 

ML verbally responds to the specifics of this invitation using the EI.1257 And it is shown by 

the language of invitation of possession of the garden.1258 The first-time reader is simply 

exposed to more of this deeply erotic passage than potential portrayals of sexual activity 

that precede it. It is as if the lovers want to make more of this intimate passage of the 

expression of their sexual desire and fulfilment than anything that has come so far.  

 
Thus, the significance of this passage needs to be considered in light of the developing 

relationship between the lovers as portrayed in the text. By making more of the portrayal 

of sexual activity, the lovers are emphasising that this particular encounter matters 

especially to them. It is recognising that sexual intimacy at this point in their developing 

relationship has particular significance for them. This is not to dismiss the importance of 

sexual desire and expression before this point in the Song. Far from it! But it is instead to 

 
1250 Glickman, A Song for Lovers, p. 85. 
1251 Glickman, A Song for Lovers, p. 85; Duguid, p. 120; Davidson, p. 611. 
1252 Jonathan Teram, Illuminating Counsel: How the Least Holy Books of the Hebrew Bible Explore 
Life’s Most Important Issues (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2020), p. 166. 
1253 9.4.1. 
1254 C.f. Longman, NICOT, p. 155; Teram, p. 166. 
1255 Glickman, A Song for Lovers, p. 184; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 54. 
1256 4:16-5:1. 9.4.4 and as shown in the dot plot in Appendix 1. 
1257 9.3.6; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 181. 
1258 9.3.5. 
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recognise that at this point in their developing relationship, sexual activity takes on new 

meaning in light of the portrayal of their relationship thus far. Previous expressions of 

sexual activity have been more ambiguous in their description.1259 But the intimate 

portrayal of this sexual activity at this midpoint of the Song gives it particular significance 

both for the lovers and for the readers. It is a ‘middle climax’ in the text of the Song, and a 

key point in the development of the relationship of the lovers.1260  

9.4.6 Pleasure as the Context for the Erotic Imperative in this Passage 

As previously discussed, one of the reasons why the Song is regarded as conveying 

sexual desire is because of its communication of the want for pleasurable experiences 

associated with lovemaking. This is definitely something that is conveyed in this erotic 

passage. Hess has described this passage powerfully in this way: 

 
More than any text in the Bible, these verses reject the suppression of physical pleasures 
as though in themselves somehow evil or unworthy of God. The poet masters all of the 
physical senses and their indulgence in magnifying the experiences of physical 
lovemaking.1261 

 
The significant point is that lovemaking is being associated in this passage with deep 

sensual pleasure. This is found in the comparison that the ML makes with the lovemaking 

of the FP, a comparison with the delights of smell and taste.1262 It is found too in the exotic 

and sensual description of the FP’s garden.1263 And it is most importantly found in the EIs 

in 4:16 and 5:1: the FP calls upon the winds, sensualising the atmosphere; the FP invites 

the ML to enter, eat and drink; and the DoJ call upon the lovers to eat, drink and get 

intoxicated in their lovemaking. Here, the EI is associated with the calling for pleasure, as 

part of the ‘call to love’.1264 It demonstrates the implied desire of the FP for pleasure and 

the want of the ML in his response to her. Sexual want, including the pleasure linked to it, 

is being expressed through this volitional use of language. 

9.5 Chapter Conclusion 
This chapter has discussed the role of the EI in the way that the desire of the ML is 

portrayed in 4:8-16 and in the response of the FP. It has discussed how the EI is used in 

terms of invitation and consent. It has re-iterated how the EI truly is erotic, because of its 

communication of the want of sexual pleasure. And it has discussed how significance is 

 
1259 E.g., 1:2; 6.4.2. 
1260 Wendland, p. 41; Davidson, p. 623. 
1261 Hess, p. 158. 
1262 4:10; Garrett, p. 194. 
1263 Longman, NICOT, p. 156. 
1264 5.2.1. 
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attached to this particular portrayal of sexual activity, at this point in the development of 

the relationship of the lovers. There is some sense of progression in the relationship. 
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Chapter 10: Reviewing Perspectives of Preference 

10.1 Introduction 
This chapter discusses the passage (5:9-6:3) immediately following the second night-time 

passage.1265 At the end of this second night-time passage, the first-time reader was left 

observing the situation that the ML has gone, because of a lack of synchronisation 

between the lovers.1266 In 5:9-6:3 the FP is asked by the DoJ to consider how the ML 

compares with other lovers. Here the FP reiterates, and in effect, reviews, how her 

preference is still for the ML (even though he has gone). She uses ‘aesthetic appreciation’ 

of his body as the way of expressing her ongoing desire for him. The passage also 

demonstrates the developing relationship between the lovers. 

10.2 Translation and passage context 

10.2.1 Translation (5:9-6:3) 

DoJ 
5:9a: How is your lover different from any other lover,1267 

9b: most beautiful among women? 

9c: How is your lover different from any other lover 

9d: that you adjure us to do this? 

 
FP 
10a: My lover is all radiant and ruddy, 

10b: outstanding1268 among ten thousand. 

11a: His head is the purest gold; 

11b: his locks are wavy,1269 

11c: black like a raven. 

12a: His eyes are like doves 

12b: by springs of water, 

12b: his teeth1270 washed in milk, 

 
1265 The second night-time passage is 5:2-8. 
1266 8.8.4. 
1267 The use of mi with dôd could be read as partitive or comparative. Here it is read as partitive. 
Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 151. For comparative partitive examples, see Genesis 3:1, 3:14, 37:3; 
Deuteronomy 7:7; Psalm 45:3. For comparative readings see NIV and JS. 
1268 The qal passive participle masculine singular (dāgûl) here is of uncertain meaning (Murphy, p. 
166). The meaning ‘outstanding’ which is used here is supported by LXX, Vulgate and the Syriac 
Peshitta, which emphasise choosiness. Murphy, p. 166; Pope, p. 532. 
1269 Taltallîm is hapax legomenon in the HS, though it is used in the sense of ‘curly’ in rabbinic 
texts. Pope, p. 534. 
1270 Some translators insert ‘his teeth’ to this verse, though there is no textual evidence to support. 
This is because the description in 12b best suits teeth, and there is no mention of them otherwise. 
In the MT, if it is not inserted, there is twice as many lines given to the description of eyes than 
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12c: fitly set.1271 

13a: His cheeks are like beds1272 of spices, 

13b: that put forth1273 fragrance.1274 

13c: His lips are lilies, 

13d: dripping liquid myrrh. 

14a: His arms1275 are gold rods,1276 

14b: set with jewels.1277 

14c: His belly1278 is ivory work,1279 

14d: decorated with sapphires. 

15a: His legs are alabaster pillars 

15b: set upon pedestals of gold. 

15c: His looks1280 are like Lebanon, 

15d: choice as cedars. 

16a: His mouth is most sweet, 

16b: and all of him is desirable. 

16c: This is my lover, and this is my friend, 

16d: O Daughters of Jerusalem. 

 
DoJ 
6:1a: Where has your lover gone? 

1b: most beautiful among women? 

1c: Which way has your lover turned, 

1d: That we may seek him with you? 

 

 
other parts of the body. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 166 adds ‘his teeth’ and notes how the 
description is a good one for teeth. 
1271 The meaning of yōšĕbôt ʿalmillēʾt is not clear. Pope, p. 538; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 
166. 
1272 ʿărûgat is only used elsewhere in Ezekiel 17:7, 10 where it is used for a planting bed. 
1273 Emendation from migdĕlôt (towers) in MT to mĕgaddĕlôt (put forth). See Pope, p. 540. LXX 
reads this as phuousai (dropping). 
1274 Merqāhîm (’fragrance’) is hapax. See Pope, p. 540; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 166; C.f. 
Psalm 144:12. Context suggests fragrance. 
1275 Yādāy is read here as arms, as supported by Ugaratic and Genesis 25:30, 47; Jeremiah 38:12. 
See discussion in Murphy, Song of Songs, p. 166. 
1276 Gĕlîlê refer to a cylinderical or rounded shape. DCH, Vol. 2, p. 354 translates it as rods. 
1277 DCH, Vol. 8, p. 680 reads taršîš as topaz. However, as Pope, p. 543 and Hess, p. 164 observe 
the variety of ways that the jewels have been interpreted in the interpretive history of the Song, it is 
more appropriate to go for a more general 
1278 Mēʿāy is translated as belly. DCH, Vol. 5, p. 382. However, it is possible that this is an allusion 
to male genitals. Davidson, p. 599; Longman, NICOT, p. 173; Goulder, p. 6. 
1279 ʿešet (work) is hapax and there is no certainty about it. Ideas are divided between a ‘solid 
mass’ or ‘something polished and shiny’. Pope, p. 543; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 166. 
1280 Marʾē refers ‘to sight’. BDB, p. 909 sees as ‘appearance. Hess, p. 185 translates as ‘looks’. 
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FP 
2a: My lover has gone down to his garden, 

2b: To the bed of spices 

2c: To feast1281 in the gardens 

2d: and gather lilies. 

3a: I am my lover’s and my lover is mine; 

3b: He feasts among the lilies. 

10.2.2 Form, Structure and Setting 

The passage is part of a wider section of the Song, which also includes the second night-

time passage discussed in Chapter 81282. The ending of this larger section is recognised 

by the use of the refrain of mutual possession.1283 The reason why 5:9-6:3 is being 

examined is because of the key question asked by the DoJ in 5:9. In 5:8, the FP involves 

the DoJ (using an adjuration) in a search for the ML, since he has disappeared.1284 She 

went out to search for him, but failed to find him, and she told the DoJ in the adjuration 

that she was ‘faint with love’ for him.1285 In response, at the start of this passage, the DoJ 

ask the FP a key question to which the FP provides a description of her lover.1286 Her 

description is then followed by another question from the DoJ, asking where her lover has 

gone.1287 This results in her stating where her lover is (his garden).1288 After which the 

section is then closed by the second refrain of mutual possession.1289 

10.2.3 Overview of the Use of the Erotic Imperative and the Recognition of 
Relationality in this Passage 

Neither the ML nor the FP in this passage call each other to love by the EI, simply 

because the ML is absent. The last use of the EI by the ML was in 5:2, to which on a 

literal level the FP did not respond. It is her failure to respond, and his failure to wait for a 

response, that results in him leaving and her going out in search of him. However, this 

passage still conveys desire of the FP for the ML by her use of the language of ‘aesthetic 

appreciation’. This passage is important as it shows her ongoing desire for him, even 

though for most part he is not present. 

 
What this passage does contain is a significant statement of recognition of relationality, 

 
1281 Bloch and Bloch, p. 157. 
1282 Hess, p. 165; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 185 also both split their sections in this way. 
1283 6:3. 
1284 Fredericks and Estes, p. 369; Hess, pp. 178-179. 
1285 5:6-5:8. 
1286 5:9. Fox, p. 273 regards this description of the FP as being of the wasf genre. 
1287 6:1. 
1288 6:2. 
1289 6:3. 
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even though the ML is absent.1290 This is followed shortly by the second refrain of mutual 

possession, another point at which the FP describes the developing relationship between 

the lovers.1291 Together, they show how the portrayal of the perception of the relationship 

continues to develop. 

10.3 Commentary 

10.3.1 A Key Question About the Male Lover (5:9) 

5:9 immediately follows an adjuration to the DoJ, since the ML has gone and no one 

knows where, or if he will return.1292 In the adjuration (different from the others in the 

Song), the FP has called upon the DoJ to tell the ML that she is ‘sick with love’ if they find 

him, her using adjuration language to emphasise how important this is to her that they 

give him this message if they find him.1293 She has invited the DoJ to be involved in the 

search for him, and so the key question they ask in 5:9 immediately follows.1294  

 
The question of 5:9 (ma-ddôdēk middôd, repeated twice) has puzzled commentators.1295 

It literally translates as ‘What is your lover from a lover?’1296 Here mi with dôd could be 

read as a partitive or comparative.1297 As there are good indications that the Song is a late 

text, Bloch and Bloch reasonably see the form ‘mah X mi(y) Y’ as a ‘stylistic hallmark of 

post biblical phraseology’ that could reasonably be read in a partitive way.1298 This 

reading means that the question is asking ‘What’s so special about your lover, what 

makes him different from others?1299’ Or to put it more colloquially, ‘what’s so hot about 

this guy of yours?1300’  

 
By asking this question, as the DoJ already know what the male lover is like in terms of 

characteristics – they desire him too in 1:4 – it seems likely that they are asking this 

 
1290 5:16. 
1291 6:3. 
1292 5:8. 
1293 Unlike the previous two uses of adjuration language (2:7, 3:5), this is a conditional adjuration, 
only applying if they find him. Her use of adjuration language is her conventional way of stressing 
the importance of what she is saying (see discussion in 13.3.3). 
1294 Fredericks and Estes, p. 369; Hess, pp. 178-179. 
1295 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 151; Pope, p. 530; Bloch and Bloch, p. 184 notes that this is 
‘syntactic hapax’. 
1296 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 151; Bloch and Bloch, p. 184. 
1297 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 151. Reading as partitive means seeing the question as a 
differentiating one – ‘What is your love more than another lover?’. Examples of partitive readings 
include choosiness Genesis 3:1; 14; 37:3; Deuteronomy 7:7 and Psalm 45:3.  
Comparative readings imply seeing the question as ‘how is your lover better than another lover?’. 
For examples, see NIV, ‘How is your beloved better than others?; JB, ‘What makes your Beloved 
better than other lovers?’, Exum, Song of Songs, p. 184; Pope, p. 530. 
1298 Bloch and Bloch, p. 184. 
1299 Bloch and Bloch, p. 184; Exum, p. 202. 
1300 Spencer, p. 138. 
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question as a means of challenging the FP to convince them of his uniqueness.1301 As 

she is reporting to be faint with love for him, what is it that is actually so special about 

him?1302 Whatever the purpose of the question, the FP gives her response, focusing on 

how desirable the ML’s body is.1303 

10.3.2 The Answer Given to the Key question (5:10-16b) 

The FP responds to the DoJ’s by describing the ML’s body and its desirability, using the 

language of ‘aesthetic appreciation’.1304 She intimately describes his body from his head 

to his legs, followed by his mouth.1305 She praises ‘the color, the sweetness, and the 

strength of the man’s body’.1306 Interestingly, the description is very unusual in the context 

of ANE writing, since it is rare to have poetic passages in which a female describes a 

male.1307  

 
The FP starts her answer to the question by stressing -- from her perception – his 

uniqueness amongst men.1308 She talks about his body as a whole, that he is ‘radiant’ and 

‘ruddy’.1309 He is dāgûl (outstanding).1310 And he is outstanding ‘among ten thousand’, 

which means ‘he’s one in a million’.1311 This line emphasises both his visual 

distinctiveness and how he stands out from others.1312 The FP’s description substantiates 

her definite admiration for him, and her perception of his uniqueness.1313 

 
Verses 11-16b then describe in detail how his appearance is so outstanding.1314 The 

description will not be discussed in detail, since it would not add much to the overall 

 
1301 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 68 notes the discussion amongst commentators about the 
meaning of this question. Keel, p. 198; Spencer, p. 138 also interpret the question in this way. 
1302 Hess, p. 179. 
1303 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 202. 
1304 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 202; Walsh, p. 65. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 203 observes that the 
third-person use of language emphasises that he is not there. 
1305 Luter, 5:9; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 152; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 69; Exum, Song of 
Songs, p. 202; Hess, p. 180; Walsh, p. 65. 
1306 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 153; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 69; 
1307 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 68 notes that the rare passages that do tend to focus upon a 
man’s strength or military achievements. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 169; Fox, p. 142 also note 
the rarity having a male poetic description. 
1308 Exum, Song of Songs, pp. 202-203; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 153; Murphy, The Song of 
Songs, p. 166; Spencer, p. 138. 
1309 Longman, NICOT, p. 170 notes that this is a description of his body as a whole. Adom ‘ruddy’, 
is read here as a reference to being the colour of his skin, which could have the breadth to include 
‘brown’. See also Robert L. Alden, ‘ʾādēm’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament 
Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), I, p. 
262. 
1310 HALOT, p. 213; NIV; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 164. 
1311 Carr, The Song of Solomon, p. 153 notes the non-literal reading here. Exum, p. 203 suggests 
the contemporary idiom used here. 
1312 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 203. 
1313 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 203. 
1314 Carr, The Song of Solomon, p. 153 
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argument of the thesis. In summary this language of ‘aesthetic appreciation’ conveys her 

desire for him, even if he is not present.1315 Longman puts the description well as an 

‘extravagant’ desirous description of his body.1316 

 
Of particular potential significance is her reference (5:14) to his mēʿāy (translated as 

belly).1317 As DCH notes, the ‘exact anatomical reference [of mēʿāy is] often uncertain’.1318 

As she is describing the outside of his body in this passage as a whole, then his belly, as 

a visible place, is a sensible reading.1319 Referring to his belly as being like ivory in some 

way is plausible.1320 Such a reading would imply that she imagines him naked, or at least 

half-naked.1321 However, there is a possibility, and this suggestion is used with caution, 

that the reference to mēʿāy is an allusion to his genitals.1322 This is based upon the 

reference to ivory, being like a tusk (with its potential erotic connotations), and being 

covered with sapphires, emphasising its significance.1323 This reading is also supportable 

by the way that the noun refers to genitals elsewhere in the HS, including potentially in the 

reference to the FP’s genitals in 5:41324. As the Song is such an erotic text, and the context 

of this passage is one in which the FP is desirously lovesick for her lover, such an allusion 

fits the context.1325  

 
After reaching the bottom of his body, she returns to his mouth (v. 16), a place with a 

special fascination for her.1326 Ḥikkô refers to the mouth, especially the inside of the 

mouth (the palate).1327 And mamĕtaqqîm refers to its sweetness.1328 Mtqtm in Ugaritic is 

used to describe the ‘sweetness of lips when kissed’ which is the main emphasis of what 

 
1315 Longman, NICOT, p. 173 says that ‘her vision is the vision of love’. Pope, p. 547 notes the way 
that the male lover’s ‘sexual appeal’ is portrayed in this section; Walsh, p. 65. 
1316 Longman, NICOT, p. 174. There is an argument of some scholars (e.g., Landy, p. 13) that the 
ML is portrayed as a god. However, it is not necessary to read the imagery this way, but simply as 
a dramatic portrayal of the FP’s poetic perception of the ML. 
1317 DCH, Vol. 5, p. 382. 
1318 DCH. Vol. 5, p. 382. 
1319 This is, instead of reading it as referring to internal organs. DCH, Vol. 5, p. 382 notes that the 
use of the translation ‘belly’ is based upon looking at the male lover ‘externally’; Davidson, p. 599; 
Garrett, p. 222. 
1320 Longman, NICOT, p. 173. 
1321 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 72; Spencer, p. 143. 
1322 Davidson, p. 599; Longman, NICOT, p. 173 notes that he is ‘being more adventurous than 
usual in ... [his] translation and interpretation’; Goulder, p. 6. 
1323 5:14cd. Longman, NICOT, p. 173; Goulder, p. 6. 
1324 Longman, NICOT, p. 173; Garrett, p. 382; DCH, Vol. 5, p. 382; C.f. Genesis 15:4; 25:23; 2 
Samuel 7:12. These examples demonstrate the way that the nouns refer to both female and male 
genitals. 
1325 Longman, NICOT, p. 173. 
1326 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 209. 
1327 Pope, p. 549; Hess, p. 165; Longman, NICOT, p. 174; ESV and NIV both translate as mouth. 
1328 DCH, Vol. 5, p. 336; BDB, p. 609. The plural ‘sweetness’ is likely to be an example of an 
intensive plural, as asserted by Waltke and O’Connor, p.122. 
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is being expressed here.1329 As Longman notes, ‘her comments anticipate a deep 

kiss’.1330 The audience (including the DoJ) know already about the kisses that come from 

his mouth (1:2) and her perception about the desirability of his lovemaking attached to 

them.1331 His lips are at this point ‘the most sensuous part of the male’s body that is 

described. [This is the place where] the lovemaking would begin’.1332 As he is not present, 

this is not possible, but the image is one with all its desirous connotations.1333  

 
Having reached this especially sensuous part of her description, the FP says that  

kūlōw maḥămaddîm (he is altogether desirable).1334 Talley notes that all nominatives of 

ḥmd refer to ‘outward appearance’, which can emphasise both ‘attractiveness’ and 

‘value’.1335 The description she has painted stresses his attractiveness and 

incomprehensible value amongst men.1336 He is, as a whole, an extremely desirable 

object. He is altogether desirable, ‘every bit of him’.1337 

 
And yet the FP makes this comment describing the whole of her ML in the context of 

returning to his mouth. As the locus of the start of lovemaking, it is no surprise that she 

should express his total desirability within this context. As he is totally desirable, 

desirability includes his sexual desirability, bearing in mind that she describes him from 

her erotic imagination his (naked) body from top to bottom, including perhaps his genitals, 

followed by his mouth (and kisses).1338 The FP passionately answers the question of the 

DoJ, about why he is so special. 

 
1329 Pope, p. 549 and Hess, p. 165 refer to the Ugaritic reference. BDB, p.609; Keel, p. 206; Luter, 
5:16; Exum, p. 209. 
1330 Longman, NICOT, p. 175. Fredericks and Estes, p. 376 suggests reading ḥikkô as referring to 
speech. However, matôq (sweet) has been previously used 2:3 to describe the sweetness of the 
taste of ML’s fruit (see Duguid, p. 133). It is consistent with the physicality (Exum, p. 209) of this 
description to see the reference to be one about taste. 
Later in the Song (7:9), the ML desires to experience the FP’s ḥikkē, described as being like the 
best wine, which goes over lips and teeth, where ḥikkē is read as kisses. Murphy, The Song of 
Songs, p. 183. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 209. See discussion in 11.3.2. 
1331 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 209. 
1332 Hess, p. 180; sensuality is here focused on taste. 
1333 Griffiths, p. 127 suggests the implication that desire of the ML is portrayed by focus on this part 
of the body, though, as his reading is based upon the LXX. 
1334 DCH, Vol. 5, p. 221 translates this literally as ‘all of him is desirable things, i.e., he is altogether 
desirable’. 
1335 David Talley, ‘Hamad’, in New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology and 
Exegesis (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), II, 167–69 (p. 168). 
1336 His value is emphasised by the imagery of gold (vv. 11, 14, 15) and jewels (v. 14 twice) used 
to describe him. Walsh, p. 65; Hess, p. 184. 
1337 Quote from CEB; Spencer, p. 139; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 202; Bergant, The Song of Songs, 
p. 73. 
1338 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 208 argues that this is an example of an ‘erotic look’ not a 
‘voyeuristic gaze’. As the lover is not present, this is not voyeuristic. 
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10.3.3 A Statement of Relationality (5:16cd) 

After describing the overwhelming desirability of the ML, the FP makes a declaration 

(5:16cd), using two demonstratives: ze dôdî wĕze rēʿî (this is my lover and this is my 

friend).1339 The use of ‘near demonstratives’ is unusual in the Song, and so their use here 

is perhaps suggestive that something to be noted is being said.1340 She calls him ‘my 

lover’, the main epithet that she uses for the ML throughout the song. But she also calls 

him ‘my friend’, being highly significant as the only time that FP calls him so. The use of 

this word comes as a real surprise for the first-time reader of the Song and so its particular 

contextual importance will be discussed more below.1341 

10.3.4 The Second Question and Response (6:1-3) 

Immediately following the statement of relationality, the DoJ respond (6:1) by asking a 

second question, expressing their wish to join in the search for him.1342 Since the earlier 

question (5:9) was asked by the DoJ to see how the ML is distinct from the FP’s 

perspective, the use of this second question probably portrays their willingness to be 

involved in the search, being convinced that he is the man for her.1343 However, their 

involvement is not necessary, since the FP now knows where her lover is. In coherence 

with the presence-absence motif of the Song, the ML dramatically is present again.1344 In 

a poetic sense it would be fair to say that ‘he was never really lost to her’, even though the 

text very much portrays his absence, and her experience of that (5:6-8) from his point of 

his turning and going in 5:61345. 

 
In telling the audience about his presence, the FP says that ‘he has gone down (yārad) to 

his garden’.1346 While this could refer to a literal garden, it is more likely to refer to the FP 

herself, in an erotic sense, as this imagery has been previously used.1347 Using other 

 
1339 The demonstratives can either be read as ‘such is my lover, such is my friend’ or as ‘this is my 
lover, this is my friend’. Abraham Mariaselvam, The Song of Songs and Ancient Tamil Love 
Poems: Poetry and Symbolism, Analecta Biblica, 118 (Rome: Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 
1988), p. 169; HALOT, p. 264. 
1340 Waltke and O’Connor, p. 307; zeh is only used in the Song elsewhere in 2:8, 9. Contra 
Mariaselvam, p. 264. 
1341 10.4.3. 
1342 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 158; Murphy, The Song of Songs, pp. 166-167. Cf. Garrett, p. 224; 
Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 73. 
1343 Spencer, p. 144 sees this question as a response to the female protagonist answering the 
implied question of 5:9, ‘what’s so special about your lover?’, and their acknowledgement that her 
description meets the mark. 
However, where Spencer and this thesis differ is the suggestion of Spencer that this question is 
simply ironic, emphasising that if he is so special, why did he leave? C.f. Bergant, p. 73. 
1344 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 74; Hess, p. 189; Longman, NICOT, p. 175. 
1345 Provan, p. 337; Duguid, p. 133; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 173; Fredericks and Estes, p. 
378; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 210; Hess, p. 190. 
1346 6:2. 
1347 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 159; Longman, NICOT, p. 175; Fredericks and Estes, p. 379; Exum, 
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previously used imagery, she says that he has gone to ‘the bed of bōśem (spices)’.1348 

Spices were the smell of the garden was that wafted by the winds (under the instruction of 

the FP) in 4:16, and they were what the ML plucked in the garden, in the portrayal of the 

erotic garden of lovemaking.1349 She also says that he has gone to feast (rĕʿôt) there, and 

to gather (lĕqōṭ) lilies.1350 Thus, ‘he partakes of the love of her body’.1351  

 
At this important moment, where the FP verbalises the ways that the recently absent ML 

now is with her meeting her desires, the section is ended by her use of the second refrain 

of mutual possession: ‘I am my lover’s, and my lover is mine’.1352 Several scholars 

observe the importance of the swapping around of the two clauses in the refrain of mutual 

possession, compared to its first use in 2:16.1353 The significance of this will be discussed 

more in the interpretation section. Finally, the passage closes with the same line used to 

end the refrain of mutual possession in 2:16.1354 

10.4 Interpretation 

10.4.1 Why Does the Female Protagonist adjure the Daughters of Jerusalem (5:8-9)? 

Why in 5:8 does the FP adjure the DoJ using a unique conditional adjuration? Maybe the 

adjuration simply expresses her desperation.1355 But while the DoJ are the FP’s 

companions, they do not personally gain anything by telling the ML that the FP is lovesick 

for him. Perhaps their help is a sign of their friendship with the FP. But the language of 

adjuration is strong language. Why does she use such strong language towards them 

here? 

 
It is worth noting here the vulnerability of the relationship at this point between the FP and 

the ML, because of the lack of synchronisation.1356 The ML has gone, and so the lovers 

being reunited is not certain. It is within this context of the vulnerability of their relationship 

that the FP adjures the DoJ. What also needs to be noted is that in 1:4 the DoJ are 

described as also desiring the ML.1357 The FP is not alone in desiring him. One possible 

way of reading this adjuration is as a means of reinforcing the nature of the relationships 

between the DoJ and the ML in a particular way. By adjuring them to tell the ML that the 

 
Song of Songs, p. 209; Hess, p. 190. 
1348 Bōśem has been used so far in 4:10; 14; 16; 5:1. It will be used in 8:14. 
1349 Spencer, p. 145; Hess, p. 190. 
1350 Rĕʿôt is used in 1:7, 1:8, 2:16, 4:5; 6:2. This is the only use of lĕqōṭ in the Song. 
1351 Hess, p. 190. 
1352 6:3. 
1353 Fredericks and Estes, p. 379; Davidson, p. 600; Duguid, p. 135; Luter, 6:3. 
1354 Hess, p. 191; Luter, 6:3. 
1355 Longman, NICOT, p. 169. 
1356 8.8.4. 
1357 6.4.4. 
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FP is lovesick for him, the DoJ are being required to be agents on behalf of the FP. As 

agents, the DoJ are not at liberty to be able to take advantage of any opportunity with the 

ML. 

 
What may be happening here is similar to the way that the FP uses the EI (1:4), as a 

means of making herself distinct from the DoJ.1358 By using the language of adjuration, 

the FP is reinforcing to the DoJ that the relationship of the Song is about her and her 

lover, not about them. Of course, the DoJ have seen the development of the relationship 

between the two principal characters. However, this is the first (and only time) that the 

DoJ are given an opportunity to be able to meet with the ML independently of the FP. The 

way that language is used in this passage by the FP portrays her overcoming an implicit 

threat from the DoJ.1359 Thus, by using an adjuration and making the DoJ her agents, the 

DoJ are not free to get any ideas of their own. 

10.4.2 The Key Question (5:9) as a Form of Reviewing and Discriminating 

The key question asked the DoJ to the FP is of central importance, as it challenges the FP 

to tell them why her lover is unique amongst lovers.1360 To put it another way, the FP is 

being asked to review her lover in light of the existence of other men, other lovers. Their 

question draws attention to the fact that there are other men ‘out there’.1361 This question 

may be hypothetical in that it may refer to the idea of the existence of other men. Or it 

could be read in a more concrete way, in that the FP is asked to compare with other 

lovers that she has had (or even has).1362 Either way, she is being asked to review her 

lover, to emphasise what is so special about him. And she is being asked to discriminate 

how other lovers (hypothetical or more concrete) are not as special as him. The question 

that the DoJ ask is a key question of reviewing and discriminating in her relationship with 

her lover.  

 
This is the first time in the Song that the FP has been challenged to review and 

discriminate. And at only one point previously does the FP make any form of comparison 

of her lover with other men. In 2:3 she compares him to an apple tree: ‘as an apple tree 

among the trees of the wood, so is my lover among young men’. The apple tree is known 

as a tree in the ANE context with erotic connotations, so this is likely to be an erotic 

metaphor, bearing in mind that the FP continues the metaphor by saying ‘with great 

 
1358 6.4.5. 
1359 Hess, pp. 185-186 interprets 5:16 in a way that the FP uses language to reinforce her position 
in reference to the DoJ. 
1360 5:9. Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 68. 
1361 Spencer, p. 138. 
1362 Reading that as her presently having other lovers seems unlikely, bearing in mind in 2:15 her 
for the daughters to catch the foxes (other men) that are around. 
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delight I sat in his shadow, and his fruit was sweet to my taste’.1363 But in 5:9’s context the 

ML is not there (and the reader does not know if he will return). The FP is asked to review 

and discriminate in this situation. The context in which she now reviews the ML is 

different.  

 
The context is different because the relationship has continued to develop, but it is also 

different because this reviewing happens in the context of her being lovesick after his 

disappearance. And it happens within the context of her experience of their lack of 

synchronisation.1364 The FP is being asked to review her lover, within the context of 

everything not being seemingly perfect with their relationship right now. His absence, and 

the situation, enables the DoJ to be able to ask this question of challenge. It might be 

considered an appropriate time for a review. 

 
Furthermore, there is one additional aspect about the DoJ’s key question that could be 

suggested, and that is that it could imply some freedom of the FP’s, that the ML does not 

have to be the man for her. In their questioning, the DoJ refer to the FP as ‘the most 

beautiful amongst women’, a positive description of her beauty. Spencer suggests that 

this phrase implies that such a desirable woman could have any man that she wanted.1365 

Spencer’s empowering reading turns conventions of men trying to gain more status by the 

desirability of their women on its head.1366 In the HS men used the beauty of women for 

their own gain. Abram (Genesis 12:11-13), tells Sarai (who is described as being yĕpat-

marʾe beautiful in appearance) not to tell the Egyptians that she is his wife, ‘so that it 

might go well with me, because of you’. The reason for Abram going to Egypt was 

because of a famine, and one reading of the text is that he persuaded Sarai to do this ‘for 

his own skin and financial gain, a beautiful woman being perceived as being a desirable 

commodity within a patriarchal culture.1367 However, Spencer is saying here that the FP is 

given the power of choice because of her desirability. From this reading, the FP is being 

led to consider ‘is she settling too fast?’ and ‘is this the best she can do?’.1368 

10.4.3 Contextual Significance of the Noun rēʿî (5:16) 

Numerous scholars observe the importance of the single use of the word rēʿî in 5:16.1369 

The significance of the ML’s regular use of the feminine equivalent of this word has been 

 
1363 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 97; Pope, p. 371. 
1364 8.8.4. 
1365 Spencer, p. 138; Hess, p. 179. 
1366 Spencer, p. 138. 
1367 Wenham, Genesis 1-15, p. 288; Westermann, p. 164. 
1368 Spencer, p. 138. 
1369 Duguid, p. 133; Hess, p. 188. Fredericks and Estes, p. 376; Davidson, p. 570; Luter, 5:16; S. 
Craig Glickman, Solomon’s Song of Love (West Monroe, LA: Howard, 2004), p. 102. 
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discussed above.1370 But her use of the word is unique and should be noted. And there 

are four other points that highlight its significance. 

 
Firstly, the only time that she refers to him as rēʿî is within this context of the ML being 

absent, alongside the ‘prospect of losing him’.1371 It takes separation for her to describe 

him in this way. Secondly, this noun for him is used immediately after the description of 

‘aesthetic appreciation’, in which she emphasises her desire for the ML. She stresses at 

the beginning of the description how he is outstanding. Then at the end of her description, 

she focuses on his delicious lips (the place of lovemaking) and that he is altogether 

desirable. Thus, not only is she verbalising what she desires about him, but she is also, in 

the process, desiring him. The statement affirming that he is her rēʿî comes out of that 

desiring context. Thirdly, she addresses the DoJ with her conditional adjuration to tell the 

ML that she is lovesick for him, and in doing so an implicit meaning of him being her dôdî 

and rēʿî is that he cannot be open to alternative offers.1372 Fourthly, by using the word that 

the ML uses for her, she is taking on his use of language, and by doing so shows a 

growing sense of mutuality.1373 Thus, the word rēʿî has important contextual significance. 

 
A range of meanings are potentially implied by this poetic description of the ML as rēʿî of 

the FP, many of which hold true at the same time. What can be implied by making this 

statement is her asserting something important about her relationship, but also potentially 

realising something about her lover. The whole passage of ‘aesthetic appreciation’ 

enables the FP to realise in her lovesickness and in his absence how outstanding and 

desirable her ML is. The use of rēʿî is an assertion of her realisation.1374 It is thus another 

key point in the development of the relationship with her lover. Duguid observes correctly 

that the potential of losing him means that she ‘truly discovers what he meant to her’.1375 It 

is a realisation (out of the context of desire) that she deeply wants to be with him.1376 

10.4.4 The Second Refrain of Mutual Possession (6:3) 

The passage ends with the second refrain of mutual possession.1377 What is highly 

significant here is that this second refrain is opposite in form to the previous one in 

 
1370 2.5.4. 
1371 Duguid, p. 133. 
1372 See discussion in 10.4.1. While Hess, p. 188 and Garrett, p. 224 read in a different way, their 
observation is similar in that it amounts to making her relationship with the lover distinct from the 
DoJ. 
1373 Fredericks and Estes, p. 376; Davidson, p. 570 marks this example of one lover ‘echoing’ the 
other. 
1374 Duguid, p. 133. 
1375 Duguid, p. 133. 
1376 Hess, p. 188; Luter, 5:16 put this differently, but with a similar interpretation in terms of the 
significance of the use of the word in that they see her asserting that she is his partner. 
1377 6:3. 
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2:16.1378 This subtle change in ordering at this point is potentially profound.1379 It may be 

a subtle difference, but it should not be played down.1380 Davidson is correct to argue that 

it demonstrates the continuing development of the sense of ‘developing security’ between 

the lovers.1381 To highlight the significance of this change in order, it is necessary to 

compare the context of the 2:16 refrain with the context of the 6:3 refrain.1382 The former 

refrain is ‘my lover is mine and I am his’, while in the latter refrain the clauses have been 

swapped around, so that the refrain is ‘I am my lover’s and he is mine’. In both cases, the 

line that follows is ‘he feasts among the lilies’.1383  

 
As discussed above the immediate context of the 2:16 refrain follows the imperative of 

2:15.1384 It was argued that a plausible reading is that the DoJ are being called to capture 

young men for themselves.1385 This came from the verbalised realisation that the FP had 

caught one.1386 And it was argued that the text portrays the FP giving the first refrain of 

mutual possession in light of the portrayal of her realisation.1387 She verbalises that ‘my 

lover is mine’ first there since she sees it that she has caught him. 

 
In comparison, in 6:3, the immediate context is very different. The refrain immediately 

follows the revelation (and realisation) that the lover is now back with her, after her having 

experienced his departure in 5:6, not knowing if he would return.1388 Thus, it comes out of 

the context of separation and being reunited.1389 It also comes out of the context of being 

lovesick for him, and her desire for his body verbalised through ‘aesthetic appreciation’.1390 

And it comes out of her verbalised realisation that he is her rēʿî.1391 It ultimately comes out 

of the conviction that he is the one for her. 

 
Furthermore, as mentioned above, the fact that he is there, in his garden, with all of the 

associated imagery associated with 6:2 indicates her realisation that he ‘was never really 

lost to her’.1392 Thus, this use of the refrain of mutual possession verbalises that 

 
1378 Fredericks and Estes, p. 379; Davidson, p. 600; Luter, 6:3, Duguid, p. 134; Spencer, p. 145. 
1379 Contra Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 379. Fredericks and Estes, p. 379; Luter, 6:3. 
1380 Fredericks and Estes, p 379; Luter, 6:3. 
1381 Davidson, p. 600. 
1382 7.4.2. 
1383 Hess, p. 190. 
1384 7.3.2. 
1385 Spencer, p. 53. 
1386 Spencer, p. 53. 
1387 7.4.2. 
1388 6:2. Garrett, p. 224 notes that she realises by his presence ‘how much he loves her’. 
1389 Longman, NICOT, p. 176. 
1390 5:8 expresses the lovesickness of the FP and 5:10-16 describes her aesthetic appreciation of 
his body. 
1391 10.4.3. 
1392 Provan, p. 337; Duguid, p. 133; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 173; Fredericks and Estes, pp. 
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realisation from the FP’s perspective that ‘I am my lover’s and my lover is mine’. From her 

realisation, she prioritises him, acknowledging that he wants her, and that she belongs to 

him, over her own desire for possession of him.1393 ‘She sees herself as belonging to’ him 

first.1394 This is not to say here that the FP has become any less strong, or any less 

wanting of him, by prioritising the ML before herself in this refrain. The refrain speaks of 

mutual possession after all, and the passage before demonstrates that she deeply 

sexually desires him. But this swapping around of the clauses indicates a development of 

the relationship gained through her experience. Her desire (and presumably her love) has 

developed. 

 
Also, the swapping around of the clauses in the refrain is not the only evidence that the 

relationship between the lovers has developed. The language of ownership has also 

developed in terms of the reference to the ML having gone down to ‘his garden’.1395 In the 

discussion surrounding the EIs in 4:16, the change in language between the FP referring 

to ‘my garden’ and ‘his garden’ was discussed.1396 Comparing this to 6:2, immediately 

before the refrain of mutual possession, the FP refers simply to ‘his garden’. There is no 

reference to ‘my garden’ from her perspective. This could just be because the garden 

imagery is used in a more general sense for the woman here, instead of specifically her 

vagina, as in 4:16-5:1. However, when this is seen alongside the use of the refrain of 

mutual possession in the next verse, it suggests that she wishes to prioritise him.  

 
Taken together, this change in language demonstrates part of portrayal of the way that the 

relationship has developed between the lovers. 

10.5 Chapter Conclusion 
This chapter has discussed the significance of the FP being asked by the DoJ to review 

her lover in his absence, and to convince them why he is the man for her, after he has left 

without any certainty of his return. She primarily reviews him in terms of describing his 

body using ‘aesthetic appreciation’, a language of desire, noting how he is outstanding to 

her. She realises through desire that though he is absent, he is the man for here. 

 
378-379; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 210; Hess, p. 190. 
1393 Spencer, p. 145; Fredericks and Estes, p. 379. 
1394 Luter, 6:3. 
1395 6:2. Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 74; Munro, p. 109 suggests reading this image in terms of 
the inaccessibility of 4:12, i.e., that the ML has ‘made himself inaccessible to her’. However, the 
first time that the FP refers to ‘his garden’ is in 4:16. Since 4:16 is the first usage of this language, 
how it is interpreted in 6:2 better relates to this than its use in 4:12. 
1396 9.4.3. 
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Chapter 11: A Unity in terms of Desire 

11.1 Introduction 
This chapter discusses a critical passage of text (7:1[EN]-8:4) in which the ML expresses 

his desire for the FP’s body and to which the FP responds. As the last passage in the 

Song which includes an extensive description of one of the lovers, there are key textual 

features that mark this passage as being unique, and in a sense, climatic. It demonstrates 

the extent to which the portrayal of the relationship between the lovers has developed in 

comparison with earlier passages. 

 
The discussion shows how both lovers use the EI in a distinct way, creating the 

impression of a sense of unity in terms of desire between them. This chapter also 

discusses the FP’s final use of the refrain of mutual possession, as a distinct one, 

including how it (and the passage more generally) demonstrates how the lovers have 

attained a deeper sense of unity and security in their relationship.  

 

11.2 Translation and passage context 

11.2.1 Translation (7:1[EN]-8:4) 

ML 
7:1a: How beautiful are your feet in sandals 

1b: noble daughter! 

1c: Your curved1397 thighs are like jewels 

1d: the work of a skilled artist. 

2a: Your vulva is a rounded1398 bowl, 

2b: may it never lack mixed wine!1399 

2c: Your belly is a heap of wheat 

2d: encircled with lilies. 

3a: Your breasts are like two fawns, 

3b: twins of a gazelle.1400 

4a: Your neck is like a tower of ivory. 

4b: Your eyes are pools in Heshbon, 

4c: by the gate of Bath-rabbim. 

 
1397 Ḥammûqê is hapax (Murphy, p. 182). DCH, Vol. 4, p. 299 and Hess, p. 211 translates as 
‘curved’. 
1398 Sahar has an article and is hapax. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 182. 
1399 Māzeg is hapax. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 182; DCH, Vol. 5, p. 206. 
1400 7:3ab is the same as 4:5, without the reference to ‘feasting’ among the lilies’. Murphy, The 
Song of Songs, p. 182. 
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4d: Your nose1401 is like a tower of Lebanon, 

4e: looking towards Damascus. 

5a: Your head crowns you like Carmel, 

5b: and your flowing locks1402 are like purple, 

5c: a king is held captive in the tresses.1403 

6a: How beautiful and pleasant you are, 

6b: O loved one, daughter of delights!1404 

7a: Your1405 very stature is like a palm tree, 

7b: and your breasts are like its clusters. 

8a: Methinks I will climb the palm tree, 

8b: and I will grasp its panicles.1406 

8c: Let your breasts be like the clusters of the grapevine! 

8d: and the scent of your breathe1407 be like apples! 

9a: And your kisses1408 like the best1409 wine 

 
FP 
9b: that flows1410 down for my lover smoothly,1411 

 
1401 ʾappēk is singular and so is read as nose. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 182. Cf. BDB, p. 60. 
1402 This is a unique usage of dallat. Dallâ is used to refer to a thrum in Isaiah 38:12; DCH, Vol. 2, 
p. 439. 
1403 Rĕhāṭîm is unique in its use in the HS and causes difficulties for translators, but here, as is 
common, it is translated as ‘tresses’. DCH, Vol. 7, p. 425. In Aramaic and Syriac the root rht means 
‘to run’ (Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 183; Pope, 190). And in Genesis 30:38, 41 rŏhāṭîm is used 
to refer to ‘water troughs’ (DCH, Vol. 7, p. 425). As Pope, p. 630, what seems to be being 
conveyed is a relationship with ‘the action of moving water’. For this translation see Murphy, The 
Song of Songs, p. 183; Longman, NICOT, p. 190; Duguid, p. 67; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 212; 
Pope, p. 630; NRSV; ESV. 
1404 Bat taʿănûgîm is read as ‘daughter of delights’ since other uses portray ‘construct 
relationship[s]’. Pope, p. 632; Hess, p. 219; Duguid, p. 67. Cf. Micah 1:16; 2:9; Ecclesiastes 2:8. A 
very simple emendation is required from battaʿănûgîm to bat taʿănûgîm 
1405 Zōʾt qômātēk literally translates as ‘this your ‘stature’. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 183. 
1406 Sansinnâ (panicles) is hapax (Pope, p. 635). A similar word, salsillôt is used in Jeremiah 6:9 to 
refer to the branches of the vine (Exum, Song of Songs, p. 238; Pope, p. 635). It here refers to the 
‘branching cluster of flowers, of the date palm’. DCH, Vol. 6, p. 173 
1407 ʾappē is read here as ‘breathe’ (Longman, NICOT, p. 198; NRSV; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 
238, Hess, p. 198). Though this cannot be attested from elsewhere, it makes the most contextual 
sense (Longman, p. 198). Usually, ʾap is used to refer to a nose or nostril (DCH, Vol. 1, p. 355), but 
as Longman, p. 198 observes, ‘“the ‘scent of your nose” makes no sense’. Treating the reading to 
refer generally to an aperture, such as the vulva seems unjustified (c.f. Pope, p. 636). 
1408 Ḥikkē (kisses) literally means palate, but is used in 5:16 as well to convey kisses (Murphy, The 
Song of Songs, p. 183; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 177). 
1409 Kĕyên haṭṭôb is read in the superlative sense. Pope, p. 639; GKC, §133h, p. 431; Carr, The 
Song of Solomon, p. 177. C.f. Song 1:2. 
1410 Hôlēk is literally ‘to walk’, but conveys movement. 
1411 Smoothly is a possible reading from Proverbs 23:31. See DCH, Vol. 5, p. 264 and Murphy, p. 
183. 
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9c: gliding1412 over my lips and my teeth.1413 

10a: I am my lover’s 

10b: and his desire is for me. 

11a: Come, my lover! 

11b: Let us go out into the countryside! 

11c: Let us spend the night among the henna bushes!1414 

12a: Let us go out early to the vineyards! 

12b: Let us see if the vines have budded! 

12c: If the grape blossoms have opened, 

12d: and if the pomegranates are in bloom, 

12e: there I will make love to you. 

13a: The love fruits1415 give out their fragrance, 

13b: and over our openings are all choice fruits, 

13c: new as well as old, 

13d: which I have saved for you, my lover. 

8:1a: If only you were like a brother to me, 

1b: who nursed me at my mother’s breasts! 

1c: If I met you in public I would kiss you, 

1d: and no one would despise me. 

2a: I would lead you and take you 

2b: to my mother’s house, 

2c: into the chamber of the one who bore me.1416 

2d: I would give you spiced wine to drink, 

 
1412 Dôbēb (gliding) is hapax. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 183; BDB, p.179. 
1413 MT reads śiptê yĕsnîm, which literally translates as ‘the lips of sleepers’ (Murphy, The Song of 
Songs, p. 184; Hess, p. 223). Emendation to ‘my lips and my teeth’ requires only a consonantal 
change from a y to w in front of snîm, and treating the m as enclitic. Longman, NICOT, p. 191; 
Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 184; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 210; Pope, p. 641 also use this 
standard emendation. 
1414 Kōper can be read as ‘henna bushes’ or ‘villages. The other use in the Song (1:14, 4:13) refers 
to ‘henna’, so this is the reading being used here (Fredericks and Estes, p. 399; Exum, Song of 
Songs, p. 241; NEB, Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 180).  
Furthermore, this reading makes the most sense of the plural noun. Bergant, The Song of Songs, 
p. 91 notes that ‘the reference to ‘villages’, by its plural nature, is less contextually likely than henna 
bushes.  
Also, Duguid, p. 148 and Exum, Song of Songs, p. 240 observe that there would be little privacy in 
villages, in comparison with henna bushes in the open countryside. 
1415 HALOT, p. 215; Hess, p. 227 translate dûdaʾîm as love fruits. This observes its similarity with 
dôdî; see discussion in 2.5.3. 
1416 This line is not in the MT, but is supported by the versions, and numerous commentators 
(Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 184; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 247; NRSV). It is supported by its 
use in 3:4 (Exum, Song of Songs. p. 247, Pope, 658). Furthermore, the MT also strangely uses the 
verb tĕlammĕdnî (of root lmd, to teach me). This is likely to be evidence of the missing line, and 
emendation of it by removing the m reads tld (to bear). Pope, p. 658; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 247. 
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2e: the wine of my pomegranates.1417 

3a: His left hand is under my head, 

3d: and his right hand embraces me!1418 

4a: I adjure you, O Daughters of Jerusalem, 

4b: Do not1419 incite or excite love 

4c: until it is ready! 

11.2.2 Form, Structure and Setting 

The passage of the Song (7:1[EN]-8:4) being discussed is part of a larger section.1420The 

ending of this passage is recognised by the final adjuration passage, addressing the 

DoJ.1421 

 

In the passage the language of ‘aesthetic appreciation’ is used by the ML (7:1-5), 

describing the FP from her feet to her head.1422 The description of her body then develops 

into him using EIs to express his intention for sexual contact with her. She answers him, 

using the EIs to invite him to have his desires met. 

 
The passage under discussion follows another description of the FP by the ML (6:4-9), 

though there is a particularly strange section (6:10-12), immediately preceding, of 

something being portrayed in a ‘nut orchard’.1423 There is fairly universal agreement by 

commentators on the confusion that v. 12 causes.1424 As Longman observes,  

 

no one can speak with much certainty about its rendition or is interpretation. The most 
definite point we can make about this verse is that it expresses strong passion, most likely 
of the woman for the man. Her passion has so overwhelmed her that she is “caught up” 
and discovers herself transported into the man’s chariot.1425 

 

 
1417 Rimmōnî (pomegranate) is singular in the MT and is preserved as such, in contrast to the 
versions (Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 184; Pope, p. 659). The possessive suffix is here applied 
to the pomegranate (Pope, p. 659). 
1418 This is read as an indicative. 
1419 The usual adjuration formula (ʾim-taʿîrû wĕʾim) is replaced with the negative ma-ttāʿîrû ûma 
(Pope, p. 661; Longman, NICOT, p. 206, C.f. GKC, §137b, p. 443). 
1420 6:4-8:4. Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 74; Hess, p. 193 similarly see this section as being 
part of a larger section. 
1421 8:4. The use of the adjuration of a usual ending is implied by readings such as Murphy, The 
Song of Songs, p. 180; Hess, p. 199. 
1422 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 215. 
1423 The description of what happens in the ‘nut orchard’ includes the DoJ’s use of four imperatives 
(šûbî (return)) and a cohortative (neḥĕze (we may look)) in which they address the FP. 
1424 Longman, NICOT, p. 185 provides a detailed discussion of the problems. 
1425 Longman, NICOT, p. 187. 
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The main point to be made here is that a high level of the portrayal of desire of the FP 

provides the setting for the ML’s response in 7:1. The passage being discussed includes 

the ML’s most explicit erotic description of the FP‘s body so far.1426 

11.2.3 Overview of the use of the Erotic Imperative in this Passage. 

This large section (7:1-8:4) of the Song where the ML is the main speaker has a large 

number (nine) of EIs, but significantly eight of these centre around the final refrain of 

mutual possession (7:10). This can be observed both in the table and dot plot in the 

appendices.1427 The dot plot also shows a singular use of the EI (7:2) in the form of a 

cohortative ʾal-yeḥsar (may it never lack), a negative use of the EI in the passage, found 

within the context of the description of aesthetic appreciation (7:1-5).1428 

 
Then, to return to the cluster, just before the final refrain of mutual possession, the 

intention of the ML is expressed by two cohortatives (EIs of sensual experience) and a 

jussive (an EI of simile): 7:8 ʾeʿĕle (I will climb); 7:8 ʾōhăzâ (I will grasp); 7:8 yihĕyû (let … 

be).  

 
Next, in 7:9b the FP interrupts the ML, and shortly after makes the third refrain of mutual 

possession. Then the FP responds to the refrain with five uses of the EI in close 

succession, the first being an imperative and the other four being cohortatives: lĕkâ 

(come), nēṣēʾ (let us go), nālînâ (spend the night), naškîmāh (let us go out) and nirʾe (let 

us see). The first two are examples of EIs of movement, the third is an EI calling to stay, 

the fourth is another example of the EI of movement, and the final is an EI calling for the 

use of sight. 

11.3 Commentary 

11.3.1 ‘Aesthetic Appreciation’ of the FP and an Erotic Imperative of Intention (7:1-
6) 

In 7:1-6 the ML describes the FP from her feet to her head.1429 He describes her, 

addressing her directly, using the language of ‘aesthetic appreciation’.1430 He starts with 

her feet (7:1a), describing them as yāpû (beautiful), the same word that he will use to 

describe her in 7:6a, and that he has used to describe her lovemaking 4:10.1431 He says 

 
1426 Fredericks and Estes, p. 393. This is implied for 7:8-9 by Karl Budde, Das Hohelied, Kurzer 
Hand-Kommentar Zum Alten Testament (Freiburg im Breisgau: Mohr, 1898), XVII (p. 39); Walsh, p. 
124 makes a similar comment about the breast imagery. 
1427 Appendices 1 and 2. 
1428 Appendix 1. 
1429 Luter, 4:1, chart 19. 
1430 Walsh, p. 66. 
1431 DCH, Vol. 4, p. 250. Interestingly, it is only the ML who uses this word to describe some aspect 
of the FP, as she does not use this word for him. 
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too that her feet are in sandals, and that she is a noble daughter.1432 As the description of 

the FP’s body develops, it becomes clearer that this seems to be the only clothes that she 

is wearing.1433 

 
Having described her feet, and her thighs (7:1c) the ML uses a metaphor for her šārrē 

(7:2a), which he says is a ʾaggan hassahar (rounded bowl), and for which there is good 

reason to read as a euphemism for her vulva.1434 The noun is used in Ezekiel 16:4 to refer 

to an ‘umbilical cord’.1435 And it is used in Proverbs 3:8 to refer to a navel.1436 As the 

reference to šārrē is above her thighs and is before a description of her beṭen (7:2c belly), 

this would include both the navel and her genital area.1437 This strongly suggests that it 

refers to the vulva, and this is supported by the way an EI is used in reference to it. 

 
In 7:2b the ML uses a jussive of the root ḥsr, meaning something lacking.1438 The verb 

also has the particle ʾal, which may be read as meaning ‘emphatic negation’, in the sense 

of it representing something that the speaker wishes should never x.1439 The jussive is 

used to refer to māzeg (mixed wine) as object.1440 Thus, the imagery is of a bowl that is 

full of (or can be filled up with) mixed precious liquid.1441 By using a jussive the ML is 

expressing his want, his wish that the FP’s rounded bowl would ‘never lack mixed 

wine’.1442 Reading šārrē as vulva makes sense in this context, since ‘navels are not 

notable for their capacity to store or dispense liquid’.1443  

 
In further support of this imagery, it is probable that ‘mixed-wine’ refers in this case to 

bodily fluids.1444 It thus may be that the mixing of them alludes to the mingling of this 

 
1432 The reference to her being like a batnādîb (noble daughter) is an example of the royal fiction 
that permeates the Song (Murphy, The Song of Songs, pp. 178, 181). 
1433 Duguid, p. 143; Spencer, p. 180. 
1434 Carr, The Song of Solomon, p. 171; Pope, p. 617; Davidson, p. 599; Longman, p. 194; Exum, 
Song of Songs, p. 233; Goulder, p. 56. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 182 alludes to the erotic 
meaning, though constructs his argument in a different way. 
1435 DCH, Vol. 8, p. 599; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 233. 
1436 DCH, Vol. 8, p. 599, unless an emendation is used to read it as ‘flesh’. Cf. NRSV; Exum, Song 
of Songs, p. 233. 
1437 Davidson, p. 599 n. 205; Pope, p. 617; Goulder, p. 56. 
1438 DCH, Vol. 3, p. 284. It is read as a jussive, rather an imperfect, and commentators who read as 
a jussive include Goulder, p. 56; Duguid, p. 66; Pope, p. 593; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 212; Bloch 
and Bloch, p. 201; Keel, p. 234. 
1439 Pope, p. 619 takes this as ‘emphatic negation’ and this is also found in NRSV, NIV and ESV. 
Keel, p. 230 also translates in this way. 
1440 DCH, Vol. 3, p. 284. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 182 points out that mixed is supported by 
Isaiah 19:14 and Psalm 102:10. 
1441 Pope, p. 619. 
1442 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 233. 
1443 Pope, p. 617; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 233; Longman, NICOT, p. 194. 
1444 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 233. 
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liquid, hence through lovemaking.1445 Taken altogether, the metaphor attached to this EI 

is strongly sexually suggestive. The ML expresses his wish that the FP’s vulva would 

never lack the mixing of liquids of lovemaking. It is a wish, expressing a desire, that he 

could potentially meet in the act of lovemaking.1446 Furthermore, if the particle al is of a 

form of emphatic negation, what is being called for is for her vulva never to be lacking with 

mixed wines. Perhaps it should be read as a wish that he wants her to be continually 

‘topped up’. If this is the case, then this use of the EI could also be the first EI in effect 

calling for some sense of permanency, in the form of this desire for a repeated action.  

 
Next, the ML describes the FP’s belly as a heap of wheat, which many commentators 

interpret as referring to ‘both shape and colour’.1447 It is possible it refers to fertility, but 

this is not an emphasis found in the Song elsewhere.1448 The description of the belly is 

further complexed by the reference to the wheat being ‘encircled by lilies’. One common 

observation is the way that piles of wheat were protected in the ANE world by hedges of 

thorns.1449 Thus, this image may allude to the exchange of thorns with lilies.1450 This 

interpretation to what the image may refer still allows a potential variety of interpretations. 

One appropriate suggestion is that it could refer to the previous references that the ML 

feasts among the lilies, meaning that the ML has access to her body, as he is not 

prevented by thorns.1451 Bearing in mind that the FP is being described in the presence of 

the ML, this is a fitting reading, since she is open to him, and which he aesthetically 

appreciates. 

 

In the next line (7:3a), the FP’s breasts are described as being ‘like two fawns, twins of a 

gazelle’.1452 It is an image of her breasts that have ongoing significance for the ML.1453 

This is followed by a reference (7:4a) to her ‘neck is like an ivory tower’. This may refer to 

its length as a beautiful thing, but the imagery might also refer to its ‘colo[u]r and 

 
1445 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 234; Goulder, p. 56. 
1446 Goulder, p. 56 implies this in his commentary. 
1447 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 234. Duguid, p. 144; Fredericks and Estes, p. 394; Keel, p. 235; Carr, 
The Song of Solomon, p. 172. 
1448 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 234. 
1449 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 234; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 84; Fox, p. 159. 
1450 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 234. 
1451 Previous references to lilies are 2:16, 6:2-3. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 234; Bergant, The Song 
of Songs, p. 84; Fox, p. 159. 
1452 They are also described like in in 4:5. The difference between this verse and 4:5 is that in 4:5 
there is an additional reference to the gazelles ‘grazing among the lilies’. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 
234. 
1453 Hess, p. 215. 
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smoothness’.1454 Or alternatively, it may refer to its preciousness, ivory being a valuable 

commodity.1455 

 
The next few images (7:4b-c) are not of great importance to the overall argument of this 

thesis, and so will not be discussed in much detail. The main point is that they continue to 

emphasise the beauty of the FP from the ML’s perspective, verbalising through ‘aesthetic 

appreciation’ of his desire for her. The ML refers to her eyes, a ‘captivating’ feature for 

both lovers.1456 The next image is an unusual comparison, as the ML likens the FP’s nose 

to ‘a tower of Lebanon overlooking Damascus’.1457 Some scholars suggest that this is a 

strange comparison to make.1458 But this does not account for different cultural 

perceptions of attractiveness.1459 Nor that ‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder’.1460 By 

saying it, it is something that the ML finds attractive and something that he desires.1461 

 
In the next image (7:5a), the FP is directly addressed, being told that ‘your head crowns 

you like Carmel’. Carmel is a prominent mountain that really stands out in its context, and 

was covered in trees and vegetation.1462 Then her hair is described as argaman, which 

can mean from ‘violet to deep blue-black’.1463 Her flowing hair becomes a highly 

significant image in the next line (7:5c), being an example of the expression of ‘the 

physical impact of yearning’, verbalising the affect that she has on him.1464 The language 

changes here from a description simply of her body to a description of how it affects the 

man.1465 He says that a ‘king is held captive in the tresses’, being another example of the 

king fiction of the Song.1466 Rĕhātîm is generally understood as a reference to her hair, 

suggesting that the ML is ‘held captive’ (and seduced) by its beauty.1467 The beauty of a 

 
1454 Exum, p. 234. 
1455 Exum, Songs of Songs, p. 234; Fredericks and Estes, p. 395; Longman, NICOT, p. 195. 
1456 7:4b. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 235; 1:15-17; 4:1, 9; 5:12; 6:5. 
1457 7:4d. DCH, Vol. 1, p. 355. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 183 notes that as appe is singular, it 
should be read as nose, not face. 
1458 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 86 observes that modern readers might find this a strange 
comparison; Fiona Black, ‘Beauty or the Beast? The Grotesque Body in the Song of Songs’, 
Biblical Interpretation, 8.3 (2000), 302–23 (p.311) is an example of one scholar who reads in a very 
literal way. 
1459 Fredericks and Estes, p. 395. 
1460 Spencer, pp. 169, 171. 
1461 Longman, NICOT, p. 196. 
1462 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 87; Longman, NICOT, p. 196; Fredericks and Estes, p. 395. 
1463 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 87. 
1464 5.3. 
1465 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 88. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 187 notes the different 
form this takes, as a ‘personal note’ from the speaker; Duguid, p. 146; Fredericks and Estes, p. 
395; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 237; Hess, p. 218. 
1466 Spencer, p. 184; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p.88; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 174; Longman, 
p. 196 notes the ‘royal imagery’. 
1467 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 88. See also Longman, NICOT, p. 196; Hess, p. 218 all 
specific comment on the hair as tresses. 
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women’s hair is often described in love poetry, demonstrating its power to captivate.1468 

As Estes puts it, ‘her love and beauty have a powerful control over him, but he considers 

this a good and desirable predicament into which to fall’.1469 Her hair is different from the 

description of her body so far, as it has the subjective power to ‘pursue and trap the 

man’.1470 

 
Building upon the experience of the ML describing how he is affected by the FP in terms 

of desire, in the next line (7:6a), the ML makes a statement almost identical to 7:11471. 

Throughout the Song, the ML has referred to the FP as ‘beautiful’.1472 Here there is a 

difference though, since from a first-time reader’s perspective this is the first time that a 

second person feminine singular verb form is used.1473 This makes it particularly stand 

out, bringing attention to the reader that something different is being portrayed here. It has 

the effect of ‘as though to emphasise at last that the FP herself is beautiful’.1474 By who 

she is, from his perspective, she is beautiful. It is a climatic use in its own way, and this is 

supported by that this is the final time that any form of the root yph is used in the Song.1475  

 
This climatic use of yāpît is also found in parallel with nāʿamt (pleasant), which is the only 

time that this word is used in the Song.1476 Meier suggests that the use in this verse refers 

to the FP being pleasant in terms of sight from the perspective of the viewer.1477 A similar 

form, nōʿam is used to describe the ‘beauty of the Lord’ in Psalm 27:41478. Moreover, this 

single use in parallel with the single use of the second person verbal form of yph makes 

 
1468 Hess, p. 218 and Fox, p. 73 note the way that hair is described as ensnaring in Egyptian love 
poetry. 
1469 Fredericks and Estes, p. 395. 
1470 Hess, p. 218. 
1471 Hess, p. 219. In 7:1a he says ma-yyāpû (third person plural), when in 7:6 he says ma-yyapît 
(second person feminine singular). 
1472 1:8 (feminine singular adjective); 1:15 (twice: both feminine singular adjectives); 2:10 (feminine 
singular noun); 2:13 (feminine singular noun); 4:1 (twice: both feminine singular adjectives); 4:7 
(feminine singular adjectives); 4:10 (feminine third person verb, describing the lovemaking of the 
FP); 6:4 (feminine singular adjective); 6:10 (feminine singular adjective); 7:1 (third person 
masculine verb, describing feet). The DoJ address the FP using this word in 5:9 (feminine singular 
adjective) and 6:1 (feminine singular adjective). The FP uses this word in 1:16 (masculine singular 
adjective). 
1473 Hess, p. 219; Longman, NICOT, p. 197. 
1474 Hess, p. 219. 
1475 Hess, p. 219. 
1476 DCH, Vol. 5, p. 705 lists uses as ‘pleasant, delightful, lovely’. BDB, p. 653. 
1477 Samuel A. Meier, ‘nāʿem’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), III, 121–23 (p. 121) 
also notes that this verb is used in other ways to refer to other senses. 
1478 Hess, p. 219; BDB, p. 653. 
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this a significant description.1479 It recognises the unique beauty of the FP from the ML’s 

perspective, a beauty that by using these words, he recognises is only found in her.1480 

 
Furthermore, this verse is also significant because immediately following the FP’s 

description as yāpît and nāʿamt, the ML uses the feminine singular noun ʾahăbâ. This is 

the first and only time that the ML uses the feminine singular noun in the Song.1481 It 

follows that in the context of referring to the FP, this use of the noun is of particular 

significance. Conventionally, the noun is used to refer to love/desire itself, and so some 

commentators choose to read it in this way.1482 But here it is seen in the vocative 

sense.1483 Reading as a vocative emphasises that she is the one who is the cause of his 

experience of ʾahăbâ.1484 This marks her out as singly as his love.1485 Such a reading is 

consistent with the exceptionalness of this verse as a whole. 

 
Lastly, 7:6 is completed by the vocative (7:6b) bat taʿănûgîm (daughter with delights), as 

discussed above.1486 Keel suggests reading this as a vocative, understanding it as 

meaning ‘a woman who provides all delights and pleasures of love’.1487 Such a reading is 

based upon the ML’s perceptions, gained through experience. He knows that she can 

bring him delights beyond compare, and here he tells her so. 

 
7:6 as a whole is a key verse in terms of its use of language. Estes is correct to observe 

that ‘many of the terms … [the ML] uses in this verse … have been used since the first 

chapter of the Song, but have become increasingly rich in their meaning as the 

relationship between the couple has progressed in intensity and erotic expression’.1488 

 
This commentary section has shown how the ‘aesthetic appreciation’ of the FP develops 

into ‘affective description’, showing the passionate development of the ML’s desire. From 

 
1479 Hess, p. 219. 
1480 Hess, p. 219. 
1481 Feminine singular nouns forms are used in 2:4, 2:5, 2:7; 3:5; 5:8, 7:6{EN]; 8:4; 8:6; 8:7. Here it 
is not read as a ‘personification of love’. For discussion, see Exum, p. 237. C.f. LXX, Vg. And 
Syriac. 
1482 Exum, p.237 does so, and she consequently translates this line ‘love with delights’. Bergant, 
The Song of Songs, p. 88; Carr, p. 175. 
1483 Hess, p. 218; Pope, p. 632; Fredericks and Estes, p. 391. 
1484 Exum, p. 237. Hess, p. 219 observes ‘she is his love’. 
1485 Hess, p. 219. 
1486 See notes of 11.2.1. Fredericks and Estes, p. 396; Keel, p. 242; Hess, p. 219 reads as a 
vocative. 
1487 Hess, p. 219; Keel, p. 242. Keel, p. 242 argues that a son or daughter of something is used in 
the HS ‘to express the relationship between a person and all kinds of things’, e.g. ‘A “son of 
rebellion” is a “rebellious man” (Numbers 17:10). Thus, it is possible to have a daughter of delights. 
1488 Fredericks and Estes, p. 395-396. 
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this, using distinct language that emphasises its importance, the ML uses language that 

marks out the distinctiveness of his relationship with her at this late stage in the Song. 

11.3.2 The Erotic Imperatives of Intention (7:7-9a)  

The significance of the next seven lines (7:7-9a) centres around the use of three EIs by 

the ML and the intensity of the passion being expressed. These lines should naturally be 

seen as being causatively linked with the description of the FP by the ML in the previous 

verses.1489 His appreciation of the FP provides the context (and reason) for the three uses 

of the EI that follow, in which he expresses his sexual intention.1490  

 

In 7:7a the ML introduces new imagery to describe the FP. He addresses her as qômot 

(stately), making a comparison with tāmār (a palm tree).1491 Readers might also make the 

link with women named Tamar in the HS, both of them being described as attractive and 

being found in ‘sexually explicit stories’.1492 The metaphor is extended in 7:7b, the ML 

saying that her šāday (breasts) are like ʾaškōlôt (clusters).1493 The context of her as a 

palm tree suggests that he is referring to the large date clusters that are found on date-

palms, and that are similar in appearance to breasts.1494 The date-palm comparison with 

beautiful women is also a well-established idea in the ANE context.1495  

 

The next line (7:8a) is fascinating as the text portrays the ML verbalising his personal 

sexual thoughts in the context of the imagery of her breasts. The text uses a verb of root 

ʾmr.1496 ʾmr is sometimes used in the context of thinking or verbalising a thought, and here 

seems to suggests the ‘intensity of passion’.1497 Seen in the light of the words that follow, 

 
1489 7:1-6. Longman, NICOT, p. 18; Fredericks and Estes, p. 396. Exum, p. 237 indirectly makes 
the causative connection between these sections. 
1490 Longman, NICOT, p. 188 directly comments on the link between 7:1-6 and the ‘desire for 
sexual union’. 
1491 DCH, Vol. 7, p. 236. Exum, p. 238 notes that this poetic imagery is clearly exaggeration. 
1492 Hess, p. 220; Larry L. Walker, ‘tāmār’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament 
Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), IV, 
308–9 (p. 308). C.f. the description of Judah’s daughter in law (Genesis 38:6-30) and David’s 
daughter (2 Samuel 13:1-22, 14:27). Walker, ‘tāmār’, p. 308 suggests that the female name Tamar 
has its roots in the ‘idea of be’[ing’] tall, statuesque’. 
1493 The word is generally used in reference to grapevines. Cf. e.g., Genesis 40:10; Numbers 
13:23. This has led some scholars to suggest that there is a change of imagery here to focus on 
grapes (see Eugene E. Carpenter, ‘ʾeškôl’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament 
Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), I, 551–
52 (p. 551), Pope, p. 634). However, the word can also be used to refer to other clusters of fruit C.f. 
Song 1:14. Keel, p. 242; Bloch and Bloch, p. 205. 
1494 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 89; Hess, p. 220; Keel, p. 242. 
1495 Keel, pp. 240-248; Hess, p. 220; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 238. 
1496 This verb has only been previously used in 2:10. Hess, p. 221. 
1497 For examples of verbalising a thought, see Genesis 20:11, Genesis 44:28, Exodus 2:14, Ruth 
4:4, 1 Samuel 20:4. Discussion in Pope, p. 635, Charles L. Feinberg, ‘ʾāmar’, in Theological 
Wordbook of the Old Testament, ed. by R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer, and Bruce Waltke 
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it draws attention to the fact that the ML is verbalising his desiring in this line. By 

expressing his sexual want aloud, presumably there is some intention that this would have 

an effect on the FP too. 

 

Next comes the first two EIs, the cohortative ʾeʿĕle (7:8a), emphasising the ML’s intention 

and desire to ‘climb’ the tāmār (palm tree), followed by (7:8b) the cohortative ʾōhăzâ 

(grasp), expressing their intention to grasp the sansinnâ (panicles).1498 The first EI 

conveys the climbing of the FP’s body, that is, ‘mounting her’.1499 The second portrays 

fantasising about the experience of holding the FP’s breasts.1500 Walsh observes ‘his 

expressed hope that her breasts be like grape clusters is the most direct [in comparison 

with other breast imagery] that he gets’.1501 Verbs of the root ʾḥz have been used in the 

Song so far in reference to catching the foxes, as well as the FP holding the ML after 

finding him in the first night-time passage.1502 As with these other uses in the Song ‘a 

certain vivacity or forcefulness is implied’.1503 Furthermore, the verb’s first-person use in 

3:4 reinforces the erotic connotation of this verb here, since in that passage the FP said 

that she held him until she had brought him to her mother’s chamber, the place of 

intimacy.1504 Now he is using the cohortative form of the verb with similarly ‘erotic goals in 

mind’.1505 

 

A third EI (7:8c) is then used, continuing to build up the sense of urgency and intention. 

This is a jussive yihĕyû with breasts (šādayik) as its subject (let your breasts be like).1506 

The emphatic use of nʾa here emphasises even more the desire of the ML.1507 

Importantly, the imagery changes here from comparing her breasts date-palm panicles to 

ʾeškĕlôt haggepen (clusters of the grapevine).1508 Numerous interpretations are given as 

 
(Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1999), pp. 54–55 (p. 54); Longman, NICOT, p. 190; Fredericks and 
Estes, p. 396; Bloch and Bloch, p. 205. The translation methinks has been adopted from Pope, p. 
635. While this is perhaps archaic language, it summarises well the verbalisation of the thought of 
the male lover. The quote is from Pope, p. 635. 
1498 As mentioned in the textual notes, sansinnâ is taken here to mean panicles of the date palm, 
which is consistent with the use of the imagery so far. See DCH, Vol. 6, p. 173. 
1499 Longman, NICOT, p. 197. 
1500 Hess, pp. 221-222; Walsh, pp. 122-123 Bloch and Bloch, p. 205 note that fantasising is taking 
place in this verse as a whole. 
1501 Walsh, p. 124. 
1502 2:15, 3:4. 
1503 Konkel, p. 354. 
1504 Hess, p. 221. 
1505 Hess, p. 221; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 238. 
1506 DCH, Vol. 2, p. 520. Out of its use in the Song, this is the only time that this particular verb is 
used as a volitional form. 
1507 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 177; Pope, p. 636. 
1508 DCH, Vol. 1, p. 414. 
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to the meaning of this change, and as it is metaphorical, many readings are possible.1509 

But the reference to grapevines means there is good reason to see this as being a 

reference to the sensual experience of taste.1510 Grapevines brings up the familiar and 

whole sensual experience of wine motif, which will be explicitly built upon in 7:9a.1511 

Thus, bringing up this motif suggests that the ML wishes her breasts, within the context of 

lovemaking, to taste like the clusters of the grapevine. 

 

Next in 7:8d, the ML continues to express his wish for the sensual experience of the FP in 

the next line, calling for ‘the scent of your breath to be like apples’.1512 Tappûḥîm (apples) 

are already known to the first-time reader as having an erotic significance.1513 By making 

reference to the smell of her breath as apples, the ML is drawing upon the imagery of 

desire of the FP and making it his own.1514 It is another example of the way that portrayal 

of the relationship between the lovers has developed to this point. 

 

In verse 9a, the ML uses the repeated image of yayin (wine) to describe the FP’s kisses 

(ḥikkē), focusing on the pleasurable and sensual experience of taste.1515 The lips and 

mouth are again a particular locus of desire.1516 It is after the FP refers to this especially 

sensuous part of the ML’s body in 5:16 that she refers to him as ‘altogether desirable’. 

Kisses will again be associated in this passage as being a culmination of desire, and 

deeply sensual. These lines as a whole are deeply sensual, demonstrating the extent to 

which the ML is intentionally seeking a sexually pleasurable encounter with the woman. 

11.3.3 An interruption of Unity (7:9b) 

7:9b is a fascinating line in the text, because of a dramatic change of speaker. 

Immediately after the ML introduces the comparison with the FPs kisses with the best 

wine (7:9a), the FP interrupts him, continuing his thought.1517 There is some debate 

 
1509 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 238 suggests that grape clusters are more accessible than date palm 
panicles. Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 177 suggests that it is the ‘delicate sweetness of the grape 
contrasted with the heavy sweetness of the date-honey’ that is the substance of this change in 
imagery. Longman, NICOT, p. 198 suggests that it is a wish that the woman be ‘well endowed’. 
1510 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 177; Hess, p. 221; Goulder, p. 57. 
1511 Hess, p. 222. 
1512 Exum, p. 238. 
1513 The ML is described as an apple tree in 2:3 and she calls to be sustained with tappûḥîm in 2:5 
when she is faint with love. Hess, p. 222, Longman, NICOT, p. 198. 
1514 Hess, p. 222. 
1515 References to wine are found in 1:2, 4, 2:4, 4:10, 5:1. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 239, 
Fredericks and Estes, p. 396 observe the sensual aspect. The ḥikkē of the ML have previously 
been described as sweet by the FP (5:16). 
1516 Spencer, p. 196. 
1517 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 90; Fox, p. 162; Hess, p. 223; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 
183; Fredericks and Estes, p. 392; Bloch and Bloch, p. 206; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 178; 
Spencer, p. 196 all affirm the interruption reading. 
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amongst scholars as to whether there is a change in the speaker here or later.1518 

However, as mentioned in the textual notes, only the FP can say lĕdôdî (addressing him 

by the epithet that she always uses for him), and so a change in speaker is faithful to the 

MT, and versions, and should be recognised here.1519 This is a strong textual reason to 

observe the change in the speaker, and in the context of the ML calling out his desires for 

the woman, her response perhaps comes as no surprise.1520 

 
It is, however, totally different in comparison with the dialogical way that the lovers have 

communicated in the Song till now.1521 But its unusualness is emblematic of its 

importance, and the importance of this passage in this late section of the Song. Fox is 

correct to observe that ‘his desire and hers are in such harmony that they can be uttered 

in a single sentence’.1522 Similarly, Estes observes ‘the sexual and psychological unity 

they are experiencing’.1523 Carr comments on the wonderful mutuality being expressed by 

the FP completing his words.1524 The interruption is a very important point in the portrayal 

of desire in this passage. The FP cannot hold back wanting to respond.1525 It is strong 

evidence as to how the desires of the lovers are combining in this passage to create 

perhaps the greatest sense of mutuality expressed so far in the Song. 

 
This unity in terms of the desire of the lovers is demonstrated by the theme of this line (the 

focus on sensual kisses) and how the two lovers are connected in a sense of desire 

based upon their mutual experience.1526 The FP continues the ML’s thought (7:9bc) by 

describing the action of ḥikkē that ‘goes down for my lover smoothly, gliding over my lips 

and my teeth’. The first-time reader knows well how much the FP has desired (and has 

appreciated) the kisses of the ML. In 1:2 she expresses her desire to be kissed by the ML. 

And as mentioned above, the FP has already been portrayed as knowing about ḥikkē 

(kisses) having previously commented specifically on the experience of the ML’s sweet ḥik 

in 5:16a.1527 The FP interrupts, verbalising her mutual experience of desire. It is a 

language that they both know and share. 

 

 
1518 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 239 judges a change here as being odd, since this interruption mid-
sentence does not happen elsewhere. See also Longman, NICOT, p. 191. 
1519 Contra Exum, Song of Songs, p. 239 lĕdôdî does not need to be seen as ‘an apocopated plural 
for lĕdôdîm’. Murphy, p. 187. 
1520 Spencer, p. 191. 
1521 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 239. C.f. 1:15-16; 2:1-3; 4:16. 
1522 Fox, p. 163. 
1523 Fredericks and Estes, p. 396. Luter, 7:10 supports this observation too. 
1524 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 132. 
1525 Duguid, p. 146. 
1526 Garrett, p. 245 observes that the activity is ‘equally delightful for both the man and the woman’. 
1527 In 5:16 his kisses are described as mamĕtaqqîm (sweet). 
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Furthermore, the unity between the lovers is also implied directly by the words describing 

the ‘oral intercourse’ taking place here.1528 The ML speaks of his perception of her smooth 

kisses, saying ‘your kisses are like the best wine’. The FP responds with that ‘goes down 

for my lover, gliding over my lips and my teeth’. He has to kiss her deeply to drink her 

‘wine-laced saliva’ that glides over her lips and teeth.1529 The interruption by the FP 

demonstrates the unity of this moment by corresponding with the fact that both are 

involved in the expression of this way of lovemaking. 

11.3.4 The Realisation of the Final Refrain of Mutual Possession (7:10) 

Having responded by interrupting the ML’s description of her kisses (7:9), and having then 

lusciously described her perception as to how her kisses are sensually enjoyed by him, 

the FP then utters the (7:10) the final refrain of mutual possession, which takes a different 

form from the previous two.1530 She is verbalised as saying ʾănî lĕdôdî wĕʿālay tĕšûqātô (I 

am my lover’s and his desire is for me).1531 In the first refrain of mutual possession, the 

ordering of the two clauses was ‘My lover is mine and I am his’.1532 10.4.4 then discussed 

how the FP swapped these clauses around in 6:3 (I am my lover’s and he is mine), 

demonstrating the way that the relationship has developed between the lovers.1533 This 

third (and final) refrain of mutual possession again verbalises how the relationship 

between the lovers has further developed.1534 

 
In the second clause, the FP verbalises that ‘his desire is for me’. Tĕšûqâ has caused 

difficulty for commentators. The only two other uses are in Genesis 3:16 (ʾelîšēk 

tĕšûqātēk: your desire shall be for your man), as well as Genesis 4:7 (ʾēlêkā tĕšûqātô: its 

desire is for you).1535 Both passages are complex and have a significant interpretive 

history.1536 However, if the context of Song 7:10 is primarily considered, its use in the MT 

 
1528 Spencer, p. 196. 
1529 Spencer, p. 196. 
1530 For a summary, see Spencer, p. 197. 
1531 The form is sufficiently similar to enable the first-time reader to make links with the previous 
refrains, and it thus should be considered to be a refrain of the same type. In particular, this is the 
case because the first clause of 6:3 is exactly the same in meaning as 7:10 (ʾănî lĕdôdî). 
1532 2:16. 
1533 Fredericks and Estes, p. 379; Davidson, p. 600; Luter, 6:3, Duguid, p. 134; Spencer, p. 145. 
1534 Davidson, p. 600; Glickman, A Song for Lovers, p. 87. 
1535 DCH, Vol. 8, p.684. 
1536 Genesis 4:7 has a range of textual corruptions with that it, that alongside its obscurity, make it 
extremely difficult to interpret. See Irvin A Busenitz, ‘Woman’s Desire for Man: Genesis 3:16 
Reconsidered’, Grace Theological Journal, 7.2 (1986), 203–12 (p. 209), Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 
pp. 104, 106. 
It should be noted that the reading of tĕšûqâ as sexual desire in Genesis 3:16 is well established 
amongst the scholarly community. For a comprehensive list of scholars, see Janson C Condren, 
‘Toward a Purge of The Battle of the Sexes and “Return” for the Original Meaning of Genesis 
3:16b’, Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, 60.2 (2017), 227–45 (p. 229). See also 
Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 90. 
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strongly indicates that it should be read as sexual desire.1537 There are two strong 

reasons for this. Firstly, ‘it is the woman’s body that is the domain of their love in this 

passage’.1538 Secondly, the EI is repeatedly used by the ML in 7:7-9a to verbalise his 

intention, his sexual want for her body.1539 Thus for these two reasons, it makes most 

contextual sense to read tĕšûqâ in Song 7:10 as referring to sexual desire.1540  

 
But how does the use of tĕšûqâ here relate to Genesis 3:16?1541 Jacobs provides this 

most helpful suggestion: 'She [the woman addressed in Genesis] will find her husband 

irresistible to the point of being dominated by, that longing desire (tĕšûqâ) for him. A 

similar desire is depicted between the lovers in Song 7:11[Hebrew].'1542 Jacobs is making 

an important observation here. By the FP stating that ‘his desire is for me’ (Song 

7:10[EN]), she is verbalising her recognition that her lover finds her similarly ‘irresistible’. 

The text verbalises a hugely important recognition for the FP.1543 The importance of 7:10 

lies in the verbalisation that ‘his desire is for me’. If there is significance to the way that 

7:10 is a reversal of Genesis 3:16, it is the FP’s realisation that this man desires her. 

 

11.3.5 The FP Responds by Means of the Erotic Imperative (7:11-13) 

The verbalisation that ‘his desire is for me’ (7:10b) should be seen as being directly linked 

to the two verses that follow.1544 In 7:11-12 the FP responds to the ML’s desire, 

expressing her own desire for him using the EI.1545 By the means of an initial imperative 

 
1537 Hess, p. 224; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 184; Davidson, pp. 73, 619; Bergant, The Song 
of Songs, p. 90 all explicitly name tĕšûqâ as being sexual desire. One of the reasons for this 
conclusion is the similarity between tĕšûqâ and the Arabic šāqa (Busenitz, p. 204) since šāqa can 
be used to mean sexual desire. 
1538 Garrett, p. 245. 11.3.1; 11.3.2; 11.3.3. 
1539 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 241 points out that ‘his desire for her is evident’, although the reason 
that she gives is different. 
1540 Contra A. A. Macintosh, ‘The Meaning of the Hebrew tšwqh’, Journal of Semitic Studies, LXI/2, 
Autumn 2016, p. 365, who has argued that it should be read as ‘concern, preoccupation and 
(single-minded) devotion’, based upon consideration of the three different uses (Genesis 3:16; 4:7 
and Song 7:10). However, the portrayal of desire here, alongside the way it has been portrayed in 
the Song till now, better suggests that it should here be read as sexual desire. 
1541 Some commentators observe the way that Yahweh’s address of the woman in Genesis 3:16 
(your desire shall be for your husband/man) is reversed, since it is the ML that here is described as 
desiring the FP. e.g., Keel, pp. 251-252; Bloch and Bloch, p. 207; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 
90; Davidson, pp. 576-577. 
1542 Mignon R. Jacobs, Gender, Power, and Persuasion: The Genesis Narratives and 
Contemporary Portraits (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), p. 68. 
1543 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 90 describes this verse as part of a sub-section of the Song 
that she entitles ‘Desire recognised’. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 241 notes that the FP 
‘acknowledges her lover’s desire for her’. 
1544 Commentators who explicitly make a link between these verses include Spencer, p. 198; 
Fredericks and Estes, p. 399; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 179; Robert W Jenson, Song of Songs 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), p. 79; Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, 
and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 244. 
1545 Spencer, p. 193 recognises the importance of the EI here. 
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verb, followed by four cohortatives, she insistently calls the ML to respond to her (and her 

desire).1546 The urgency portrayed by the repeated use of the EI here is stark. These 

verses build upon the vineyard imagery introduced by the ML in 7:8c.1547 Through this 

imagery, the erotic connotation of these verses is evident, since it is in this place that the 

FP tells the ML that ‘there I will make love to you’ (7:12e).1548 

 
She begins by calling him to lĕkā (come) using an imperative verb.1549 This was used 

previously in the springtime passage as part of the repeated call by the ML to encourage 

the FP to leave her dwelling and be accessible to him.1550 For the most part, this earlier 

passage portrays the inaccessibility of the FP.1551 Now, within very much a context of 

accessibility, the FP commands the ML to come.1552 This supports the argument of the 

way that unity between the lovers is observable at this point of the Song.1553 She calls him 

to come from her perspective of desire, following the words of the refrain of mutual 

possession, recognising the mutual desire between them.1554 This call to come is a call of 

unity in terms of desire. Hess makes this elucidating comment: ‘With this command, 

“Come, my lover,” she summarises the whole of her message and her heart, that the two 

be united in this journey and all journeys of life’.1555  

 
The cohortative verbs that follow continue to portray the volition of the FP.1556 She calls 

him to nēṣēʾ (let us go out), nālînâ (let us spend the night), naškîmāh (let us go early) and 

nirʾe (let us see).1557 Importantly, the four consecutive cohortative verbs are first person 

plural.1558 This is the only time (after the initial first person plural cohortative in 1:4) that 

the FP uses plural cohortatives, here using a string of them. A likely reason for this is the 

way that unity in desire is being created in this scene. The FP recognises that his desire is 

for her, and recognises her own desire. As she responds using EIs, so she uses 

cohortatives as a means of calling him to be with her, and to share the experience of what 

she calls him too. Fishbane accurately describes this section as ‘a charged evocation that 

 
1546 Hess, pp. 224-225; Spencer, p. 199. 
1547 Spencer, p. 199. 
1548 Hess, p. 226 translates in this way. 
1549 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 90. 
1550 2:10, 13; 7.3.1. Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 179 observes the resonances with 2:10-14. 
1551 Munro, p. 118. 
1552 Hess, p. 225; Munro, p. 118. 
1553 Hess, p. 225 makes a similar observation. 
1554 As mentioned above, Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 90 sees this as ‘desire realised’. 
1555 Hess, p. 225. 
1556 Hess, p. 224-225, Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 90 note the existence of four cohortatives. 
1557 BDB, p. 422; DCH, Vol. 4, p. 543; DCH, Vol. 8, p. 353; BDB, p. 906. 
1558 Spencer, p. 199; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 90. 
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initiates a series of verbs denoting shared activity’, and also as ‘a rapid-fire series of 

invitations for shared behaviour’.1559  

 
The first cohortative (7:11b) invites him into the śāde (open countryside).1560 Keel reads 

this as being an inclusive term in the Song, meaning ‘open countryside outside the 

settlements, whether cultivated land (gardens, vineyards) or wilderness’.1561 They are 

places portrayed in the HS as potentially where one could be alone with another, including 

around the matters of love.1562 They are far from the city walls with their watchmen.1563 

 
Next (7:11b), comes the second cohortative, inviting him to ‘spend the night’ among the 

‘henna blossoms’. Spend the night has the obvious erotic connotations.1564 The use of 

henna recalls the sensual fragrant garden imagery of 4:13.1565 Carr also observes how 

‘this shrub, which grows wild in Palestine, is covered in spring with fragrant whitish flowers 

growing in clusters like grapes’.1566 The imagery is indicative of a place of lovemaking.1567  

 
In the next line (7:11c) the FP invites him to ‘go out early’, having the desirous tone of 

‘eager expectation’.1568 The desired location is the vineyard, a double-entendre for both a 

literal vineyard as a place of lovemaking, and the woman’s body.1569  

 
This is then followed by the final cohortative (7:12a), ‘let us see’, being different from the 

previous three that were verbs that ‘invite[d] movement towards a place’.1570 This final 

cohortative is followed by three things to see if ‘the vines have budded’, if ‘the grapes 

blossoms have opened’, and if ‘the pomegranates are in bloom’.1571 The reason she gives 

for going to the vineyard is to ‘explore the progress of the vineyard’.1572 But this is a 

 
1559 Michael Fishbane, Song of Songs, JPS Bible Commentary (Lincoln, NE: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2015), p. 195; Spencer, p. 199. 
1560 Michael A. Grisanti, ‘śādeh/śāday’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology 
and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), III, 1217–19 (p. 
1217); Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 180; NIV. 
1561 Keel, p. 254; Spencer, p. 199; Fredericks and Estes, p. 400. 
1562 Spencer, p. 199; Keel, p. 254; Fredericks and Estes, p. 400. Jonathon and David (1 Samuel 
20:5-11), and Ruth and Boaz (3:1-18) were together in śāde. For a negative use of such a place, 
Cain met Abel there (Genesis 4:8). 
1563 Hess, p. 225. 
1564 Robert L. Hubbard, ‘lîn’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan), II, 796-797. (796); Bergant, 
The Song of Songs, p. 91; Longman, NICOT, p. 200. 
1565 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 180; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 241. 
1566 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 180. 
1567 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 91; Fredericks and Estes, p. 400. 
1568 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 180. 
1569 Hess, p. 226; Longman, p. 200. 
1570 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 91. 
1571 Longman, NICOT, p. 200. 
1572 Longman, NICOT, p. 201; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 91. 
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rhetorical device to build up the abundant imagery.1573 She imagines it as a place of 

fruitfulness, not dissimilar to the springtime imagery in 2:13.1574 The text then uses šām 

(there) as an emphatic to emphasise this place.1575 She then changes from first person 

plural to first person to singular, to emphasise from her perspective how ‘I will make love 

to you’.1576 In saying she is explicitly emphasising the place where his desires, the 

physical experience of lovemaking, will be met.1577  

 
The next verse (7:13) is best seen as linked to this idea of the previous verse, as it 

continues the plant imagery.1578 The mandrake was believed to be an aphrodisiac in the 

ANE world.1579 This was not required by the lovers, but simply adds to the ‘lore of love-

making’.1580 Their fragrance adds to the sensual experience and erotic connotation of the 

scene.1581 Exum suggests that ‘the mandrakes, in giving their fragrance for the lovers’ 

pleasure, mirror and participate in the woman’s gift of love’.1582  

 
7:13b makes reference to ‘choice fruit’ being over ‘our openings’.1583 This cannot refer to 

the door of a building, since this passage has described the outdoors.1584 The first-time 

reader of the Song has heard of the ‘beams of our house as cedars, our rafters are pine’ 

in 1:17, and so is familiar with the outdoor environment being described in this way, so it is 

plausible that this is how the imagery is being used here.1585 The important point is that a 

comprehensive selection of ‘all choice fruit’, meaning sexual pleasures, are available.1586 

The reference to ‘new as well as old’ is a merism indicative in some sense of the sexual 

experiences that the lovers have had so far, and the ones they are yet to have.1587 It 

supports the argument that the sexual nature of the relationship between the lovers is 

 
1573 Hess, p. 226. 
1574 Hess, p. 226, Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 91. 
1575 Spencer, p. 199. 
1576 Spencer, p. 200. 
1577 Spencer, p. 199; Hess, p. 227. 
1578 Longman, NICOT, p. 199; as Exum, Song of Songs, p. 241 notes, ‘henna, pomegranates and 
choice fruits all grow in the pleasure garden of 4:13’. 
1579 Longman, NICOT, p. 201; Spencer, p. 202.  
Longman, NICOT, p. 201; Duguid, p. 149; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 241 and Bergant, The Song of 
Songs, p. 91 note the similarity between the Hebrew word for mandrake (dûdaʾîm) is similar to 
dôdî, which may suggest the reason for its perception as an aphrodisiac, and its inclusion in the 
Song. 
1580 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 180. 
1581 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 91. 
1582 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 242; similarly, Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 91. Fredericks and 
Estes, p. 401. 
1583 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 242. 
1584 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 92. 
1585 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 92; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 242. 
1586 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 92; Fredericks and Estes, p. 401. 
1587 Fredericks and Estes, p. 401; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 92; Longman, NICOT, p. 202. 
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developed here, in comparison with earlier in the text.1588 It emphasises how the 

relationship is at a more developed stage more generally. 

11.3.6 The Final Adjuration Passage (8:1-8:4) 

These last verses in this section involve a change of location, but it continues to verbalise 

‘fervent yearning’.1589 8:1 portrays the way that the cultural world would not allow the 

public kissing of lovers, though this is something that she agonisingly wishes for.1590 Had 

he been a brother, and been relationally connected from birth, this would have been 

possible.1591 But as this is not, it cannot be so. From her perception, if she was to kiss 

him, people would yābûzû (despise) her.1592 The first-time reader perhaps remembers 

vividly the way she was attacked by the watchmen of the walls in 5:7, emphasising the 

risks of being potentially despised.1593 Some scholars suggest that it would have been 

inappropriate for husband and wife to kiss in public, but this is not well substantiated.1594 It 

is more likely that this strange line supports the idea that this couple are unmarried at this 

late stage of the Song.1595 However, as the commentary of this passage has shown, they 

are unified in terms of desire, and their relationship is highly developed at this point in the 

text. Furthermore, the FP is still verbalising desire here. The reference to her mother’s 

breast (8:1b), while attached to familial relationship, is still erotic, particularly in the context 

of a verse about kissing.1596 Thus, this verse continues the portrayal of desire from the 

previous verse.  

 
In 8:2a, the FP makes reference, like in 3:4, to her mother’s house.1597 This is a place 

known already as a place of intimacies. She tells the lover that here she would give him 

spiced wine to drink, ‘the wine of my pomegranate’. Goulder observes the similarity 

between the mixed wine of 7:2 (with its erotic connotations) and the ‘spiced wine’ here.1598 

Furthermore, as mentioned above, pomegranates have erotic connotations, both in the 

 
1588 Duguid, p. 149; Fredericks and Estes, p. 410; Keel, p. 260 make similar suggestions. 
1589 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 92; Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs for 
Everyone, p. 248 observes the ‘longing’; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 188; Longman, NICOT, p. 
203. 
1590 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 181; Keel, p. 261; Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of 
Songs for Everyone, p. 248 notes a sense of agony here of a not quite yet married couple; Michael 
A. Grisanti, ‘bûz’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by 
Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), I, 618–19 (p. 619). 
1591 Keel, p. 261; Spencer, p. 203. 
1592 DCH, Vol. 2, p. 127; Spencer, p. 203. 
1593 Hess, p. 228; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 246. 
1594 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 181; Duguid, p. 149. 
1595 Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 248; Bergant, The 
Song of Songs, p. 93; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 247. 
1596 Hess, p. 229; Longman, NICOT, p. 204; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 92; Walsh, p. 123. 
1597 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 247. 
1598 This is the only reference to reqaḥ (spiced, describing wine) in the Song. Goulder, p. 62; Carr, 
Song of Solomon, p. 182 observes the similarity between these passages also. 
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ANE context and the Song itself.1599 The imagery here could have several sexual 

meanings including ‘straightforward sexual union’, with the reference in 5:1 of the ML 

saying that he drinks his wine with his milk’.1600 However, other scholars have interpreted 

to ‘my pomegranate’ to be a reference to breasts, and spiced wine as referring to 

kisses.1601 The range of possibilities demand that it is best understood as her giving of 

‘her body to her lover’ in an erotic sense.1602 By referring to pomegranates, the imagery 

and desire of the end of Chapter 7 is being fulfilled here.1603 This is affirmed by the 

description of the physicality of touch that ‘his left hand is under my head, and his right 

hand embraces me’.1604 

 
Finally, at this end of this section in which a sense of unity has been expressed in terms of 

desire, and at this point of sexual union, the FP issues an adjuration to the DoJ for the 

final time. As mentioned above, this is different from the previous two, because of an 

omission of a reference to gazelles and wild does, and the use of ma instead of ʾim.1605 

These changes might well be noticeable from a first-time reader’s perspective. The 

difference makes this adjuration particularly stand out, and so must be noted, which 

makes sense being the final adjuration of the Song. But is there any significance to this 

difference? The ma form could be read here as either as an interrogative or as a form of 

negation.1606 The stronger form of negation reading makes particular sense of the 

omission of the reference to gazelles and wild does, since in comparison with the earlier 

adjuration passages, this one becomes more abrupt.1607 This abruptness, alongside the 

change of negation word, really emphasises that the DoJ should take on board what she 

is saying. It is fitting that this is the final adjuration passage, with its stronger adjuration, is 

just before the extremely significant verses of 8:6-71608. 

 

 
1599 Pope, p. 559; C.f. 4:13. 
1600 Goulder, p. 62. 
1601 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 248; Fox, p. 166. Spencer, p. 204. 
1602 Hess, p. 230; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 248. 
1603 Hess, p. 230. 
1604 8:3, Hess, pp. 230-231. 
1605 The previous two adjuration passages are 2:7 and 3:5. See notes of 11.2.1. Longman, NICOT, 
p. 206; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 184; Pope, p. 661; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 248. 
1606 Spencer, p. 206 reads this as interrogative, and Exum, Song of Songs, p. 248 offers this as a 
suggestion. This is supported by DCH, Vol. 5, p. 150. Pope, p. 661; Longman, NICOT, p. 206; 
Murphy, p. 184 read this as a stronger form of negation, and they use GKC, §144hb, n1, p. to 
support this argument. 
1607 Pope, p. 661; Longman, NICOT, p. 206 note the omission as being a contributing factor to their 
reading. 
1608 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 248 notes the nearness of this adjuration to 8:6-7 as being of 
potential significance. 
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11.4 Interpretation 

11.4.1 The Erotic Imperative and the Development of Desire in this Passage 

The commentary has shown how the use of the EI in this passage is especially important, 

both because of the way that it shows that desire develops in this very erotic passage, 

and also because of the way that it portrays a sense of unity in terms of desire. This sense 

of unity at this late stage of the Song demonstrates the extent to which the relationship 

between the lovers has developed, leading up to this point. This subsection thus 

discusses how the use of the EI operates as a response to each particular context, as well 

as the role that it itself plays in driving forward the portrayal of desire in the passage as a 

whole. 

 
Firstly, an EI of intention (7:2a) is found early on in the description of the nude FP (7:1-6), 

which was read as the ML calling for the FP’s vulva to continually be filled up with mixed 

wine (bodily fluids).1609 This is very much sexual imagery, with the ML implicitly 

expressing his wish and intention to ensure that she is never lacking his bodily fluid. And 

the imagery may also imply some sense of calling for permanency in their relationship, 

since the required sexual access for this wish to be fulfilled would not be possible 

otherwise.1610 To be able to make such a suggestive wish, indicates that he perceives her, 

right now, and in the future, as being sexually accessible to him. There is no perceived 

ending to his access. His EI prepares the way for the way that desire develops in this 

passage as a whole. 

 
Secondly, the cluster of three EIs of intention of the ML in 7:8 as part of the palm tree and 

grape imagery of 7:7-8 should be seen as responding to the language of ‘aesthetic 

appreciation’ (7:1-5b), the ‘physical impact of yearning’ (7:5c) and exclamation of 7:61611. 

The language of the ‘impact of yearning’, being held in the FPs tresses of hair, portraying 

her hair as having the power to trap him, importantly can only happen because of the 

expression of desire in terms of aesthetic appreciation of her hair in 7:5ab. Furthermore, 

the overwhelming exclamation of her beauty (7:6a), being the climatic second person 

feminine singular verb that is used, along with the powerful vocatives that are used to 

describe her in 7:6bc, should be naturally seen as developing out of the language of being 

held captive (7:5c). This building up of the portrayal of desire of the FP results in the ML 

verbalising his sexual want for her in terms of action, by means of his use of the EI. 

 

 
1609 11.3.1. 
1610 11.3.1. 
1611 5.3; 11.3.1; Walsh, p. 56. 
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Thirdly, the three EIs themselves form part of a very sensual and erotic verbalised fantasy 

by the ML, that Budde suggests is even more ‘passionate and sensual’ than 4:12-5:1.1612 

What is noticeable is that in one sense the imagery of 7:7-9 is more explicit than the 

garden imagery of 4:12-5:1, in that here the ML makes clear the referents of the simile are 

her as the palm tree and her breasts as its clusters (7:7ab).1613 This imagery is then 

extended in the description, but no other EIs in the Song have breasts explicitly as their 

subject.1614 The imagery of the palm tree itself has been discussed above, but what is 

most significant in terms of the development of desire is that it explicitly portrays the 

desires of the ML (7:7-9a), ultimately resulting in him being interrupted (7:9b) by the FP, 

and her realisation that ‘his desire is for me’ (7:10b).1615 It is the EIs, portraying his sexual 

intention, alongside his reference to her kisses (7:9) – which itself stems from the imagery 

of the grapevine as breasts as the subject of the EI in 7:8c – that results in her realisation 

verbalised in the final refrain of mutual possession. 

 
Fourthly, the FP responds to the refrain (7:10) by verbalising her own desire by means of 

five EIs (7:11-12), building upon the vineyard imagery introduced by the ML (in 7:8 and 

7:9a) and extended by her in 7:9b.1616 Importantly, the emphasis of these verses in terms 

of desire are the telos that she states that ‘there I will make love to you’ (7:12e).1617 All of 

her uses of the EI (7:11-12) portray her volition towards that aim. 

 
Fifthly, immediately after building up to the telos of the place where she will make love to 

the ML, the FP enhances her description of this (7:13), by telling him of the fruits (meaning 

sexual delights) that she has saved up for him.1618 Sixthly the text continues to express 

the desire of the FP, firstly to kiss the ML in public (8:1), then to return to the action of 

lovemaking at her mother’s house.1619 Within the context of this, the FP issues the final 

adjuration to the DoJ, having through the whole section that follows her interruption, 

shown the sway that desire has desire has had on her.1620 

 

Overall, it can be seen that the role of the EI is particularly significant in this passage for 

several reasons: its use suggests a development of a sense of permanency in the 

 
1612 7:7-10. Budde, p. 39; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 238. 
1613 The garden imagery of 4:12-5:1 is metaphorical and its referent is not explicitly stated. 
1614 šad (breasts) are referred to in 1:13, 4:5; 7:4; 7:8; 7:9. 8:8; 8:10 in the Song. 
1615 11.3.2-11.3.4. 
1616 11.3.5. 
1617 11.3.5. 
1618 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 92; Fredericks and Estes, p. 401. 
1619 11.3.6. 
1620 11.3.6. 
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relationship; it demonstrates the level of synchronisation there is between the lovers; and 

it demonstrates the level of sexual intimacy at this point in the text. 

11.4.2 His desire is for Me 

11.3.4 discussed that the final refrain of mutual possession (7:10) is importantly situated 

immediately following the FP’s interruption of the ML’s fantasising through the EIs, and 

immediately before expressing her own EIs. 7:10 is thus a realisation moment for the FP 

that his desire is for her, which causes her to respond in the way that she does. She 

realises, through the way that desire is portrayed, that he desires her.1621  

 
But what specifically is the realisation for the FP? 11.3.4 noted the relationship of the use 

of tĕšûqâ with Genesis 3:16, that she realises that her lover finds her ‘irresistible’.1622 As 

Genesis 3:16 specifically focuses on a woman’s desire for her ʾîšē (man), him being 

dominated by a ‘similar desire’ implies that she is his woman.1623 That is, significantly, in 

line with sentiment of the first line of this final refrain of mutual possession, ‘I am my 

lover’s’ (7:10a). Read in this way, the second line (7:10b) reinforces the first (7:10a): ‘I am 

my lover’s and his desire is for me’.1624 The FP is verbalising her realisation that from his 

perspective she is totally his, to the extent that she knows that his tĕšûqâ is for her, and 

her alone. It is not just the case from her perspective that ‘I am my lover’s’. It is that ‘his 

desire is for me’. 

 
Notice too that since the FP does not stress in this refrain, unlike 2:16 and 6:3, that her 

lover is hers.1625 However, it is definitely the case that he still belongs to her as well.1626 

As Garrett puts it ‘the ownership has not become a one-way street’.1627 The fact that she 

responds to the refrain by using the EI (7:11) telling him to ‘come, my lover’, as well as the 

EIs that follow, demonstrates her passion for him, and asserts that she does still belong to 

him. The unity of the passage as a whole demonstrates the mutuality between the lovers, 

and must not be discounted. The text is not portraying some skewing of the consistent 

and magnificent egalitarian ideal of the Song, since the female freely and assertively 

interrupts the ML out of her own deep desire for him.1628 

 
1621 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 90 calls 7:9b-13 as ‘desire realized’ in her study of the Song. 
Exum, Song of Songs, p. 241 also observes that ‘the woman acknowledges her lover’s desire for 
her’, and the link with the following verses. 
1622 Jacobs, p. 68. 
1623 Jacobs, p. 68. 
1624 Davidson, p. 600 too notes how the second line ‘underscores’ the first line. 
1625 My lover is mine. Garrett, p. 245; Davidson, p. 600. 
1626 Garrett, p. 245. 
1627 Garrett, p. 245. 
1628 The egalitarianism of the relationship of the lovers of the Song is well recognised amongst 
scholars. For a detailed discussion, see Davidson, pp. 569-577. 
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But here the text portrays the FP being so positively overwhelmed by the realisation that ‘I 

am my lover’s and his desire is for me’ that she does not verbalise her possession of him. 

Instead, ‘she has really lost herself in him and thereby found herself’.1629 Such a thing 

could only happen within the grounds of the assured security of this relationship, a 

security that has been reinforced by the powerful imagery of this wider passage, including 

the imagery (7:2) suggestive of the ML wishing for permanency using erotic language. 

 
Thus, Davidson is correct to observe the way that the three refrains of mutual possession 

demonstrate a progression in terms of the security in the relationship between the 

lovers.1630 For the first refrain (2:16), it was argued that the FP verbalises the security in 

the relationship affirmed by the imperative of 2:15.1631 In 6:3 it was argued that the 

swapping around of the two clauses comes out of the context of having been reunited with 

her lover after he disappeared in the second night-time passage.1632 Now, the FP 

verbalises this realisation that ‘I am my lover’s and his desire is for me’ with the 

relationship being portrayed as having continued to develop to the point of a sense of 

unity in terms of desire, as well as a sense of security asserted by the use of language 

from the ML which is suggestive of permanency. A sense of progression is consistent with 

the use of each refrain within its particular textual context. 

11.4.3 The Unity in Terms of Desire and How it Demonstrates Progression 

11.3.3 stated that this passage demonstrates a unity in terms of desire, a unity that by its 

existence further demonstrates the nature of the developed relationship between the 

lovers.1633 But what is the evidence for this? The evidence is found in verses 7:8-12 and 

discussed in the third and fourth sections of the stages of development in 11.4.1. The 

critical elements are: a) the interruption of the ML by the FP (7:9b) when he is verbalising 

his pleasure of her kisses; b) the recognition of the ML’s desire for her in the refrain of 

mutual possession (7:10). The commentary has emphasised how the interruption provides 

significant evidence for a sense of unity amongst the lovers, since the FP recognises his 

desire for her kisses, and verbalises implicitly her same desire. They are in 

synchronisation. The refrain of mutual possession then further demonstrates unity in 

terms of desire, since she is overwhelmed by his desire for her, resulting in her use of the 

EIs that follow. What is most important to observe is that the two critical elements (the 

 
1629 The quotation is from Glickman, A Song for Lovers, p. 87; Davidson, p. 600. 
1630 Davidson, p. 600. 
1631 7.4.2. 
1632 11.3.4, Longman, NICOT, p. 176. 
1633 11.4.1 summarised the development of desire in the passage and discussed how this relates 
to the EI. 
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interruption and the recognition of the level of desire) are bookended on either side by 

uses of the EI, the verses before expressing the desire of the ML (7:9a), and the verses 

after expressing the desire of the FP (7:11-12). Thus, there is a form of reflection around 

the critical elements, showing how the desire between the lover is in a form of tandem. 

There is a sense of unity in terms of desire. Murphy too recognises that this section 

represents ‘the union of lovers’.1634 

 
Moreover, this ‘unity in terms of desire’, demonstrated by the interruption and the refrain, 

is distinct from anything that has come before, showing the progression in terms of the 

relationship that has developed to this point between the lovers. At no previous point has 

one of the lovers interrupted the other mid-thought, let alone continued their thought.1635 

And while in the previous interruption in the Song (4:16) the FP uses EIs to create the 

sensual context to invite the ML into her garden (and invites him in), in 7:9b the FP 

understands exactly his desire (which is also her own desire) for kisses, and responds in 

the synchronisation of ‘oral intercourse’.1636 Furthermore, this is also very different from 

the time when the ML interrupted the FP by calling upon her in the second night-time 

passage, and they were out of synchronisation, as they clearly are now in 

synchronisation.1637 Thus, the unity in terms of desire demonstrates how the relationship 

between the lovers has developed. 

11.4.4 The Portrayal of a Developed Relationship  

The unity in terms of desire shows one of the ways that the portrayal of the relationship 

between the lovers has progressed in the Song. But the commentary has also highlighted 

other ways that the portrayal of the relationship is more developed than in previous 

passages. In particular, the language used in 7:6 highlights how the portrayal of the 

relationship has developed for the reader.1638 Another way is the EI potentially calling for 

permanency in 7:21639. 

 

Furthermore, Davidson makes a pertinent observation about this passage and the 

passages that precede it in the second half of the Song that further demonstrates the way 

that the portrayal of the relationship between the lovers has developed.1640 He observes 

 
1634 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 180. 
1635 11.3.3; Exum, The Song of Songs, p. 239. 
1636 The quotation is from Spencer, p. 196. 9.3.4. 
1637 5:2-8. 
1638 See 11.4.1 for discussion 
1639 See 11.4.1 for discussion. 
1640 Davidson, p. 596 treats the Song as a ‘three-part historical progression … which is at the same 
time intersected by a symmetrical literary structure’. 
Moreover, it is not necessary to read the Song in the same way to make similar observations about 
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how there is an ‘intensification of sexual imagery’ in the second half of the Song compared 

to the first.1641 While Davidson probably overstates his case by playing down too much 

passages in which sexual activity of some sort is probably portrayed early on in the text 

(e.g. 1:4), choosing to read passages before the description of Solomon’s marriage (3:6-

11) as not ‘sexual intercourse’ and ‘a desire or wish (but probably not the actual 

experience) of … kissing (1:2), embracing (2:6), and the man’s lying between her breasts 

(1:12)’, he correctly observes how passages that are further on in the book are more 

explicit in their description.1642 As discussed in the commentary for 5:14 and 7:1-6, the 

descriptions made of the ML and FP respectively are both likely to be descriptions (by the 

other) of their naked bodies.1643 It is also likely that these descriptions portrays explicit 

descriptions of the genitals, whereas this is not the case earlier on in the Song.1644 

Davidson observes that the text portrays the ML in 7:2-3 ‘lingering around the area of the 

genitals’.1645 And the study of the EI in this passage (7:7-9b) has observed the focus 

around the breasts and the ML’s extensive description of his fantasy about the intensity 

with which he grasps the FP’s breasts and desires their taste to be like the cluster of the 

grapevine.1646 It is fair to say that the imagery in this passage is more explicit than 

passages in the first half of the Song, particularly with its focus on the ‘whole body’.1647  

 

Similarly, the portrayal of gaining sexual access by use of the EI shows a sense of 

progression when the second half of the Song is compared to the first. As discussed in 

Chapter 7, the springtime imagery of 2:8-14 includes references to the FP’s 

inaccessibility, including in a sexual sense.1648 The use of the EIs in these verses centre 

around the ML getting the FP to come and join him outside, and to make herself 

accessible to him, based on the reasoning that the time is right.1649 When this is 

compared to the later significant clusters of EIs on the dot plot, the imagery, and sexual 

accessibility portrayed is less explicit, and in the case of 2:8-14, more reticent than the 

extended sexual imagery portrayed by the EIs of 4:12-5:1 and 7:8-12.1650 This is 

particularly the case with the ML expressing his desire that the FP’s vulva is never lacking 

 
the way that the sexual imagery is more explicit further on in the Song. Davidson’s approach 
depends on an unnecessary chiastic structure. C.f. Fredericks and Estes, p. 292. 
1641 Davidson, p. 596. 
1642 Davidson, p. 597. C.f. Longman, NICOT, p. 93. 
1643 10.3.2; 11.3.1; 11.3.2. 
1644 5:14 (10.3.2) is more cautiously read as reference to genitals than 7:2 (11.3.1). 
1645 Davidson, p. 599. 
1646 11.3.2, Davidson, p. 597 notes the significance of the development here. 
1647 Davidson, p. 599. 
1648 7.3.1. 
1649 Munro, p. 118; 7.3.1. 
1650 The dot plot is in Appendix 1. 4:12-5:1(9.3.3-9.3.6), 7:8-12(11.3.3-11.3.5). 
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the mixing of his and her bodily fluid (7:2).1651 In other words, observing the EIs in the text 

helps to convey where volition is being expressed, and in doing so it can be seen that 

there is a sense of progression in the portrayed relationship by the way sexuality is 

conveyed in each of these contexts.1652  

 

Taking together the unity in terms of desire, the possible calling for permanency in the 

relationship from the ML, the development of the use of existing language in 7:6, the more 

explicit content of this later passages, the way that the EI shows how sexual accessibility 

has developed, alongside the way that the refrain of mutual possession has developed, 

there is strong evidence of a sense of progression in the relationship between the lovers 

of the Song. 

11.4.5 The Contextual Use of the Final Adjuration Passage 

As discussed in 11.3.6, there is good reason to consider the final adjuration passage as 

having a stronger level of insistent adjuration than the previous two, and it was suggested 

that this makes a great deal of sense at this late point in the Song as a whole.1653 But 

bearing in mind the expression of unity in terms of desire, as well as her realisation that 

his tĕšûqâ is for her, does this have any bearing on this stronger adjuration?1654 

 
As the relationship has developed to this point, it is appropriate to see this adjuration 

passage in the light of this. A probable reason why the FP makes this adjuration is that the 

consequences of inciting or exciting ʾahăbâ has the potential of ultimately forming an 

inseparable bond with another. The FP has experienced the overwhelming power of 

ʾahăbâ. It is something that can be overwhelmingly powerful, and can ultimately change 

the course of your life. Having this stronger adjuration passage alongside the suggestive 

imagery of permanency is thus a warning, that the consequence of inciting or exciting 

desire could lead to inseparability from someone. As the first-time reader will encounter 

soon, there is a link between this adjuration in 8:4 and the consequences, as expressed 

by an EI of ʾahăbâ in 8:61655.Of course, the FP delights in her lover, and so this 

permanency in her positive situation is not seen in a negative light. But by giving this 

stronger adjuration, the FP is emphasising to the DoJ the power of ʾahăbâ and the 

consequences that it can have. 

 
1651 Also in 7:2 the perceived openness of the FP is portrayed by the lilies encircling her belly 
imagery. See 11.3.1. 
1652 This, of course, acknowledges that with the second night-time passage, this is not a smooth 
progression. 
1653 8:4. 
1654 7:10. 
1655 Walsh, p. 184, Exum, Song of Songs, p. 248. 
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Chapter 12: The Calling for Inseparability (8:5-7) 

12.1 Introduction 
This chapter discusses the most significant verses in the Song, 8:6-7 in their wider 

immediate context of 8:5, and in particular, the great significance of the use of the EI in 

8:6 as a means of the FP calling for inseparability from the ML. The use of the EI is 

exceptional because of its immensely powerful imagery, including the imagery associated 

with the reason given by the FP for using this imperative. This chapter will also discuss 

how this use of the EI at this late point of the Song is climatic as part of the larger sense of 

progression in the relationship portrayed in the text. 

12.2 Translation and Passage Context 

12.2.1 Translation (8:5-7) 

DoJ 
8:5a: Who is that coming out of the desert, 

5b: leaning1656 upon her lover? 

 
FP 
5c: Underneath the apple tree I aroused you,1657 

5d: there your mother conceived you, 

5e: there she conceived you. 

 

6a: Place me as a seal upon your heart, 

6b: as a seal upon your arm, 

6c: for my love is as strong as death, 

6d: my passion fierce as Sheol!1658 

6e: Its flames1659 are flames of fire, 

 
1656 Mitrappeqet (leaning) is hapax. However, it is a root that is used in post-biblical Hebrew, 
Ethiopian, Arabic and Aramaic, the emphasis upon providing ‘support’ in some way. BDB p. 952; 
Pope, p. 662; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 191. DCH, Vol. 7, p. 540. 
1657 The MT uses second person masculine singular pronominal suffixes in this line and in 8:5d-e, 
thereby associating the female voice as expressing these lines. The other versions are in line with 
this, the exemption being the Syriac Pershitta (Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 191). Exum, p. 250 
notes the problems of the FP speaking these lines for Jewish allegorical interpretations. 
1658 Keel, p. 270 also adds first-person possessive pronouns to his translation (my) that are not in 
the Hebrew, since ʾahăbâ (love) and qinʾâ (passion) are both feminine singular nouns, to 
emphasise that what is being conveyed here is the experience of the FP. See 12.3.1 for a more 
detailed discussion. 
1659 LXX (phloges autēs) reads as ‘its flames’ and Vulgate (atque flammarum) reads as ‘and of the 
flames’. Hess, p. 240. 
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6f: the1660 flame of Yah!1661 

 

7a: Mighty waters cannot extinguish love, 

7b: nor can rivers drown it. 

7c: If one offered all one’s wealth for love,1662 

7d: it would be utterly scorned. 

 
1660 The translation above inserts a definite article not found in the Hebrew for the benefit of how it 
sounds in this English translation. See ESV, which also inserts a definite article. 
1661 The translation of šalhebetyâ as the Flame of Yah is much debated amongst scholars. The 
possible readings of the Hebrew are noted by DCH, Vol. 8, p. 364, but Murphy, p. 191 notes that 
the construction of šalhebetyâ is uncommon and problematic. Šlhbt is used as flame in Ezekiel 
21:3 and Job 15:30, which may be the noun lhb with a ‘prefixed relative pronoun’ (Hess, p. 240). 
The critical issue is whether the last two consonants of šalhebetyâ should be read as a superlative 
form of šlhbt or the noun šlhbt alongside a short form (yh) of the name of Yahweh.  
 
The short form of yh is used elsewhere in Exodus 15:2, 17:16, Isaiah 12:2, 26:4, 38:11, as well as 
various Psalms (68, 77, 89, 94, 102, 104, 106, 111, 112, 113, 115, 130, 135, 146, 147, 148, 149, 
150), many of these psalmic uses are part of the phrase hllyh (102, 104, 106, 111, 112, 113, 115, 
116, 117, 122, 147, 148, 149, 150). However, unlike Song 8:6, the mappîq is used with the h in 
these other verses (Murphy, p. 191). 
 
Moreover, the alternative of reading yh as a superlative here (‘a raging flame’) is based upon the 
work of D Winton Thomas, ‘A Consideration of Some Unusual Ways of Expressing the Superlative 
in Hebrew’, Vetus Testamentum, 3.3 (1953), 209–24 (p. 221). But it may be the case, as Davidson, 
p. 626 suggests, that the only ‘precise terminological parallel’ in the HS to šalhebetyâ is maʾpēlĕyâ 
in Jeremiah 2:31, which is often understood to be a superlative meaning (‘deep darkness’, C.f. 
Fishbane, p. 209) might be better understood by the yh being seen as a reference to Yahweh, i.e. 
that the darkness has its origins from Yahweh. 
 
Importantly, the ancient versions (LXX and Vulgate) do not help matters here to clarify as to the 
correct reading of this line, as they render this line (8:6f) as being only a strengthening of the 
previous line (8:6e), thus not rendering as either a ‘raging flame’ nor ‘the flame of Yahweh’ (Pope, 
p. 672). And it is true that early Christian interpreters do not make a point of any reference to 
Yahweh in their readings of this verse (Pope, p. 672). But interestingly, Martin Luther recognises 
the reference to Yahweh in his translation of the Bible (Davidson, p 626, n. 81). And while 
controversial, various scholars and translations use this reading. 
 
First among the scholars who read šalhebetyâ as having a reference to Yahweh is Davidson, pp. 
621-622, who is so convinced that yh is a reference to the shortened form of Yahweh that he has 
named his substantial study on sexuality in the HS as ‘The Flame of Yahweh’. Other most recent 
commentators that affirm this position include Duguid, p. 155 and Luter (8:6). Hess, p. 240, Landy, 
p. 125; Glickman, A Song for Lovers, p. 168, Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of 
Songs for Everyone, p. 247, Provan, p. 368, and Murphy, pp. 190-192 also support reading this as 
a reference to Yahweh. Of older commentators who accept this reading, Franz Delitzsch, 
Commentary on The Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes, trans. by M G Easton, Clark’s Foreign 
Theological Library, 4 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1877), p. 144 is one. 
The reference to Yahweh is also found in the mainstream translations including the ESV (‘the very 
flame of the Lord’) and the JB (‘the flame of Yahweh himself’). 
1662 The MT line literally translates as ‘if one offered for love all the wealth of one’s house’, whereas 
this translation has removed ‘house’ for ease of meaning. Quotation from NRSV. NLT and CSB 
also do not include the reference to house. Also, LXX reads ‘his whole life, instead of ‘all the wealth 
of one’s house’. However, as other versions have the latter clause, this latter meaning is preserved 
here (Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 187; Pope, p. 675). 
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12.2.2 Form, Structure and Setting 

These verses (8:5-7) immediately follow those discussed in the previous chapter (7:1-8:4), 

the discussion of which demonstrated the way that the relationship has developed 

amongst the lovers expressed by the means of the EI. The immediately preceding verse 

(8:4) is the final of the three adjuration passages addressing the DoJ, which, it was argued 

is the strongest of the three adjurations.1663 This sets the context for these powerful 

verses that follow. 

 
The evidence that this is a distinct section is provided by the question that is asked in 

8:51664. 8:5-7 should be read as a continuous and coherent section, as affirmed by several 

contemporary commentators.1665 This passage begins with a question posed by a 

narrative voice with the purpose of drawing attention to the presence of the FP leaning on 

the ML. Bearing in mind the dialogical role of the DoJ in the Song as audience, it is 

coherent to recognise them asking this question.1666 

 
The FP then recalls a previous experience of arousing her ML. In this sexual context, she 

then introduces the climatic EI of the Song (8:6). The FP then uses figurative imagery to 

explain the power of ʾahăbâ as the reason for her use of the EI. They are such significant 

verses, and are seen by numerous scholars as being a climatic point within the text.1667 

They take place within the closing verses of the Song. Its content is a strong reason for 

regarding these verses as forming a climatic point within the text as a whole. After this 

verse there are only six remaining verses that follow in the Song. 

12.2.3 Overview of the Use of the Erotic Imperative in this Passage 

A unique EI is used in this passage in 8:6a, the imperative śîmēnî (’place me’) spoken by 

the FP, addressing the ML. What is particularly important to observe is that this 

grammatical imperative has a first-person direct object, meaning that the FP is calling on 

her lover to do something to her.1668 What she asks him to do is of a metaphorical nature, 

but the imagery is significant for the uniqueness of this use of the EI in the Song. Through 

this imperative the FP urges her ML to make her inseparable from him. 

 
1663 11.4.5. 
1664 Longman, NICOT, p. 206-208; Fredericks and Estes, pp. 339, 405-407; Hess, p. 235, Bergant, 
The Song of Songs, p. 95. 
1665 Fredericks and Estes, p. 407; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 74; Duguid, p. 152; Hess, p. 235; 
Landy, pp. 112–113. Contra Murphy, The Song of Songs, 195, who sees no connection between 
v.5 and 6. 
1666 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 248. 
1667 Davidson, p. 621; Duguid, p. 154; LaCocque, Romance She Wrote, p. 160; Murphy, The Song 
of Songs, p. 196. 
1668 There are seven imperatives that have ni as a subject by ending with a common singular 
pronominal suffix. 1:4a; 2:5a; 2:5b; 2:14c; 2:14d; 8:6a; and 8:13c. 
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12.3 Commentary 

12.3.1 The Recalling of an Experience of Arousal (8:5) 

This passage opens with an interrogative clause (8:5a) that is identical to the question 

asked in 3:61669. In 3:6 the FP asks a question, a rhetorical device to get the DoJ (and the 

reader as wider audience) to watch the (imaginary) grand arrival of King Solomon on his 

wedding day from the midbār (desert).1670 In 8:5 the DoJ ask a question, with the same 

purpose, to inform the reader of the presence of the FP mitrappeqet (leaning) upon her 

lover’, emphasising that they are together as a couple.1671 The fact that the lovers are 

together acts as a contrast to 3:11, where Solomon is portrayed as getting married, thus 

not being present with his wife. 8:5 thus acts as a contrast, since the emphasis is on the 

togetherness of the lovers.1672 The physical contact between them means that there is no 

physical distance between them, in contrast with the seeking and finding motif of much of 

the Song.1673 The portrayed accessibility of the FP prepares the reader for the next 

line.1674 

 

In the context of this imagery of the lovers’ closeness, in 8:5c-e, the FP speaks and a 

change in aspect is found here, which may be read as the FP recalling a past event.1675 

Spencer sees it as being a ‘favourite trysting site’.1676 The FP refers to having ʿwr 

(aroused) the ML under the apple tree, the verb root that has been previously used in a 

 
1669 Fredericks and Estes, p. 407; Longman, NICOT, p. 207; Hess, p. 235. 
1670 The FP is very likely to be the speaker in 3:6, since she addresses the DoJ in 3:11. As Exum, 
p. 145 notes, there is no reason to see a change of speaker between 3:6 and 3:11, and so a 
sensible reading is that the female protagonist speaks 3:6. This also means that as narrator of the 
section describing the arrival of Solomon, that she cannot be the woman that he is marrying. 
A.R. Pete Diamond, ‘midbār’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), IV, 520–28 (p. 527) 
emphasises that the midbār in the Song is one of only two contexts in which the negative 
connotations of the desert are not seen as a ‘hostile’ place. Here in this poetic text, it acts as a 
place for a dramatic entry. See Bloch and Bloch, p. 159. 
1671 See mitrappeqet in notes of 12.2.1. 
As the only remaining speakers in the Song, it must be the DoJ who speak here. See Exum, Song 
of Songs, p. 248. Provan, p. 366 also suggests that the DoJ speak here.  
Exum, Song of Songs, p. 248 draws attention to the rhetorical use of the question. Murphy, The 
Song of Songs, p. 195 also notes the rhetorical purpose of this line. 
Bergant, p. 95 observes the importance of the FP leaning upon her lover, as does Hess, p. 234 and 
Duguid, p. 153. 
1672 Bergant, The Song of Songs p. 96; Fredericks and Estes, p. 408. 
1673 Duguid, p. 153. Hess, p. 235 furthermore, connects the presence of the two lovers, and the 
embrace of 8:3. 
1674 Keel, p. 265 compares this to the setting to the mountain wilderness of 4:8 portraying the 
distance of the FP from the ML, that was overcome through the use of the EI. See 9.3.1. Fredericks 
and Estes, p. 408 makes a similar observation about the accessibility of the FP. 
Duguid, p. 153 makes the observation about the preparation for the next line. 
1675 Commentators who explicitly name this as being a reference to a past event include Bergant, 
The Song of Songs, p. 95 and Spencer, pp. 210-212. 
1676 Spencer, p. 211. 
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sexual sense.1677 The first-time reader is already aware of the erotic nature of the apple 

tree, with the ML being described as one in 2:3, to which the FP described the sweetness 

of his taste.1678 This image of arousing him under this apple tree brings these two images 

together, making the context a particularly sexual one. 

 

Next (8:5d), the FP introduces imagery referring to the ML’s mother ḥibbĕlâ (having 

conceived) under the tree.1679 Like 3:4, where the FP expressed her want to take the ML 

back to her mother’s chamber, the place of sexual passion, the FP associates this place 

as a place of sexual passion.1680 The place is emphasised by the twice use of the adverb 

šommâ (there).1681 The erotic context of the place, being the place important because of it 

being a place of arousal, seems to be the recurring theme here.1682  

12.3.2 The Erotic Imperative Calling for Inseparability (8:6ab) 

Immediately after the FP recalls the erotic context of the apple tree where she aroused the 

ML, she issues (8:6a) the single, but critical, use of the EI in this section. She speaks the 

imperative śîmēnî, which has a first-person pronominal suffix, thereby identifying its object 

as ‘me’.1683 The text vocalises a volition that the person being addressed (the ML) should 

carry out śym on the speaker.1684 It is the only use of an imperative verb form of śym in 

the HS.  

 
1677 The previous uses of verbs of this root in the Song are 2:7, 3:5, 4:16, 5:2 and 8:4. The verb 
can also be used in the sense of to awaken from sleep. Pope, p. 663 is correct to read the previous 
contexts as suggesting that aroused would be the most appropriate reading. 
Other commentators who see this ʿwr as referring to aroused include Bergant, The Song of Songs, 
p. 95; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 249; Keel, p. 268, Davidson, p. 614; Bloch and Bloch, p. 152; 
Duguid, p. 153. 
1678 Bergant, The Song of Songs p. 96; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 249. See 13.2.6 for further 
discussion. 
1679 Victor P. Hamilton, ‘ḥābal’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), II, 12 (p. 12) notes 
the ambiguity of this verb, whether it refers to conceiving or giving birth. Pope, p. 663 notes that in 
the ANE context ‘divine births often took place under trees sacred to the cult’. However, it seems 
more likely that the imagery of arousal planted in the mind of the reader, continues into this next 
line. 
1680 8.4.1; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 96. 8.4.1 also noted that referring to the sex lives of 
parents does not seem to have a sense of cultural revulsion associated with it in the Song, as it 
does in the contemporary Western world. Spencer, p. 211. 
1681 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 249. 
1682 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 249; Spencer, p. 212. 
1683 There are seven imperatives that have nî as an object by ending with a common singular 
pronominal suffix. 1:4a; 2:5a; 2:5b; 2:14c; 2:14d; 8:6a; and 8:13c. 
1684 There are forty-eight imperative uses of sym within the HS, all of the Qal form. C.f. Genesis 
24:2; Genesis 31:37; Genesis 43:31; Genesis 44:1; Genesis 44:2; Genesis 47:29; Genesis 48:18; 
Exodus 17:14; Exodus 32:27; Numbers 16:7; Numbers 21:8; Deuteronomy 31:19; Deuteronomy 
32:46; Joshua 7:19; Joshua 8:2; Joshua 10:24; Judges 18:19; 1 Samuel 8:5; 1 Samuel 9:23; 1 
Kings 20:12; 1 Kings 22:27; 2 Kings 2:20; 2 Kings 6:22; 2 Kings 10:8; 2 Chronicles 18:26; Job 17:3; 
Job 41:8; Psalm 56:8; Psalm 66:2; Jeremiah 31:21; Jeremiah 38:12; Jeremiah 39:12; Ezekiel 6:2; 
Ezekiel 13:17; Ezekiel 20:46; Ezekiel 21:2; Ezekiel 21:16; Ezekiel 21:19; Ezekiel 25:2; Ezekiel 
28:21; Ezekiel 29:2; Ezekiel 35:2; Ezekiel 38:2; Ezekiel 40:4; Ezekiel 44:5; Haggai 1:5; Haggai 1:7; 
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The root śym is summarised as ‘to place, put, i.e., cause an object to be located in a 

certain space, often implying the object was moved to the new location’.1685 It is a verb 

that is used extensively in the HS for both metaphors and similes that use imagery in the 

positioning of ‘objects in space or time’ and this is the way that it is being used here.1686 In 

this instance, it is being used as part of a simile, as a grammatical marker k is used after 

śîmēnî.1687 The simile juxtaposes two different semantic fields.1688 In this instance, these 

lines form a paired simile, where the simile forms a comparison of nî (me) and ḥôtām 

(seal) twice.1689 First, the text describes ḥôtām as being ʿal-libbekā (upon your heart). 

Then, it describes ḥôtām as being ʿalzĕrôʿekā (upon your arm).1690 And as an imperative, 

the FP is calling the ML to do this to her, as if she was a seal. 

 
Seals come in a few forms in the ANE world:1691 Firstly, a seal could be attached to a cord 

and worn around the neck.1692 Secondly, the word is used to refer to a signet ring that was 

worn on the hand and that had a seal on it.1693 Thirdly, there were stamp and cylindrical 

seals.1694 The use of seals is well substantiated by a large number of archaeological finds, 

with a great variety of types of seal being found.1695  

 

But what does ḥôtām refer to in 8:6? The main purpose of seals was to mark objects so 

as to identify the ownership of property.1696 Pressing down on clay with a stamp seal 

would have made an impression that would have enabled the owner of the seal to be 

identified. Similarly, a cylindrical seal would have been rolled over clay to create a mark 

identifying a seal’s owner. This process of marking an object with the impression of a seal 

was a recognised means of linking an object with the owner of the seal, to the extent of 

 
Haggai 2:18. 
1685 James Swanson, ‘śîm’, in Dictionary of Biblical Languages with Semantic Domains: Hebrew 
(Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 1997); BDB, p. 962. 
1686 Sam Meier, ‘śîm’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, 
ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), III, 1237–41 (pp. 1237). 
1687 David L. Petersen and Kent Harold Richards, Interpreting Hebrew Poetry, Guides to Biblical 
Scholarship (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1992), p. 50; C.f. Psalm 107:41; Hag 2:23; 2 Kings 
13:7. 
1688 Meier, śîm, p. 1237. 
1689 Wilfred G. E. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry: A Guide to Its Techniques, Journal for the 
Study of the Old Testament, 26 (Sheffield, England: JSOT Press, 1984), p. 258. 
1690 In both of these instances, the use of the pronoun ʿal (’upon’) specifies that these are 
examples of the positioning of ḥôtām within spatial dimensions, with ḥôtām being described as 
being placed upon these two parts of the body (’heart and arm’). It is an example of where verbs of 
the root śym are used with the preposition ʿal to determine that one thing is placed upon another. 
1691 BDB, p. 368. 
1692 Genesis 38:18, BDB, p. 368, Millard, p. 324, Pope, p. 666. 
1693 Genesis 41:42; Jeremiah 22:24; BDB, p. 368; Pope, p. 666; Swanson, śîm. 
1694 Longman, NICOT, p. 209. 
1695 F. B. Huey, ‘Seals’, in Baker Encyclopaedia of the Bible, ed. by Walter A. Elwell (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1988), pp. 1915–17 (p. 1916). 
1696 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 250; Garrett, p. 254; Longman, p. 209.  
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ownership of the object by the seal owner.1697 This use is particularly substantiated by the 

many archaeological finds of pots that have the seal impression of the owner upon 

them.1698 

 

Furthermore, and very importantly, a seal could be used as a representation of a person 

themselves.1699 A good example of this is found in Genesis 38:18 where Tamar takes 

Judah’s ḥōtam (seal), pĕtîle (cord) and maṭ (staff) as a pledge. By showing these objects 

back to Judah, he realises that his identity is associated with this seal, indicating to him 

that he was responsible for Tamar’s pregnancy.1700 The seal as an object is linked to the 

seal owner’s identity, not just the person’s ownership of an object marked by a seal.1701 

Both the ownership and identity elements of the seal imagery play a part in understanding 

this verse.1702 

 

The next question is how are the nouns lîbbe (heart) and zĕrôʿe (arm) to be understood in 

this passage? Both nouns could be understood in literal or figurative senses.1703 Bearing 

in mind the large amount of figurative imagery in this poetic text, as well as the extensively 

figurative use of both of these nouns in the HS, this reading sees them as being 

figurative.1704 Lēb can be understood in so many potentially different figurative ways, and 

as such can refer to the psychological aspect of a human, but can extend as far as the 

‘essence of a person’.1705 BDB lists one meaning of zĕrôʿa as being the ‘arm as the seat 

of human strength’.1706 This image of the arm reasonably could be seen in 8:6 in this 

metaphorical sense.1707 While not neatly defining the meaning of lēb, putting these two 

 
1697 Longman, p. 209; Huey, p. 1917. 
1698 Huey, p. 1917; Pope, p. 666; Millard, p. 324. 
1699 Longman, p. 209. 
1700 Spencer, p. 212; Bloch and Bloch, p. 212; Murphy, p. 191 similarly draw on this narrative to 
explain the significance of ḥôtām. 
1701 Millard, p. 324 observes how seals could act as ‘an extension of the individual’s personality’. 
Spencer, p. 212. 
1702 Hess, p. 238. 
1703 C.f. Keel, p. 272 interprets these in a literal sense. 
1704 Manfred Dreytza, ‘zĕrôʿa’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 1997), I, 1146–47 (p. 1146) 
observes that 70 of 91 uses of zeroʿa in the HS are metaphorical. 
Commentators who read these as being figurative include Exum, p. 250; Longman, p. 210; Hess, 
p. 238; Duguid, p. 154; Fredericks and Estes, p. 408. 
1705 Alex Luc, ‘lābab’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. 
by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), II, 749–54 (p. 749); F. Stolz, ‘lēb’, in 
Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament, ed. by Ernst Jenni and Claus Westermann (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1997), pp. 638–42; Judges 16:15. 
1706 BDB, p. 284; C.f. Job 26:2; 2 Samuel 22:25. 
1707 Fredericks and Estes, p. 408; Dreytza, p. 1146. 
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metaphorical images alongside each other suggests seeing the total person being 

expressed them.1708  

 

So, reading the imagery of the seal (representing the FP) in this way, alongside the 

imagery of the heart and arm representing the whole person, what is it that the FP is 

calling for from the ML by use of this imperative? There are two main interpretations 

amongst commentators. The first sees the imagery as signifying that the FP (as a seal) 

wants to be ‘imprinted on the man’s heart and arm’.1709 The second sees the woman 

wanting to be a seal that is a representation of the man’s identity placed upon his heart 

and arm.1710 The real question is whether the FP as the seal is representative of his 

identity of her identity, but the passage does not make this clear. This reading takes the 

woman’s identity to be represented by the seal. She is calling him to place her, as a seal 

representing her identity, and to place her upon himself, his total being.1711 She is asking 

that she take possession of him totally as her own, for the seal marks her ownership.1712 

But she calls upon him to be the one to do that, taking her (her identity represented by the 

seal) in the process of figuratively responding to her call. In other words, she is 

commanding that her ‘whole identity, her very self … [be] merging with his’.1713 The 

imagery of intimacy is implied by the closeness of the seal (her) being to him as a total 

person, since there is no distance between them in this imagery.1714 She is calling to be 

inseparable from him. 

12.3.3 The Reason for the Erotic Imperative (8:6ce) 

8:6c begins with the conjunction kî, emphasising that what follows provides a reason for 

the imperative śîmēnî being expressed in 8:6a.1715 This use is consistent with the way that 

the EI has been used elsewhere with the conjunction (1:2b, 2:11, 2:14), emphasising the 

causal link.1716 These next two lines are parallelism and this is important for their 

 
1708 Longman, p. 210; Duguid, p. 154. Fredericks and Estes, p. 408 draws a similar conclusion, that 
these parts of the body figuratively mean his ‘inner being’ and ‘full vigour’. 
1709 Duguid, p.154; Longman, p. 210; Spencer, p. 212. 
1710 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 250; Clarke, p. 208; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 144. 
1711 As Spencer, p. 212 observes correctly, ‘the woman in the Song does not ask the man … to set 
his seal on her, as if marking her as his own, his commodity to do with as he pleases. She 
envisions herself as the seal she wants to impress on his heart and arm’. 
1712 Longman, pp. 209-210 observes that ownership is part of the imagery of a seal and that the 
woman is making a plea to ‘own’ him. 
1713 Spencer, p. 212; Hess, p. 238. 
1714 Bloch and Bloch, p. 212 note how close proximity is conveyed by this imagery, as is intimacy. 
Hess, p. 238 similarly observes the importance of physical closeness expressed by this image. 
1715 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 245; Duguid, p. 154; Longman, NICOT, p. 210; Hess, p. 238; Keel, p. 
272. Landy, p. 118 agrees that the explicatory reading is more likely than the relative reading. 
1716 See Exum, Song of Songs, p. 93, Munro, p. 117. As Perry, p. 529 notes, the causal reading is 
the most common use of kî in the HS. 
See also Garrett, pp. 151, 160; Hess, pp. 79, 96; Murphy, pp. 137, 141; Exum, pp. 116, 128; Carr, 



213 
 

interpretation.1717 Several powerful words appear here for the first time in the Song: the 

three nouns, māwet (death), qinʾâ (passion) and šĕʾôl; and the two adjectives, ʿazzâ 

(strong) and qāšâ (fierce). In this couplet, synonymous parallelism exists in this form: 

(ʾahăbâ / ʿazzâ /māwet//qinʾâ/qāšâ/šĕʾôl).1718 Hence, there are comparisons with love 

being ‘as strong as death’, ‘passion as fierce as the grave’, as well as parallelism 

associating love with passion, and death with Sheol.1719 

 
Māwet (death) and šĕʾôl are often found in synonymous parallelism in the HS and are 

treated as semantically equivalent in other contexts.1720 Thus, there is good reason to 

read them as such within these lines. Sometimes māwet and šĕʾôl are used in parallel in 

the HS to describe ‘the place of death’.1721 But both death and Sheol are also personified 

forces within the HS, with Sheol being described as a ‘fearsome enemy’.1722 This 

personified reading is further supported, since the two adjectives, ʿazzâ and qāšâ are 

used to describe the wind and the sea, are often personified.1723 This is also supported by 

the personified reading of ʾahăbâ in the adjuration passages, to be discussed below.1724 

As Goldingay puts it, ‘when death gets hold of you, it doesn’t let go’.1725  

 
Moreover, parallelism also determines that there is a synonymous relationship between 

ʾahăbâ and qinah’. Qinʾâ is a fascinating word that Pope rightly points out refers to ‘strong 

emotion’ in the HS, representing a range of ‘emotions’.1726 At this point it is essential to 

 
Song of Solomon, pp. 100, 110; Fredericks and Estes, pp. 323, 328 for some examples of 
causative translation amongst commentators. 
1717 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 191; Hess, pp. 238-239; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 251; Walsh, 
p. 164; C.f. Fredericks and Estes, p. 406; Landy, p. 114. C.f. Waltke and O’Connor, p. 269, 
Fredericks and Estes, p. 406 for an ‘absolute superlatives’ reading. The parallelism reading 
perhaps captures better the extent of the imagery. 
1718 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 251; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 191; Lynell Zogbo and Ernst R. 
Wendland, Hebrew Poetry in the Bible: A Guide for Understanding and Translating (New York, NY: 
United Bible Societies, 2000), p. 21. 
1719 Exum, p. 251; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 191. 
1720 Proverbs 5:5; 7:27; Isaiah 28:15; G. Gerleman, ‘mût’, in Theological Lexicon of the Old 
Testament (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1997), pp. 660–64.(p. 663); Eugene H. Merrill, 
‘mût’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem 
VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), II, 886–88 (p. 887). 
1721 Merrill, mût, p. 887; BDB, p. 560; Benjamin Austin, ‘Afterlife’, in Lexham Theological 
Wordbook, ed. by Douglas Mangum and others (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2014); C.f. Psalm 
9:13; Job 38:17. 
1722 Murphy, The Song of Songs, pp. 197; C.f. Hosea 13:14, Psalm 49:14; 88:48; Eugene H. 
Merrill, ‘šĕʾôl’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. by 
Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), IV, 6–7 (p. 6). 
1723 Landy, p. 119; Robin Wakely, ‘ʿāzaz’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament 
Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), III, 
365–77 (p. 370). Exodus 14:21; Nehemiah 9:11; Isaiah 43:16. 
1724 Chapter 13. 
1725 Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 247. 
1726 Pope, p. 668; H. G. L. Peels, ‘qānāʾ’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament 
Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), III, 
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remember that in this parallel context, this is a poetic text, which opens the possibility of 

the creation of intentional ambiguity by the poet. Commentators debate as to whether 

qinʾâ should here be read as ‘sexual instinct or ardor’, ‘intense devotion’, or ‘jealousy’ in 

the positive sense of ‘rightful … possession’ of another’.1727 The choice of the word qinʾâ, 

on the part of the poet creates intentional ambiguity and allows multiple meanings here. 

The parallelism of qinʾâ with ʾahăbâ, bearing in mind the way that ʾahăbâ is read here (as 

sexual desire) is suggestive that it refers to ‘sexual passion’.1728 However, its use in the 

context of the seal imagery of this EI also potentially conveys the positive meaning of 

jealousy and devotion.1729 This deliberate poetic ambiguity by the use of this word enables 

these multiple meanings to draw together in this immensely powerful imagery. 

12.3.4 The Power of ʾahăbâ (8:6ef) 

The FP continues to describe the power of ʾahăbâ in the following two lines (8:6ef):1730 

rĕšāpêhā rišpê ʾēš (its flames are flames of fire);1731 šalhebetyâ (the flame of Yah). These 

two lines are in parallel with each other.1732 The first line continues to describe the 

overwhelming nature of ʾahăbâ, this time as flames of fire. While there is some uncertainty 

upon the precise meaning of rešep, other examples of use in the HS seem to refer to 

‘flames, fire, spark[s or] lightning’.1733 Fire might be used to portray the heat of passion, as 

well as the challenge of stopping it.1734 

 

The second life (8:6f) is a single word, that as mentioned in the translation notes is a 

matter of considerable debate amongst scholars.1735 The last two consonants (yh) in the 

BHS are seen by some scholars as the short form of the name of Yahweh, as is common 

 
937–40 (p. 938) notes the ‘wide range of meanings’ of the 85 times that that word root appears; G. 
Sauer, ‘qinʾâ’, in Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 
1997), pp. 1145–47 (p. 1145) for discussion of wide semantic meanings including a ‘strong 
emotional component’. 
1727 Pope, p. 669 advocates the first option. This is supported by BDB, p. 888, which sees qinʾâ as 
referring to ‘ardent love’. Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 
246 translates as ‘passion’ and imply this reading; similarly, Walsh, p. 164 implies this reading. The 
reading is the one used by the NRSV. It is also affirmed by Peels, p. 938; Sauer, p. 1146. 
The main advocate of the second option is Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 197.  
Proponents of the third option include: Fredericks and Estes, p. 406; Longman, NICOT, p. 207; 
Hess, p. 237; Duguid, p. 68; Fox, p. 169; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 243; Bloch and Bloch, p. 213; 
Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 186 
1728 Pope, p. 669; Walsh, p. 164. 
1729 Garrett, p. 256. 
1730 By the use of parallelism, this line could apply to either (or both) qinʾâ or ʾahăbâ, as noted by 
Duguid, p. 155; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 253. However, Exum, Song of Songs, p, 253 observes 
that the overall same meaning is implied. 
1731 DCH, Vol. 7, p. 563 also uses this translation. 
1732 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 191 
1733 DCH, Vol. 7, p. 563. Another use is Job 5:7; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 253. 
1734 Hess, p. 240; Walsh, p. 162. 
1735 For discussion of the debate, see Hess, p. 240. 
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in HS poetry.1736 However, commentators either take this as being a reference to the 

name of Yahweh, a superlative, or a gloss.1737 For those who take it as a superlative, 

reasons include that no use of Yahweh’s name directly has been used up till this point.1738 

But, as will be returned to later, there is evidence for the ‘veiled’ name of God in the 

adjuration passages, potentially affirming God’s presence behind the Song.1739 And 

bearing in mind the new powerful imagery found in this verse, including its context with the 

significant use of the EI, it is a context where a reference to God seems appropriate.1740 

Furthermore, reading yh as a gloss is not supported by the ancient versions, so this does 

not seem particularly likely.1741 To return to the superlative argument, Walsh makes the 

point that ‘while the generic name for god does function as a semantic device for 

superlatives, this would be the sole case where the proper name Yahweh does’.1742 

Bearing in mind the responsibility of using the divine name correctly in the HS, as 

emphasised by the Third Commandment, a stylistic reading or a gloss at this point seems 

very unlikely. Taking these arguments together, the use of the divine name seems 

likely.1743 

 

But acknowledging the presence of the divine name raises the question as to what is the 

significance of it here? It is used in reference to a flame, providing a description of the 

overwhelming power of ʾahăbâ. It thus describes how the FPs understands her 

experience, as the cause of her giving the EI in 8:6a. Seen in this way, the reference to 

the ‘flame of Yah’ perhaps recognises that God is in some way behind her experience of 

passion for the ML.1744 The imagery that maybe comes to mind for the first-time reader is 

the burning bush (Exodus 3:2-4), but ‘the presence of God in theophany is connected with 

flames of fire in numerous places in Scripture’.1745 It is as if, at this late point in the Song, 

that the FP realises (and verbalises) that God is behind this overwhelming power that has 

 
1736 Hess, p. 240; Terence Freitheim, ‘Yahweh’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament 
Theology and Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), IV, 
1295–1300 (p.1295) observes that there 50 uses of the abbreviation yah for Yahweh in the HS. 
1737 The approaches are referred to in Hess, p. 240; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 192 and Pope, 
p. 670.  
The superlative reading is found in translations including NRSV; NIV; NKJV. It is held by Pope, p. 
68; Longman, NICOT, p. 213; Bloch and Bloch, p. 213; Fredericks and Estes, p. 407; Carr, Song of 
Solomon, p. 187. 
1738 Longman, NICOT, pp. 212-213. 
1739 13.3.3; Davidson, p. 622; LaCocque, Romance She Wrote, pp. 63-63; Luter, 2:7. 
1740 Duguid, p. 155. 
1741 The gloss argument is made by Pope, p. 680. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 192 makes the 
observation about the ancient versions. Davidson, p. 624. As mentioned in n. 1641, the ancient 
versions do not contain this line at all, instead being a strengthening of the previous line. 
1742 Walsh, p. 205, Davidson, p. 625. 
1743 Davidson, pp. 621-632 provides a much fuller discussion of the use of the divine name in 8:6. 
1744 Walsh, p. 206. 
1745 Davidson, p. 628. 
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been the reason for her making the EI in this verse. 

12.3.5 The Power of ʾahăbâ Continued (8:7ab) 

The next two lines continue to expand upon the description of ʾahăbâ, this time moving 

from the powerful force of fire to the powerful force of water. 8:7a says that mayim rabbîm 

(mighty waters) cannot kabbôt (extinguish) ʾahăbâ.1746 This metaphorical language 

describes the near indestructibility of ʾahăbâ as a personified elemental force.1747 Mayim 

rabbîm is itself a personified force in the HS, having a mythological backdrop.1748 It 

represents the ‘waters of chaos’ in texts such as Genesis 1:2, forces over which only 

Yahweh can have control.1749  

 
This thought is then effectively repeated because of synonymous parallelism in 8:7b1750. 

The nĕhārôt (rivers) similarly do not have the power to destroy ʾahăbâ. Usually, water 

would be able to destroy fire, but not this fire.1751 Not the Flame of Yahweh! 

12.3.6 True Love is Priceless (8:7cd) 

The next line moves away from the power of ʾahăbâ to its value.1752 The FP now 

introduces a conditional statement.1753 The conditional statement presents an evaluation 

of someone who ntn (offered) kol-hôn bêtô (all the wealth of one’s house) for ʾahăbâ.1754 

The second clause presents criticism of the person who does this, describing them as 

being bôz yābûzû lô, which is translated passively by commentators and translations as 

‘he would be utterly despised’.1755 Fox and Hess suggest that it is the wealth that is being 

despised here, not the person offering it.1756 Both are legitimate readings of the text.1757 

But the sentiment of both is ultimately the same, that ʾahăbâ is something that by its 

nature it cannot be bought or sold.1758 Within the ANE, as described above, the bride-

price is one means that love was bought, and it is possible that this critique refers to 

that.1759 However, since the word used (hôn) is not the usual word for bride-price (mōhar), 

 
1746 DCH, Vol. 4, p. 353 uses the word extinguish. 
1747 Walsh, p. 178, 
1748 The term is used 28 times in the HS. Longman, NICOT, p. 214; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 
192. 
1749 Keel, p. 276; Fredericks and Estes, p. 409; Landy, p. 124; Psalm 93:4. 
1750 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 198. 
1751 Walsh, p. 178; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 192. 
1752 Spencer, p. 219. 
1753 Keel, p. 270; 
1754 Someone is indicated by a 3rd person masculine singular suffix. 
1755 Murphy, p. 192; 
1756 Fox, p. 171; Hess, p.241. 
1757 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 192. Exum, Song of Songs p. 254 notes that both readings are 
basically the same. 
1758 Hess, p. 242; Duguid, p. 155; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 192; Fredericks and Estes, p. 
409; Landy, p. 128; Provan, p. 368; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 254; Spencer, p. 220. 
1759 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 198; Fredericks and Estes, p. 409. 
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it is more likely that this is a more general critique of trying to buy love.1760 As Bergant has 

observed, as ʾahăbâ is more powerful than the overwhelming forces, it is not something 

that is possible to purchase.1761 

12.4 Interpretation 

12.4.1 The Female Protagonist’s Experience of ʾahăbâ 

Before interpreting this passage in more detail, one point needs to be made. Using the 

powerful imagery of 8:6c-7, the FP describes her experience of ʾahăbâ as an 

overwhelmingly powerful force, even if she does this through making a more general 

statement about ʾahăbâ.1762 It is true that her experience conveyed here is based upon all 

of the Song up till this point.1763 The first-time reader has encountered her experience 

throughout the text so far. Her experience of ʾahăbâ provides the reason for her using the 

EI to call her lover to place her as a seal upon his heart and arm.1764 The text puts these 

words into the mouth of the FP, and so within the wider context it is appropriate to read it 

as her experience of ʾahăbâ towards the man. 

 

Some scholars observe that 8:6b-7 is different from in form from previous passages in the 

Song, and outside of its context, it would sound like a didactic teaching about ʾahăbâ in a 

general sense, and ‘would not be out of place’ in the book of Proverbs.1765 This is a good 

observation, and recognising this demonstrates the likely way how the FP is through her 

words offering insight to the audience of the DoJ, and the reader, about what ʾahăbâ is 

 
1760 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 99. 
1761 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 99. 
1762 Spencer, p. 213 makes a similar observation: ‘From the wellspring of this longing … the 
woman draws her most profound analysis of love in relation to death and fire, the most powerful 
forces of nature’; similarly, Fredericks and Estes, p. 407. Longman, NICOT, p. 210 describes this 
as ‘a very strong statement of her desire for him. 
Keel, pp. 273-274 suggests how the feminine singular noun form could be used to argue that what 
is being conveyed is the ʾahăbâ of the FP. While arguing that 8:6b-7 should be read as a 
‘statement about love in general’, Bergant, The Song of Solomon, p. 97 observes how ‘deep and 
genuine love, though particular and unique in itself, gives one insight into the very nature of love in 
general’. 
1763 Landy, p. 47 makes a similar observation by his reading, in which he observes that ‘to this 
conclusion [8:6] all the comparisons and experiences of the Song are adduced’. The reading here 
is different because it is saying that those experiences previously portrayed have led to this 
revelation to the FP. 
1764 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 245; Duguid, p. 154; Longman, NICOT, p. 210; Hess, p. 238; Keel, p. 
272. Landy, p. 118 all observe that 8:6c-7 is causatively related to 8:6ab. 
1765 Quotation from Exum, The Poetic Genius of the Song of Songs, p. 79. See also J. Cheryl 
Exum, ‘Unity, Date, Authorship and the “Wisdom” of the Song of Songs’, [Preprint] 
<https://www.academia.edu/12872769/Unity_Date_Authorship_and_the_Wisdom_of_the_Song_of
_Songs> [accessed 30 June 2021], p. 12, Dell, The Solomonic Corpus of Wisdom and Its 
Influence, p. 49, Michael Sadgrove, ‘The Song of Songs as Wisdom Literature’, in Studia Biblica 
1978 I: Papers on Old Testament and Related Themes, ed. by Elizabeth A. Livingstone, Journal for 
the Study of the Old Testament Supplement Series (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1979), XI, 245–48. 
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like. However, this passage is found, not in the book of Proverbs, but in the Song, being 

the verbalised words of the FP. And it is found in the context of providing a reason for her 

use of the EI.1766 The Song up till this point has portrayed the experience of ʾahăbâ for the 

main characters. The context suggests that it should be read as her experience here. Her 

ʾahăbâ for the ML is the reason for her use of the EI in this passage. 

12.4.2 The Erotic Imperative Calling for Inseparability 

12.3.2 discussed the powerful seal imagery used in the EI in 8:6ab. It was argued above 

that ʾahăbâ provides the reason for this EI.1767 The powerful imagery of the seal being put 

upon the heart and arm being related to identity and ownership have also been discussed. 

It is a calling for inseparability. The next few subsections will consider the ways that 

inseparability is called for, by looking at how the EI and the associated imagery of 8:6 

portrays commitment and permanency, and it will later consider inseparability in the 

context of the progression of the Song. 

12.4.3 Commitment and Permanency Expressed by the Erotic Imperative 

The multi-layered imagery of the FP using the EI to call for her to be placed as a seal can 

be read as symbolising her calling for permanency in the relationship in numerous 

ways.1768 Firstly, the verb calls to be put in place upon the ML’s heart and arm, 

symbolising the whole person, his very identity. Bergant observes correctly the 

profoundness of the extent of this imagery of calling for association with the ML’s very 

identity, and this association makes it so much more than simply a ‘pledge of 

commitment’.1769 The level of association being expressed is so extraordinary that seeing 

this as merely a ‘pledge of commitment’ does not do the imagery sufficient justice. 

 

Secondly, seals are used by pressing down and leaving their ‘permanent’ mark. They 

leave the mark of the seal into what they are pressed. One medieval Jewish mystical 

reading describes the consequences of a seal being pressed down: ‘“For as the imprint of 

the seal is to be discerned even after the seal is withdrawn, so I shall cling to you’.1770 

Bearing in mind that the imagery of heart and arm potentially symbolises his whole 

identity, the FP is asking that his identity is left with the permanent mark of her identity. 

Wherever he may go, she has called for her identity to be impressed into his. The FP is 

 
1766 Exum, Poetic Genius, p. 81. See also 12.3.3. 
1767 12.3.3. 
1768 While arguing from a different hermeneutic of the Song, Davidson, p. 592 argues that 
permanency is expressed by the imperative. 
1769 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 144; Clarke, p. 208. 
1770 Gershom G. Scholem, Zohar: The Book of Splendor (New York: Schocken Books, 1949), 
Exum, Song of Songs, p. 251. 
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calling for a ‘fusion’ and in doing so being apart after this is in some sense not 

possible.1771 

 

Thirdly, the imagery of the power of ʾahăbâ as a force that cannot be destroyed by the 

‘many waters’, and is as strong as the other personified forces, is suggestive that as part 

of the wider explanation for her use of the EI, that she has called for the use of the seal 

imagery, because her ʾahăbâ is seemingly inextinguishable.1772 This reinforces the 

permanency conveyed by the use of the seal imagery itself. She may be calling for the 

relationship to be permanent because this is the case. 

12.4.4 Vulnerability, Strength and Security in the Relationship Expressed by the 
Erotic Imperative 

Bearing in mind the significance of the seal imagery associated with the EI in 8:6, with its 

implied calling to permanency, another aspect of the image that needs discussing is the 

vulnerability and strength that is implied by the use of the imperative, as well as what this 

potentially means for the security being portrayed in the relationship for this to happen. 

 

The calling of the ML by the FP to ‘place me’ is importantly an imperative verb with a first-

person pronoun direct object. In other words, the FP is calling the ML to do something to 

her. But while the FP has called for the ML to do things to her before using the EI, here 

she is asking that he treats her as a metaphorical object, a seal.1773 In doing so, she 

potentially makes herself vulnerable, for the ML does not have to accept the calling that 

she puts on him.1774 As Landy has observed, with the use of this imperative, ‘she 

commands him and she is utterly dependent on him’.1775 The imagery demands that only 

he can be the one that can respond, and the imperative calls him to respond, but he is the 

one empowered to respond in the way that he chooses.  

 

Of course, there is also a great confidence expressed too by the EI that calls for their 

identities to be united. Bearing in mind the confidence of the FP throughout the Song, the 

expression of this imperative is not a surrender of who she is, but a taking possession of 

him as he takes possession of her. It comes from a place of confidence and boldness. As 

 
1771 Landy, p. 117. 
1772 12.3.4; 12.3.5; Hess, pp. 237-238 observes the level of commitment that is being expressed by 
8:6, being ‘stronger than anything known’. 
1773 Previous times where a first-person direct object has been used by the FP in the contexts of EI 
are 1:2, 1:4, 2:6 and 8:3. In 2:5 (twice) the FP also uses an imperative with herself as the first-
person direct object, but here she is addressing the DoJ. 
1774 Longman, NICOT, p. 210 emphasises that the FP wants the willing participation of the ML. 
1775 Landy, pp. 116-117. 
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Spencer observes, she ‘does not ask the man … to set his seal upon her, as if marking 

her as his own’.1776 Instead, she is bold enough to call him to allow her to possess him. 

 

Moreover, there is one final observation that should be made and this is that this EI is 

made within the context of a developed relationship.1777 It is not at the beginning of the 

text, before the reader has the opportunity to observe the way that the relationship 

between the lovers develops. Instead, it is almost at the end of the Song, with the reader 

having had the opportunity to observe the sense of progression between the lovers.1778 It 

is from this position of a developed relationship, and the security associated with that, that 

the FP issues this EI. 

12.4.5 Tattoo Imagery as a Cultural Equivalent to the Seal Imagery 

Noting that tattoos were ruled out under Levitical law, having a tattoo with your lover’s 

name on would not have been a figurative image that would have connected within 

Israelite Culture.1779 Thus, it is not an image that the poet would have used. However, the 

imagery of a tattoo with a lover’s name on it, shows some similarity in terms of outcome 

with what is being conveyed by the seal imagery.1780 The EI associated with the seal 

imagery calls for commitment and exclusivity.1781 In cultures where forms of monogamy 

are considered the cultural norm, a male sailor who had a tattoo made with the name of 

his preferred woman on it would not be able to keep his association with her a secret from 

other women, should they look at his body.1782 While the stereotypical sailor had a 

‘woman in every port’, the act of getting a tattoo with a particular woman’s name would 

have made it much harder to develop a relationship with any other women he might meet. 

His association has been made permanently visible. The woman’s identity would become 

bound up with his in this ‘permanent’ action of getting a tattoo made, and the potential for 

exclusivity that arises from that. Nothing can quite match the distinctive seal imagery in 

this passage, but a tattoo perhaps provides a useful comparison. 

 
1776 Spencer, p. 212. 
1777 Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 97 observes the security that the FP has. 
1778 11.4.4. 
1779 Leviticus 19:28. 
1780 Spencer, p. 212 correctly observes that tattoo imagery does not go as far as the seal imagery, 
as the seal imagery implies a deeper level of association of identity. However, as discussed in this 
section, the imagery works in terms of consequences of the issuing of the EI. 
1781 Fredericks and Estes, p. 408; Longman, NICOT, p. 209; Davidson, p. 588 argue that 
exclusivity is portrayed in this passage on the grounds that seals are used to mark ownership, 
alongside the jealousy understanding of qinʾâ. 
1782 Laurie Ellinghausen, ‘“A Wife or Friend at e’ery Port”: The Common Sailor in Ballads of the 
Early British Empire’, ed. by David Aers and Sarah Beckwith, Journal of Medieval and Early 
Modern Studies, 50.2 (2020), 431–53 <https://doi.org/10.1215/10829636-8219626> emphasises 
the common idea of a women in every port. 
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12.4.6 The Erotic Imperative of Inseparability in the Context of the Progression in 
the Song 

11.4.4 described how a sense of progression is portrayed in the relationship between the 

lovers in the Song and how the EI contributes towards this progression. Moreover, the EI 

of 8:6 also needs to be seen in the light of this sense of progression, because it further 

substantiates the argument. It was argued above how a unity in terms of desire is 

conveyed by the way EIs bookend the interruption by the FP of the ML, and her realisation 

in the final refrain of mutual possession that his desire is for her.1783 It has also been 

suggested that the ML expressed an EI potentially calling for inseparability using sexual 

imagery in 7:2. And other language too is also used which portrays a sense of 

progression.1784  

 

If follows that reading the EI in 8:6 in the light of this progression in the Song reinforces 

the way that the relationship has developed to the point of calling for inseparability. The 

calling for inseparability makes sense within the context of a developed relationship. This 

use of the EI affirms the state of the portrayed developed relationship in the Song. It 

passionately expresses and consolidates what has already been established. And it 

affirms how the overwhelming power of ʾahăbâ is the reason for her calling for 

inseparability.1785 What else can the FP do but call to be inseparable and have her identity 

associated with him, bearing in mind the way the reader has observed the relationship 

develop because of ʾahăbâ?1786 Even the FP as a strong woman cannot overcome this 

passionate overwhelming force of ʾahăbâ. In the context of the progression of the Song it 

is perhaps no surprise that the FP calls for inseparability here. 

12.4.7 The Erotic Imperative of Inseparability and its Relationship with the Erotic 
Imperatives of 8:14 

The final EIs of the Song (8:14), a little after our main passage of discussion, are similar in 

form to the EIs of simile of 2:17.1787 In 2:17 the ML was called to sōb (turn) and dĕmē-lĕkā 

(be like) a gazelle or young deer on the cleft mountains, potentially representing her 

breasts.1788 Now in 8:14, instead of calling the ML to turn (to herself), the FP calls him to 

bĕraḥ (come quickly) to the ‘mountain of spices’.1789 Bĕraḥ is not a verb that has been 

 
1783 11.4.3. The EIs are found in 7:8 and 7:11-12. The interruption takes place in 7:9. The refrain of 
mutual possession is in 7:10. 
1784 7:6. See discussion in 11.3.1. 
1785 12.3.3. 
1786 Landy, p. 119 makes a similar observation (from a different approach), that a resolution is 
expected at this point in the text. 
1787 7.3.4. 
1788 7.3.4. 
1789 Bĕraḥ is translated with an emphasis on urgency in NIV (come away), ESV (make haste); 
NRSV (make haste); Keel, p. 284 (make haste); Fredericks and Estes, p. 416 (come quickly); 
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previously used in the Song, and the root is classically understood as to refer to ‘secret, 

unobserved flight from danger, whether actual or expected’.1790 However, there is no 

suggestion of any danger, so the use of this verb perhaps comes as a surprise. 

 

Nevertheless, bearing in mind that this imagery of 2:17 has probably conveyed her calling 

him to turn to herself by the mountain imagery (representing her breasts), it seems likely 

that a similar meaning is being expressed here, that is the FP is calling the ML to ‘come 

quickly’ to herself.1791 Hence, bĕraḥ is probably used in 8:14 to express the urgency of the 

FP’s call.1792 This urgency perhaps expresses the fervency of the FP to have her desires 

met, potentially with more urgency than 2:17. 

 

Furthermore, unlike 2:17, where the FP gives a time-limit ‘until the day breathes or 

shadows flee’, no time-limit is given here.1793 Taking together the urgency and the 

unrestrictedness of the imperative in 8:14 compared to 2:17, this shows how the 

relationship between the lovers has continued to develop to this final line of the Song, 

bearing in mind the EI calling for inseparability in 8:61794. She calls him, like in 2:17, to be 

like a gazelle or young deer on the ‘mountain of spices’, making connections with the 

spices of the garden imagery and all of the pleasure found therein.1795  

12.5 Chapter Conclusion 
This chapter has demonstrated the importance of this highly significant EI at this late 

stage in the Song in consolidating the relationship between the ML and FP. It has shown 

the role of the imperative in calling for inseparability through the powerful imagery that the 

poet uses. 

 
Glickman, A Song for Lovers, p. 170 (hurry); Ginsburg, p. 191 (haste). 
1790 Jerome A. Lund, ‘bāraḥ’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), I, 743–45 (p. 743). 
1791 Murphy, p. 200; Keel, p. 285. 
1792 Some scholars see the emphasis of bĕraḥ referring to both direction and urgency, i.e., that she 
is being called to ‘flee away’ (e.g., Spencer, p. 229). This is a common understanding of the verb in 
the HS (Genesis 16:6, 8; Genesis 27:43, Hosea 12:12; Genesis 31:20-22; Exodus 2:15; Exodus 
14:5; Jonah 1:3 and others). However, Lund, p. 744 suggests that a unique meaning is plausible 
within this poetic text of the Song, and bearing in mind there is no obvious danger in this passage, 
this seems reasonable. Furthermore, Fredericks and Estes, p. 416 suggests that fleeing to a 
person is similarly expressed in 1 Samuel 22:20. 
1793 Fredericks and Estes, p. 417. 
1794 Davidson, p. 598 similarly suggests that 8:14 shows a greater development of relationship than 
2:17. 
1795 4:13-14; Exum, p. 262; 9.4.6. 
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Chapter 13: The Wisdom of the Song 

13.1 Introduction 
In this chapter is it argued that the three (main) adjuration passages (2:7, 3:5 and 8:4) 

should be seen as being examples of biblical wisdom based upon experience, being given 

by the FP to the DoJ.1796 It is argued that their existence in the Song makes it a wisdom 

text, and as such it provides wisdom about the experience of sexual desire in people’s 

lives. The meaning read here is the FP is telling the DoJ that they will know when it is right 

to express desire in a particular way. 

13.2 Discussion of the Adjuration Passages 

13.2.1 Context of the Three Adjuration Passages 

The three adjuration passages are critically important in the Song, as they function as a 

refrain that mark the end of each of the first three major sections of the Song.1797 By their 

situatedness in the text, as well as their content, they have been regarded by 

commentators over the centuries as having something significant to say to both the DoJ 

and to the wider reader.1798 But what is the significance of these passages for this thesis? 

To begin, it is necessary to consider main interpretations of the adjuration itself.1799 

13.2.2 The Text of the Adjuration Passages 

There are two main interpretative views about the meaning of the adjuration passages.1800 

Firstly, that the adjuration is a warning to the DoJ not to ‘incite’ or ‘excite’ love until the 

 
1796 10.3.1 discussed the adjuration that is different from the others (5:8). 
1797 2:7, 3:5 and 8:4. Hess, p. 81, Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 101, 115, 183 makes a similar 
observation. Brian P. Gault, ‘An Admonition Against “Rousing Love”: The Meaning of the Enigmatic 
Refrain in the Song of Songs’, Bulletin for Biblical Research, 20.2 (2010), 161–84 (p. 162) notes 
the ‘general importance both to the arrangement and meaning of the Song’. Similarly, Bergant, The 
Song of Songs, p. 26 notes how the adjurations separate sections of the Song. 
As discussed in 2.2.3, this thesis is interested in the final form of the text. C.f. Katharine J. Dell, 
‘Does the Song of Songs Have Any Connections to Wisdom?’, in Perspectives on the Song of 
Songs; or Perspektiven Der Hoheliedauslegung, ed. by Anselm C. Hagedorn (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
2005), pp. 8–26 (p. 15). 
1798 Brian P. Gault, ‘A “Do Not Disturb” Sign? Reexamining the Adjuration Refrain in Song of 
Songs’, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, 36.1 (2011), 93–104 (p. 94) 
<https://doi.org/10.1177/0309089211419412> notes that the significance of the adjuration 
passages has been held as such over the centuries. As has been discussed previously, the DoJ 
act as an audience, but the reader is also the ‘ultimate audience’ of the Song (Exum, Song of 
Songs, pp. 2, 7, 134). 
1799 Gault, ‘An Admonition Against ‘Rousing Love’, p. 163 lists eight interpretative options for the 
adjuration, demonstrating its complexity for scholars. 
1800 Spencer, p. 36 correctly observes that essentially the interpretative views ‘boil down to two 
antithetical concerns’. 
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right time;1801 secondly, that the lovers are not to be disturbed in their lovemaking.1802 

Here the former view is argued to be the correct reading. It makes most sense that this 

‘repeated message’, as part of this biblical love poem, asserts a ‘cautionary message’ 

rather than ‘a do not disturb sign’, and this is supported by examining the adjuration in 

detail.1803 

 
The text of the first two adjuration passages (2:7, 3:5) reads hišbaʿtî ʾetkem bĕnôt 

yĕrûŝālam biṣbaot ṣĕbāʾôt ʾô bĕʾaylôt haśśāde ʾim-tāʿîrû wĕʾim-tĕʿôrĕrû ʾet-hāʾahăbâ ʿad 

ŝĕtteḥpāṣ, which is translated here as ‘I adjure you o Daughters of Jerusalem, by the 

gazelles or the wild does, do not incite or excite love until the time is right’. 11.4.5 

discussed how the final adjuration has a stronger level of negation, expressed by the lack 

of mention of the animals and the use of ma instead of ʾim.1804 In all three adjuration 

passages, there are the following key parts that contribute towards its meaning: the hipʿil 

and poʿlel form of ʿwr;1805 the qal verb ḥpṣ; and the particular meaning of the feminine 

singular noun ʾahăbâ (with its definite article). 

 
To begin with, verbs of root ʿwr are used at nine points in the Song, with six of these found 

in the adjuration passages.1806 The other three are found in passages that may be 

interpreted as ‘awake’ or ‘arouse’ in a sexual or sleep sense. In 4:16 it is used by the FP 

as an imperative in which the FP calls upon the wind, so that they blow upon her 

‘garden’.1807 The extremely erotic context there is suggestive of its erotic meaning 

elsewhere. In 5:2, the FP speaks of having ‘slept but her heart was awake’, which is part 

of a passage that has an erotic level of meaning.1808 Similarly, 8:5 refers to an erotic 

situation where the FP says that she ‘aroused’ the ML under the apple tree.1809 

Furthermore, the verb is also used in erotic contexts when it is used in the adjuration 

passages of 2:7 and 3:5, as discussed below.1810  

 
1801 Scholars who argue for the right time reading include Longman, p. 115; Hess, p. 83; Walsh, p. 
180; Exum, Song of Songs p. 118; Pope, p. 387; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 137; Bloch and 
Bloch, p. 152; Duguid, p. 96; Garrett, p. 152; Luter Boyd, 2:7; Provan, p. 286; Goldingay, Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 230; Carr, p. 102. 
1802 Gault, ‘Do not disturb’, p. 104 is the most recent main proponent of this interpretation; Spencer, 
p. 39. 
1803 Hess, p. 83. 
1804 8:5. Longman, NICOT, p. 206, Pope, p. 661. 
1805 DCH, Vol. 6, p. 315. 
1806 2:7 (twice in this adjuration passage), 3:5 (twice in this adjuration passage), 4:16 (imperative 
addressing the wind), 5:2 (qal, reference to lēb), 8:4 (twice in this adjuration passage), 8:5 (piʿel, 
reference to an event under the apple tree). 
1807 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 180; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 157. 
1808 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 193. 
1809 12.3.1. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 249; Davidson, p. 571. 
1810 13.2.3; 13.2.4. 
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Moving on to the hipʿil and poʿlel forms of the verbs, the poʿlel, like the piʿel is linked with 

causation.1811 Like the piʿel, the poʿlel causes ‘a state rather than an action’, whereas the 

hipʿil causes an action.1812 Thus, having the hipʿil from of ʿwr followed by the poʿlel form 

indicates that the latter should be seen as an intensification of the former.1813 

 

Next, the verb of root ḥpṣ needs to be considered. Roots of this verb have the 

summarised meanings of ‘desire, delight (in), take pleasure (in); be willing, be pleased (to 

do)1814’. Thus, it has both connotations of desire and delight, and there are examples of 

this verb having ‘sexual overtones’.1815 A sexual overtone is similarly implied here. But 

how can ʾahăbâ be something that can desire and delight (being the object of ḥpṣ)?1816 

And similarly, how can ʾahăbâ be something that can be caused to ʿwr? 

 
The conclusion here is that ʾahăbâ is something, like in 8:6, that is personified in these 

passages.1817 It is something that can ‘desire’ and ‘delight’ on its own terms. But it is also 

something that can be ‘incited’ and ‘excited’. Since the FP instructs the DoJ not to ‘incite’ 

or ‘excite’ ʾahăbâ, it is something that is portrayed as an ‘elemental power’.1818 And 

similarly, it is something that has a ‘mind of its own’.1819 Furthermore, as a personified 

force with a mind of its own, it will be discussed more later how ʾahăbâ is something that 

has a timeliness, explaining the translation of ḥpṣ as ‘until the time is right’.1820 

 
But what is the meaning of ʾahăbâ itself in the adjuration passage? The fact that the FP 

refers to ʾahăbâ in them means that ʾahăbâ must be present. Each of the adjuration 

 
1811 Michael S. Heiser and Vincent M. Setterholm, ‘Polel’, in Glossary of Morpho-Syntactic 
Database Terminology (Lexham Press, 2013) observes that ‘the polel corresponds in meaning to 
the piel. As a stem associated with the piel, the polel may express the bringing about of a state. 
The object of the verb’s action “suffers the effect” of the action. 
1812 Heiser and Setterholm, ‘Polel’ (see note above). Waltke and O’Connor, p. 400 describe the 
causative role of the piel compared to the hifil. 
1813 Fredericks and Estes, p. 321; Pope, p. 386; Longman, p. 114; Luter, 2:7 see the poʾlel use as 
being emphatic, emphasising its intensification. 
1814 DCH, Vol. 3, p.287. 
1815 Carr, p. 102. Gen 34:19, Deut 21:14, Esther 2:14, 3:5. 
1816 Hess, p. 82 similarly asks the same question. 
1817 12.4.1. Spencer, p. 38; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 118. 
1818 Davidson, p. 620; Keel, pp. 30-37; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 249 says that ‘in the adjuration 
refrain … love is spoken of as having a will of its own’; George M. Schwab, The Song of Songs’ 
Cautionary Message Concerning Human Love, Studies in Biblical Literature (New York, NY: Peter 
Lang, 2002), p. 45, ‘love is conceptualized as an uncontrollable power that is best left asleep’. 
Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 137. Duguid, p. 95 speaks of love as having ‘overwhelming power’. 
Luter, 2:7. 
1819 Exum, Song of Songs, p 249; Spencer, p. 38; Luter Boyd, 2:7. 
1820 Translations with this meaning are made by Pope, p. 387; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 137; 
Bloch and Bloch, p. 17. 
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passages will now be (re)considered contextually to discuss its meaning, which, it is 

argued, is desire. The discussion will confirm how ʾahăbâ is this overwhelming personified 

force. 

13.2.3 Contextual Use of the First Adjuration Passage 

As the context of the first adjuration passage has not been previously been discussed, 

unlike 3:5 and 8:4, it will be briefly discussed here.1821 The primary context (2:5) of this 

first adjuration passage is the FP being ḥôlat ʾahăbâ (faint with love). The previous verse 

describes how the ML brought the FP to bêt hayyāyin (the wine house), which can be 

understood metaphorically as a place where her kisses being like wine (1:2) can be 

enjoyed.1822 In that place the ML gives her the diglō (similarly to Akkadian diglu for 

look/intention) of ʾahăbâ, the look of desire towards her.1823 

 

This experience is overwhelming for the FP, since she calls upon the DoJ to sustain and 

refresh her (2:5), her reason being that she is faint with love.1824 However, it is not 

necessarily the case the ML is present at the point of the imperatives, for why should the 

address the DoJ to sustain her, and not him?1825 His absence seems to provide the 

reason for her erotic yearning, since if her yearning was being satisfied, she would not be 

described as being ḥôlat ʾahăbâ.1826 This is potentially affirmed by an optative reading of 

the next line (2:6), wishing that his left hand were under her head and that his right hand 

embraced her.1827  

 

 
1821 2:7. 
1822 Duguid, p. 94; Hess, p. 79; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 25. 
1823 The Akkadian diglu includes meanings of ‘look’ and ‘intention’. Robert Gordis, The Song of 
Songs and Lamentations: A Study, Modern Translation and Commentary, rev edn (New York, NY: 
KTAV, 1974), pp. 203-204; Fredericks and Estes, p. 320; Garrett, p. 150 observe the use of the 
Akkadian. An alternative reading is that degel is used in the HS to refer to military standards (DCH, 
Vol. 2, p. 414). However, Pope, p. 375 notes that such a reading is unclear. 
1824 The DoJ are likely to be being addressed here, because the imperative verbs sammĕkûnî 
(sustain me) and rappĕdûnî (refresh me) are masculine plural imperatives. Exum, p. 116 is correct 
to note that the DoJ are the audience of the Song’ and so are being addressed here. Spencer, p. 
35 makes the same argument. Duguid, p. 93; Longman, NICOT, p. 114 similarly read the DoJ as 
being addressed here. Elsewhere, masculine plural volitionals are used in 1:6, 2:15, 5:1 (3 times) 
and 6:13. Out of these 1:6 and 2:15 are the FP addressing the DoJ. 5:1 and 6:13 are the DoJ 
addressing the FP 
Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 136; Hess, p. 79; Longman, NICOT, p. 114 observe the causative 
link as the reason for her giving the imperatives. 
1825 Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, Old Testament for 
Everyone, p. 229. 
1826 Duguid, p. 94. Fox, p. 109 notes that lovesickness in the Egyptian love poems is always 
centred around the absence of a lover. 
1827 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 117. 
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Thus, the faintness of the FP, because of her overwhelming experience of desire provides 

a reason for the adjuration.1828 Thus she warns the DoJ from her experience about the 

overwhelming power of ʾahăbâ.1829 The erotic context and the way that ʾahăbâ has been 

used at other points of the Song so far (1:4) is indicative that it refers to ‘erotic desire’ in 

this passage.1830 It is something that can be incited and excited, including by sexual 

activity, something which she has experienced.1831 And desire is something in her 

experience can be utterly overwhelming. Thus, her adjuration warns them of desire’s 

power.1832 It is the personified ‘elemental power’ that can have this effect.1833 

13.2.4 Contextual Use of the Second Adjuration Passage 

The second adjuration passage comes at the end of the first night-time passage that has 

previously been discussed.1834 The adjuration comes after having found her lover having 

sought him in the city streets, and then upon finding him, declaring that she ‘would not let 

him go until’ she had brought him her mother’s house and the chamber ‘associated with 

intimacies’.1835 Yet again, encountering the adjuration as a first-time reader after this 

erotic passage links ʾahăbâ as an overwhelming personified force, with what comes 

immediately before. The adjuration portrays the FP presenting a ‘lesson which … [she]… 

derives from her experience’.1836 And that experience is of ʾahăbâ.  

 
As discussed previously, in the passage the FP experiences the obstacle of her lover’s 

absence and is driven by the experience of her desire into the city streets to find him.1837 

The way that desire is portrayed in this passage indicates that reading ʾahăbâ as the 

experience of sexual desire makes contextual sense of its meaning in this adjuration 

passage.1838 It is something portrayed as an overwhelming personified force that leads to 

the lover stopping at nothing to overcome the distance between them. Longman 

comments that ‘what woman would not want to feel her passion and find its satisfaction? 

 
1828 Duguid, p. 95. 
1829 Walsh, p. 163 notes that it is through her experience that she makes this adjuration. 
1830 Bloch and Bloch, p. 152 read as erotic arousal. Walsh, p. 163. 
1831 Walsh, p. 182 notes the sexual activity that she has experienced in 2:2-3; Davidson, p. 614 
notes that the ‘awakening’ is undoubtedly sexual arousal’. 
1832 Duguid, p. 95. 
1833 Davidson, p. 620. 
1834 3:1-5; 8.4.1. 
1835 Longman, NICOT, p. 131; Fredericks and Estes, p. 335. 
1836 Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 147. Walsh, p. 163 similarly observes the ‘eyewitness account 
in undergoing desire’. 
1837 8.4.1. 
1838 Fredericks and Estes, p. 338 note that sexual desire is being demonstrated in this passage 
and link it with the adjuration. Longman, NICOT, p. 131 describes what is portrayed as passion. 
Walsh, p. 183 speaks of ‘the anticipation of sexual pleasure’ for this passage. 
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Yet the woman wisely tells the others not to rush into love, but rather to wait for the right 

moment … the moment indeed she has apparently found’.1839 

13.2.5 Contextual Use of the Final Adjuration Passage 

The final adjuration passage (8:4) is discussed above and does not need much further 

discussion here, except to say briefly that the argument above was that this final, stronger, 

adjuration occurred in the context of the passage expressing unity in terms of desire, and 

the final refrain of mutual possession (7:10).1840 The discussion highlighted how this final 

adjuration should be seen in the context of the developed sense of relationship at this 

stage in the Song, and that the implication was that inciting or exciting ʾahăbâ can lead to 

experiencing its overwhelming nature, and has the potential to lead to inseparability from 

another. 

13.3 Interpretation of the Adjuration Passages 

13.3.1 Timeliness 

The three contextual uses of the adjuration all portray ʾahăbâ as being an overwhelming 

personified power. But what is the significance of the FP’s use of it in the interpretation of 

the Song as a whole?  

 
The use of the verb ḥpṣ in the passages portrays the idea that this overwhelming power 

can desire/delight, and thus has a mind of its own. Hence, the literal meaning of the 

adjuration is not to incite or excite ʾahăbâ until it desires/delights. Numerous scholars 

recognise the implication that the FP is making of the importance of timeliness in inciting 

or exciting ʾahăbâ.1841 There is very good justification for the translation used here, that 

ʾahăbâ should be not incited or excited ‘until the time is right’.1842 Some scholars 

recognise this as meaning that there is a timeliness to sexual practice (for example, some 

scholars arguing for sexual intercourse to be reserved strictly for marriage).1843 The idea 

of timeliness of sexual practice is implied by the calling not to incite or excite ʾahăbâ. But 

as Exum correctly comments, there is more to it than only recognising that ʾahăbâ ‘should 

not be aroused prematurely’.1844 That does not satisfactorily deal with ʾahăbâ as being 

something that has a mind of its own.  

 

 
1839 Longman, NICOT, p. 131. 
1840 11.4.5. 
1841 Pope, p. 387; Murphy, Song of Songs, p. 137; Bloch and Bloch, p. 17; Longman, NICOT, p. 
115; Hess, p. 83; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 117. 
1842 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 118. 
1843 Fredericks and Estes, pp. 324; Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 102; Garrett, p. 153. 
1844 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 118 
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As a personified force that has a mind of its own, ʾahăbâ does not need to be incited or 

excited, for it (presumably) can exist independently, for how else could it desire/delight at 

all? Here Exum makes an important observation about the portrayal of ʾahăbâ, that as 

something overwhelmingly powerful, one ‘does not need to rouse love, because when it 

pleases love to be roused, you will know it’.1845 Thus, the FP is telling the DoJ that they 

will potentially recognise ʾahăbâ for themselves, without them having to force it in some 

way. It is something that happens.1846 It is something that exists and they are to be aware 

of. 

 
Furthermore, a sense of timeliness is not only called for by the FP from the DoJ in the 

adjuration passages, but is a key theme of the Song as a whole.1847 A strong example of 

this timeliness for the lovers to be intimate is the springtime imagery by which the ML calls 

the FP by EIs to make herself accessible to him, the reason being that the season was 

right.1848 Hence, timeliness, and following desire at the right time, are both part of the 

calling of the FP to the DoJ in the adjuration passages, as well as the wider imagery of the 

Song. It is something of the utmost importance. 

13.3.2 The Adjuration Passages Promoting Restraint and Caution, and Promoting 
Freedom when the Time is Right 

What does timeliness look like in terms of the adjuration of the Song? This thesis has 

already discussed how the Song portrays the development of sexual desire in more 

developed and explicit ways later in the Song than earlier in the Song, as demonstrated 

through the use of the EI.1849 Thus, the use of the first adjuration, particularly in response 

the love-sickness caused by the absence of the ML, shows how some restraint is given by 

the FP in the fulfilment of her desires.1850 However, by the time the second adjuration is 

given by the FP, the text implies that the FP is less restrained in her approach, going out 

into the city streets in search of him, and then upon finding him, taking him to her mother’s 

house.1851 Finally, the last adjuration passage follows the passage of deeply sexual 

imagery portraying a unity in terms of desire, by which point the FP is giving a stream of 

EIs (7:8a (climb), 7:8b (grasp), 7:8c (let … be), 7:11a (come), 7:11b (let us go), 7:11c (let 

us spend the night), 7:12a (let us go out), 7:12b (let us see)) and which is much less 

 
1845 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 118. 
1846 Exum, Song of Songs, p. 118. 
1847 Munro, pp. 117, 119. 7.3.1. 
1848 2:8-17. Munro, pp. 117, 119. 7.3.1. 
1849 11.4.4. 
1850 This is perhaps reflected in the absence of the ML (13.2.3). 
1851 Walsh, p. 183 observes that upon finding her lover, ‘presumably … the anticipation of sexual 
pleasure would be at its most intense’. 
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restrained overall.1852 Seen alongside the more general development of the relationship of 

the lovers, with the earlier imagery (e.g. 2:8-17) showing a greater level of inaccessibility 

than later in the Song (e.g. 7:1-8:4), the idea of timeliness in terms of restraint is an 

important reading of the adjuration passage.1853 

 
However, the discussion above shows that there is another aspect to the meaning of 

timeliness to the adjuration and this is that when the time is right (when desire is excited), 

it is not appropriate to ‘dabble half-heartedly’, but to seek the fulfilment of desire with her 

lover.1854 Restraint and freedom are two sides of the same coin of timeliness. The FP 

verbalises that in terms of the adjuration, but also demonstrates this in the way that her 

relationship is portrayed. 

13.3.3 The Significance of the Divine Name and the Use of Language of a Solemn 
Promise 

The discussion has explored what the FP is demanding of the DoJ by the adjuration 

passage. But the importance given to what she is saying also needs to be discussed, and 

she establishes this in two ways. Firstly, adjurations are themselves solemn promises, 

and secondly, she calls them to the adjuration using a version of the divine name.  

 
Firstly, Cartledge states that ‘in OT life, swearing had … everything to do with the 

assurance that one would faithfully keep his or her word’.1855 By adjuring the DoJ, the FP 

is using a legal formula, effectively calling the DoJ to make an oath to her. There would 

usually be a ‘witnessing and enforcing authority behind the oath’ (the gazelles or wild 

does) and a ‘specific responsibility being demanded on the oath-taker’, in this case the 

DoJ.1856 Importantly, this is not just advice giving on the part of the FP.1857 The language 

of adjuration puts an expectation that her words will be heeded.1858 By using that 

language, she does so in the HS alongside patriarchs, leaders and kings, thus using the 

language of authority.1859 Her use language of adjuration calls the DoJ to listen. 

 
Secondly, the FP adjures the DoJ by a ‘veiled form’ of the divine name.1860 In 2:7 and 3:5 

the oath is bound ‘by the gazelles or the wild does’. Many commentators observe the 

 
1852 11.4.3.  
1853 Davidson, p. 617; Hess, p. 107 note the restraint aspect of the adjuration. 
1854 Walsh, p. 181 
1855 T. W. Cartledge, ‘šābaʿ’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. by Willem VanGemeren (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), IV, 32–34 (p. 32). 
1856 Spencer, p. 37; Cartledge, p. 32. 
1857 Walsh, p. 180. 
1858 Walsh, p. 180. 
1859 Walsh, p. 181. C.f. Genesis 24:37; Joshua 6:26; 2 Kings 11:4. 
1860 Davidson, 622. 
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similarity between this phrase and names for God that are used in the HS, i.e., bʾĕlōhê 

ṣĕbāʾôt (Elohe Shabaoth) and bĕʾēl šadday (El Shaddai).1861 Making an oath by the 

divine name was usual practice.1862 The usual form of an oath in the HS would be ‘I adjure 

you by … [divine name]1863’. Thus, by adjuring the DoJ by a form of the divine name, the 

similarity with other oaths is being reiterated and the importance of what she is calling 

them to do is being reinforced. Some scholars argue that the fact that the divine name is 

veiled means that there is no particular significance to it being there.1864 But seen in the 

context of the HS as a whole, a veiled reference to the divine name should not be played 

down. As LaCocque observes,  

 
No one in the Israelite audience of the poem could have missed such transparent 
allusions. The formulation could not be construed as a slip of the tongue or a mere poetic 
substitute for the customary religious content of an oath; besides the occasion was neither 
casual or perfunctory.1865 

 
By using the same oath formula that is used in much of the rest of the HS, the poet is 

surely seeking to ‘allude intertextually to the divine presence behind the Song’.1866 The 

reason for the veiling might be to do with preventing perceptions of the divinisation of 

sex.1867 But it might be that the veiling of the divine name was because of some ‘special 

sensitivities’ of using the divine name, because of the regard given to it.1868 Either way, 

the veiling of the divine name does not mean that there is any ‘secularisation’ of the 

text.1869 The use of the divine name reinforces the importance of the adjuration for the 

DoJ.1870 It is something that the FP wants them to listen to and take note of. 

13.3.4 The Adjurations as Wisdom and the Female Protagonist as a Teacher of 
Wisdom 

This chapter has discussed the meaning of the adjuration passages, and the importance 

that the FP places upon the DoJ to heed her words. The FP calls them to a solemn 

promise, because she realises the overwhelming power of ʾahăbâ to have both a positive 

and negative affect, and this is demonstrated by the experiences of the ʾahăbâ which, 

 
1861 Gordis, p. 28; Davidson, p. 622; Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 152; Longman, NICOT, p. 
116; Duguid, p. 96; Fredericks and Estes, p. 321; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 119, LaCocque, 
Romance She Wrote, pp. 62-63; 
1862 Deuteronomy 6:13. Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 101; Davidson, p. 622. 
1863 Davidson, p. 622. 
1864 Bloch and Bloch, p. 152 suggest that this is merely ‘an artful remaking of conventional 
language’. 
1865 LaCocque, Romance She Wrote, pp. 63-63; Luter, 2:7. 
1866 Davidson, p. 622. 
1867 Davidson, p. 622. 
1868 Hess, p. 82. 
1869 Davidson, p. 622. 
1870 Some scholars see the adjuration by these animals as being a playful reading (see Spencer, p. 
38; Longman, NICOT, p. 115). Playful it perhaps might be, but this does not undermine the 
importance of what she is saying by the use of the veiled name of God. 
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brings enjoyment, pleasure and intimacy with her lover, but also pain at a sense of 

absence, the judgement of others, and violence at the hands of others. Thus, the FP 

offers her experiences in the Song to the audience (the DoJ, as well as the reader), but in 

doing so, she gives strong instruction to the DoJ not to incite or excite love. By making 

these adjurations, the FP is presenting her wisdom to the DoJ. Davidson rightly observes 

that these adjurations (and 8:6-7) are great ‘wisdom sayings about love’.1871 By uttering 

them, the FP performs the role of a teacher of wisdom (both to the DoJ and to the reader).  

 
Why should the FP conveying her experiences of ʾahăbâ to the DoJ be seen as teacher of 

wisdom? Brueggemann writes that ‘the pragmatism of the wisdom teacher is relentlessly 

ethical in its reflection concerned with right and wrong, righteousness and wickedness. 

This is not to say the teaching is moralistic. It is too worldly wise to fall into moralism’.1872 

Here Brueggemann makes an observation which applies to the FP by her use of the 

adjuration passages. The Song is a text which celebrates sexuality, portraying it as part of 

God’s good creation.1873 It is ‘a celebration of all things of human life’.1874 And yet the FP 

presents these strongly-worded adjurations (strong to the extent of her using the veiled of 

the name of God), implying that real care must be taken in the inciting and exciting of 

ahabah’. By these adjurations, the FP is providing commentary on the time 

appropriateness (and dangers) of ʾahăbâ and in doing so is presenting teaching 

‘concerned with right and wrong’, which is ‘too worldly wise to fall into moralism’.1875 Thus, 

by Brueggemann’s definition the FP seems to be teaching wisdom from her experience of 

ʾahăbâ. Such a view that by the adjuration passages the FP is seeking to teach the DoJ is 

also observed by other scholars.1876  

 

Furthermore, the adjuration passages are not the only point in the text where the FP is 

portrayed as potentially communicating wisdom. In the reason that she gives for the EI 

calling for mutual inseparability (8:6), the FP provides more wisdom commentary on her 

experience.1877 12.4.1 mentioned that, out of its context, 8:6-7 is similar to what is found in 

the book of Proverbs, with the language of proverbs being ‘at the heart of wisdom’.1878 

 
1871 Davidson, p. 573. Eric Ortlund, ‘The Wisdom of the Song of Songs: A Pastoral Guide for 
Preaching and Teaching’, Themelios, 45.3 (2020), 491–514 (p. 496) calls the adjurations ‘a major 
element of the wisdom of the Song of Songs’. 
1872 Brueggemann, p. 256. 
1873 Davidson, p. 607; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 70; Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. xi; Thatcher, 
Making Sense of Sex, p. 23. 
1874 Walsh, p. 191. 
1875 Brueggemann, Disruptive Grace, p. 256. 
1876 Munro, p. 147; Allender and Longman, p. 22; Longman, NICOT, p. 115; Sparks, p. 278. 
1877 8:6-7; Davidson, p. 573. 
1878 Quotation is from Dell, The Solomonic Corpus of ‘Wisdom’ and Its Influence, p. 19. See 
discussion in Mark Sneed, ‘Is the “Wisdom Tradition” a Tradition?’, Catholic Biblical Quarterly, 73.1 
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Exum argues that it ‘would not be out of place’ there.1879 By presenting her experience, 

the FP is providing wisdom commentary. Thus, yet again, while not the main intention of 

the discourse of 8:6-7, the FP is verbalising wisdom about her experience of ʾahăbâ, and 

as such, she is portrayed as a character who teaches wisdom. 

13.3.5 The Female Protagonist as a Wise Woman 

The discussion about wisdom is not to say that the FP should be seen as the character of 

‘woman wisdom’, being ‘breathe of the power of God, and a pure-emanation of the glory 

of the Almighty’.1880 Neither it is to say that she always behaves in a way that some might 

imagine a wise woman might behave, as some of her behaviour might make her sound 

more similar to ‘woman folly’ than ‘woman wisdom’. For example, the watchmen see her 

as a prostitute, perhaps because they see similarity in her behaviour with woman folly in 

Proverbs 7:6-27.1881 Whereas woman folly goes out into the streets at night calling for 

young men to pull down to Sheol, Woman wisdom goes out into the streets during the day 

to invite men into her ‘life-giving embrace’.1882 The similarity to the former in this this 

passage, instead of the latter, might for some raise concerns about the virtuousness of the 

FP.1883 However, the behaviour of this strong FP raises a third possibility, that simply 

because she does not always follow cultural convention, it does not mean that her 

behaviour should be considered that of woman folly.1884 Spencer asks these questions: 

 
Why must this, or any other woman be bound by the binary badges of devious whore or 
dutiful wife? Why can’t a ‘good’ woman move freely about the city, night and day, seeking 
her unmarried lover …? Must she automatically be suspected of being a man-deceiver and 
destroyer, a home-wrecker and societal menace?1885 

 

 
(2011), 50–71 (p. 65). The following scholars discuss the discourse in 8:6 as wisdom: Exum, Unity, 
Date, Authorship and Wisdom in the Song of Songs, p. 12; Exum, The Poetic Genius of the Song 
of Songs, pp. 2-13; Dell, The Solomonic Corpus of “Wisdom” and Its Influence. 49; Sadgrove, pp. 
245-8. 
1879 Exum, The Poetic Genius of the Song of Songs, p. 79. 
1880 Wisdom 7:25. Barbara E. Reid, ‘Editor’s Introduction to Wisdom Commentary: “She Is a Breath 
of the Power of God” (Wis 7:25)’, in Song of Songs, by F. Scott Spencer, ed. by Lauress WIlkins 
Lawrence, Wisdom Commentary (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2016), XXV, xix–xxxvii (p. xx-
xxi). One allegorical approach to reading the Song has seen a portrayal of the love between 
Solomon and Wisdom, which has its origins in Wisdom 8:2. See Pope, pp. 91, 110, Dell, The 
Solomonic Corpus of ‘Wisdom” and Its Influence, p. 49. 
1881 8.5.2. Spencer, p. 64; Duguid, 7:9-10; Garrett, p. 174. 
1882 C.f. Proverbs 8:17. Spencer, p. 64; Dell, The Solomonic Corpus of ‘Wisdom’ and Its Influence, 
p. 52. Proverbs 31:10-31 is also commonly interpreted as being Woman Wisdom. See Alice Ogden 
Bellis, Proverbs, ed. by Sarah Tanzer, Wisdom Commentary (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 
2018), XXIII (p. 260). 
1883 The strangeness of her behaviour is discussed in 8.5.2. 
1884 Spencer, p. 66. Dell, The Solomonic Corpus of ‘Wisdom’ and its Influence, p. 44 observes that 
‘one might regard the whole atmosphere of the Song as rather different from the more black and 
white moralistic picture of the alternative paths of Wisdom and Folly’. 
1885 Spencer, p. 66. 
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The FP is wise in verbalising (in the adjuration passages) her experience of ʾahăbâ as 

being an overwhelming power. She demonstrates in the night-time passages how it is so 

overwhelming that it can lead to unconventional behaviour, to the extent that she is 

prepared to put herself at risk for the sake of her lover.1886 This does not make her a fool, 

but an impassioned woman in a patriarchal culture. This portrayal of the FP as offering 

wisdom, and yet sometimes behaving unconventionally, challenges the reader’s 

perception of what might be considered wise. In terms of the wisdom of the adjuration, the 

time is right for her to pursue her lover. 

 
Furthermore, this is not to say that the FP wholly rejects social conventions in her 

relationship with her lover. As discussed in other chapters, she is aware of cultural norms 

that, because of her unmarried status, is not able to cross in her culture. A prime example 

would be her wish to kiss her lover outside publicly, which 8:1 indicates she is not able to 

do for fear of being despised.1887 However patriarchally restrictive this culture may be, the 

FP treads a different path of wisdom, recognising both her overpowering desire for her 

lover, and the cultural limitations that prevent her being able to fulfil her ʾahăbâ in every 

way that she would wish. In this respect, the FP is a wise woman, one who reflects wisely 

upon her experience.  

13.3.6 The Song of Songs as a ‘Wisdom’ Text 

Taking on board the adjuration passages as presenting a form of wisdom to the DoJ (and 

the reader), and considering the FP as a form of wise woman, this last interpretation 

section will consider the ways in which the Song should be seen as a ‘wisdom’ text more 

generally, and its implications for this thesis, while noting its genre is love poetry.1888  

 
There is one further aspect that will be considered. The Song has a superscription that 

relates it to Solomon.1889 The linking of the text with his name links it with the other texts 

(namely Proverbs and Ecclesiastes) in the HS that bear his name.1890 While the Song is 

different from the other two in terms of form, as it does not contain a large number of 

proverbs, its Solomonic association means that some scholars sensibility link it with the 

continuum of wisdom literature.1891 As Sparks asserts, ‘if the Song of Songs is not a 

 
1886 Hess, p. 105; Luter, 3:4. Bergant, The Song of Songs, p. 35 says that ‘overcome with longing, 
this woman defies social propriety and ignores possible societal denunciation. In her single-
mindedness she throws off all social restraint as she seeks the one whom her soul loves’. 
1887 Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 181; Keel, p. 261; Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of 
Songs for Everyone, p. 248. 
1888 Dell, The Solomonic Corpus of ‘Wisdom’ and Its Influence, p. 58. 
1889 1:1; 2.3.1. 
1890 Sparks, p. 284 discusses the connection with Solomon’s name. 
1891 Dell, The Solomonic Corpus of ‘Wisdom’ and Its Influence, pp. 32-42 discusses the 
contemporary debate about what constitutes these other books as wisdom texts and whether 
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wisdom book, then it is the only text associated with Solomon’s name that is not such a 

composition’.1892  

 
This association of the Solomonic corpus with the expression of wisdom is also supported 

by considering their general similarity, while noting difference in form and genre, between 

the three texts.1893 Goldingay comments on the three books linked with Solomon, that 

 
the basis of their teaching is the way that life works. They look at life and reflect on 
experience and encourage people to live on the basis of how life works. They don’t just 
leave people to live on the basis of their own experience; they assume that we can learn 
from other people’s experience, and they seek to pass on the reflection of wise men and 
wise women that arises from that experience. They assume we learn from other people … 
We don’t have to keep reinventing the wheel.1894 

 
Here Goldingay is correct to link the Solomonic corpus with texts that portray human 

experience, as indeed is expressed between the lovers in the Song, and specifically by 

the FP in the adjuration passages.1895 It is this link of experience that constitutes seeing 

the text as contributing to wisdom. Because of its Solomonic link, and its portrayal of 

experience, it is entirely plausible that the Song was used as a tool of instruction in some 

way (though this is not directly provable from the text itself).1896 The Song’s reflection on 

ʾahăbâ as being a part of human experience means that, while its main genre is love 

poetry, it provides wisdom because of its subject matter. Such a reading, seeing the Song 

as providing wisdom gives it a teaching purpose in the Canon, and means that reader as 

audience is called to take note.1897 

 
wisdom is a nineteenth century construct. She highlights the Solomonic link as being a key 
characteristic that constitutes a ‘wisdom’ text. For examples of scholars who make the link of 
Solomonic association, see Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, 
p. 4; Sparks, p. 284; Fredericks and Estes, p. 273. Examples of scholars who have associated the 
Song with wisdom, include Carr, Song of Solomon, p. 16; Longman, NICOT, p. 15; Roland E. 
Murphy, Wisdom Literature: Job, Proverbs, Ruth, Canticles, Ecclesiastes, and Esther, The Forms 
of the Old Testament Literature (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1981), XIII, p. 104. 
1892 Sparks, p. 284. 
1893 Dell, Does the Song of Songs Have Any Connections to Wisdom?, p. 8. 
1894 Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, p. 4. 
1895 Longman, NICOT, p. 49 describes wisdom as being ‘the application of God’s will to the nitty-
gritty of life’. Dell, The Solomonic Corpus of “Wisdom” and Its Influence, p. 51 observes that 
‘Wisdom covers all aspects of human experience, including sexual love’. 
1896 Dell, The Solomonic Corpus of ‘Wisdom’ and Its Influence, p. 50 suggests that the Song as 
part of the Solomonic corpus was used to ‘train young men in the world’. For discussion of the 
instructional use of the Song, see also Munro, p. 147; Sparks, p. 248. 
1897 Ortlund, p. 495 comments that ‘‘it is natural to expect that the Song, as a piece of OT wisdom, 
instructs its readers in some way’. 
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Part 3: Implications of the Song in the 
Contemporary Horizon (Application) 
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Chapter 14: What are the Parameters that Have 
Emerged for a Theology of Dating from this Study? 

14.1 Introduction 
Chapter 3 discussed sex and relationship scripts for EAs in the contemporary horizon and 

highlighted how Christians are informed and influenced by contemporary culture. It noted 

too the difference between church teaching and the sexual behaviour of many Christian 

EAs. This chapter seeks to respond to this in light of the extensive study of the Song. It 

brings this study into the contemporary horizon by asking the question of what might the 

lovers think about contemporary sex and relationships scripts if they lived in the 

contemporary world.1898 It asks this from the perspective of what ‘values’ the lovers might 

affirm from the text, taking Brueggemann’s lead on having a reflective, not moralistic 

approach, starting from a positive perspective of sexuality and about the benefits gained 

from experience of premarital relationships.1899 These ‘values’ are seen in the light of 

emerging adulthood as a developmental period of experimentation.1900 They may be used 

as parameters from which a more general Theology of Dating could be further developed. 

And it is these ‘values’ based upon this reading of the Song, and the implications they 

have for relationship and sexual scripts, that are this thesis’ primary contribution to 

knowledge. They seek to provide a different perspective from the largely restrictive values 

that have dominated Christianity. 

14.2 Some Values of the Lovers in the Song 
This section briefly synthesises the extensive commentary discussion of Part 2 to highlight 

the key observations of this reading of the Song for this thesis. In doing so it begins to ask 

the creative question as to what the lovers of the Song would think and do if they lived in 

the contemporary cultural world and so had to think like EAs who have little choice but to 

make sense of sex and relationships through the scripts that are available to them. What 

would they approve of? What would they like? And so, what might their values in terms of 

sexual desire and activity be? 

 

 
1898 Such a reading notes that beliefs about sexuality amongst the EA age group continue to 
change and develop, and have changed during the writing of this thesis. For example, IPSOS 
MORI, Gen Z: Beyond Binary: Progressive/Traditional notes that two thirds of Generation Z ‘think 
of themselves as ‘exclusively heterosexual’. 
1899 2.2.1; 1.1.2; 3.5.5. Brueggemann, Disruptive Grace, p. 256 notes that ‘the pragmatism of the 
wisdom teacher … is too worldly wise to fall into moralism’. He notes (p. 248) instead the concepts 
of ‘limit’ and ‘possibility’, being central to wisdom, as well as the wisdom teaching being ‘reflective’ 
(p. 250). 
1900 Olmstead and Anders, Sexuality in Emerging Adulthood: A Primer on Theory, p. 14. 
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Before proceeding, though, with examining some values of the lovers in the Song, one 

potential point for discussion is whether this thesis should be seen as presenting some 

values towards an EA ‘Theology of Dating’, or whether what is being proposed might be 

better described as being some values towards an EA ‘Ethics of Dating’. Part of what 

originally inspired this thesis was Miller and Clarke’s book, Dating — Philosophy for 

Everyone.1901 This book raises all sorts of philosophical questions around the subject 

matter of dating. But if it possible to think about dating ‘philosophically’ in a broad 

academic sense, then it is deemed reasonably possible to think about dating 

‘theologically’ in a broad academic sense. Ford describes Theology in its ‘broadest’ sense 

as ‘thinking about questions raised by and about the religions’.1902 Thus, the questions as 

to how to Christians might have relationships meets this broad description. But to broadly 

use the description ‘Theology’ means seeking answers to these questions through the 

Sources of Theology (Scripture, Tradition, Reason and Experience), and in particular, in 

this thesis, with an emphasis on the reading of Scripture as a basis.1903 It is this emphasis 

on the use of Scripture that is used to make some distinction between Philosophy and 

Theology.1904 And this is why what follows is broadly described as providing parameters 

for a ‘Theology of Dating’. 

 

However, using the term ‘Theology of Dating’ from a more specifically academic use of 

the definition perhaps suggests that what is being argued for is found in the biblical 

testimonies of the very character of God.1905 Theology in its specific sense refers to the 

matter of how to speak of God.1906 But the Song’s portrayal of God is debated and is not 

particularly extensive. The discussion in 12.3.4 noted Song 8:6’s potential portrayal of the 

FP recognising that Yahweh is in some way behind her experience of ʾahăbâ for the ML. 

 
1901 Dating -- Philosophy for Everyone: Flirting with Big Ideas, ed. by Kristie Miller and Marlene 
Clark (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010). 
1902 David Ford, Theology: A Very Short Introduction, Very Short Introductions, 9, 2nd edn (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 1. 
1903 McGrath, p. 181. 
1904 Neatly separating theology and philosophy is a complex discussion and beyond what can be 
discussed here.  
D. F. Wright, ‘Theology’, in New Dictionary of Theology: Historic and Systematic, ed. by Martin 
Davie and others (London: Inter-Varsity Press, 2016), pp. 903-905 (p. 903) notes that the 
development of the discipline of Theology in contrast to Philosophy was associated with the former 
relating to faith, the latter related to Reason. While this oversimplifies the discussion, the use of 
Scripture as a source of Theology is one of the reasons why this work is described in this way. 
1905 Richard Bondi, ‘Notes on the Theology of Marriage’, Pastoral Psychology, 25.4 (1977), 294–
304 <https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01761155>, p. 298-302 discusses various ‘Types of Theology of 
Marriage’, which include biblical imagery, such as ‘spouses loving each other as Christ loves the 
Church’ (Ephesians 5:22-23). This is an example of how the language ‘theology of’ often has 
models based upon the character of God in some way. 
1906 Kevin Vanhoozer, ‘Theological Method’, in New Dictionary of Theology: Historic and 
Systematic, ed. by Martin Davie and others (London: Inter-Varsity Press, 2016), pp. 901–3 (p. 901). 
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Furthermore, it is argued in this thesis that the adjuration passages include a ‘veiled form’ 

of the divine name, as a way of reinforcing the importance of the adjurations.1907 

Together, these parts of the text potentially display some aspects of the character of God, 

but as the text does not put the testimony of the character of God as a central focus, it 

would be too much to argue that the character of God is the source of a theology here, 

and this is not what this thesis has done.  

 

Instead, it may be better to describe this thesis as presenting some parameters for an 

‘Ethics of Dating’ based upon its reading of the Song. Here ethics is understood as ‘a 

disciplined reflection on that dimension of human life denoted moral’.1908 And by basing its 

reflection upon the text of the Song, and considering its application to life for members of 

the contemporary Christian community, in this respect the work might be considered 

Christian Ethics, even though not in a classical sense.1909 However, to see this as 

Christian ethics also means needing to frame the living out of life before the God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, in the context of the Church as Christian community. 

 

However, while in practice what is being presented are some parameters for an ‘Ethics of 

Dating’, the looser description ‘Theology of Dating’ has been preserved here. This is 

because of Ford’s description of ‘Theology as Wisdom’.1910 Ford describes wisdom as 

about  

 

the good shaping of understanding and of life in the midst of … multiple overwhelmings … 
Wisdom is not just concerned about more information and knowledge but also how they 
relate to other dimensions of reality, and above all how they can serve the sort of 
comprehensive flourishing … described as salvation.1911 

 

One of these ‘overwhelmings’ that Christianity has traditionally grappled with is sexual 

desire, and this thesis seeks to present parameters in the search for wisdom in this 

grappling from its reading of the Song.1912 What is proposed should be seen in the light of 

that wish for the wisdom of human flourishing as part of the Christian life lived before God, 

and lived in the light of the Greatest Commandment.1913 In this respect, while what is 

being proposed might be better considered to be some parameters for an ‘Ethics of 

 
1907 13.3.3 
1908 Allen Verhey, ‘Ethics’, in Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, ed. by Kevin 
Vanhoozer and others (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), pp. 196–200 (p. 196). 
1909 J. P. Chaplin, ‘Ethics’, in New Dictionary of Theology: Historical and Systematic, ed. by Martin 
Davie and others, 2nd edn (London: Inter-Varsity Press, 2016), pp. 300–304 (p. 300). 
1910 Ford, p. 165. 
1911 Ford, pp. 165-166. 
1912 Ford, p. 9. 
1913 Ind, pp. 93-154; Freitas and King, p. 176. 
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Dating’, describing it as a ‘Theology of Dating’ is valid by Ford’s understanding of 

‘Theology as wisdom’, for ‘God is wise, and invites people into seeking wisdom and living 

wisely’.1914 

14.2.1 Desire for Sexual Pleasure and Physical Attraction Provides a Potential 
Reason for Action 

Central to the discourse of the lovers is the role of how desire (highlighted by the EI) 

provides a reason for the lovers to call each other to respond.1915 Similarly the lovers use 

the EI as a means of expressing volition to experience sexual pleasure (of one sort or 

another) from the other.1916 Throughout the commentary it has been shown how the 

lovers demonstrate how attraction and desire can be responded to, and the 

consequences that it can have.  

 

As the Song joyfully celebrates desire, in the contemporary horizon the lovers would be 

likely to see desire and attraction, and responding to it, as a reasonable part of 

relationship development.1917 One would also imagine that a suitable relationship script 

would have scope for sexual desire and activity, noting that these psychologically play a 

role in relationship maintenance and development in both short term and long term mating 

strategies.1918 Physical and sexual attraction to another is part of the various premarital 

sex and relationships scripts considered.1919 And responding to this can take many forms 

depending on which script is followed by participants. This is interestingly demonstrated 

by the use of the app Tinder, in which users swipe right on seeing a profile picture of 

someone to express their wish to make a ‘match’, and start chatting, thus it puts a high 

emphasis on physical attractiveness.1920 Tinder has got a reputation for being an app 

used for casual sex, and research suggests that this is certainly a use of the app, but 

importantly the app is also used successfully as a way of meeting romantic relationship 

partners.1921 Both of these different types of script on Tinder start from the perspective of 

physical attraction.1922 

 
1914 Ford, p. 11. 
1915 E.g., 1:2 (6.4.1); 2:10-14 (7.3.1); 8:6 (12.3.3). 
1916 E.g., 1:2 (6.4.1); 4:10 (9.4.1); 7:2, 8, (11.4.1). 
1917 For discussion of the joyful celebration of desire, see 6.3.1 discussion about the DoJ. 
1918 See discussion in 3.4.9; 3.4.10; 3.4.12. 
1919 For example, Spencer B. Olmstead, Jerika C. Norona, and Kristin M. Anders, ‘How Do College 
Experience and Gender Differentiate the Enactment of Hookup Scripts Among Emerging Adults?’, 
Archives of Sexual Behavior, 48.6 (2019), 1769–83 (p. 1777) <https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-018-
1233-4> observes that 31.2% of their study participants gave ‘the physical attributes of their 
hookup partner’ as the top reason for a hookup. 
1920 Elisabeth Timmermans and Cédric Courtois, ‘From Swiping to Casual Sex and/or Committed 
Relationships: Exploring the Experiences of Tinder Users’, The Information Society, 34.2 (2018), 
59–70 <https://doi.org/10.1080/01972243.2017.1414093> (p. 61). 
1921 Timmermans and Courtois, pp. 66-67. 
1922 Timmermans and Courtois, pp. 67. 
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However, one important observation should be made about the way that the lovers 

express sexual desire in the Song, and that is that their wish for sexual gratification is 

always associated with the other lover. In other words, it is not some nebulous want for 

sexual activity that is not associated with a particular person. This is different from the 

reason given by many for participating in hookups that what was wanted was a sexual 

experience, potentially not mattering who the other person is.1923 In their expression of 

sexual want, the lovers value the other person holistically, and this will be discussed more 

in 14.2.9. 

14.2.2 The Construction of Relationality and Sexuality through Speech 

Chapter 6 illustrated how the EI is used to make a subtle distinction between the FP and 

the DoJ, since it was the FP who called the ML to respond to her using additional EI.1924 

The lovers demonstrate how speech is used to construct some form of relationality, 

bringing something into being, by speech. And the lovers continue to use speech 

throughout the Song to construct the developing relationality between them. 

 

In the contemporary world, this opens up a whole area of discussion about the use of 

speech in the framing, construction and development of relationships and its role in sexual 

activity. Speech has a key role in the construction of relationality: a person asks another 

person out on a date; one person invites another person to go to bed with them; consent 

is expressed or withdrawn verbally;1925 a friend tells another how they think of them as 

more than just friends;1926 one person asks another to marry them. All of these are 

speech-acts which can change the way that the person performing the speech-act and the 

recipient perceive the relationship between them.1927 Speech defines relationality. Unless 

a person performs a speech-act, calling another to respond to them, then it is impossible 

for potential romantic relationships to develop.1928  

 

Consent is one critical area of the use of language that has received much public attention 

recently, especially as a result of the women who have spoken out as part of the #MeToo 

movement.1929 It provides a critical (and legal) framework for the expression of sexual 

 
1923 Olmstead, Norona and Anders, p. 1777. 
1924 6.4.5. 
1925 Regenerus and Uecker, p. 57; Jensen, p. 124. 
1926 Terjessen, pp. 145–146. 
1927 John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (London: Cambridge 
U.P, 1969). 
1928 Terjessen, pp. 145–146. 
1929 Srinivasan, pp. 24-25. 
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want and for responding to that expression. Ind sees it as being ‘one factor … more 

important than any other in assessing the rights and wrongs of sexual behaviour’ and 

something that is a key aspect of ‘loving your neighbour’.1930 Srinivasan observes 

correctly that consent can be withdrawn at any time, and there should not be a cultural 

expectation that ‘when women become sexually involved in men, they owe it to them to 

follow through’.1931 In her recent book, the EA social influencer Florence Given writes that 

‘asking for consent is not only the law, it’s very sexy’, and she suggests eight different 

ways of doing this.1932 She emphasises that this form of communication shows ‘maturity, 

high levels of emotional intelligence and respect for boundaries’.1933 Such an 

understanding fits particularly well with the portrayal of the development of desire in 4:8-

5:11934. The lovers would affirm the use of language in seeking the consent, and genuine 

pleasure of the other. They would approve of Given’s use of language to seek for consent, 

one in which ‘persons making sexual decisions have a voice and that their voice is heard, 

valued and honoured.’1935 They would support scripts in which consent could be as freely 

expressed as possible, as well as being concerned by structural ‘factors which might … 

inhibit … a person’s capacity to say ‘no’.1936  

14.2.3 Vulnerability, Strength and Security in the Relationship 

The commentary discussion has shown a growing sense of security through the sense of 

progression in the relationship, but alongside that development the EI is used to call for 

things which make the lovers particularly vulnerable to each other, such as the calling for 

inseparability using the seal imagery.1937 This calling for inseparability only happens at a 

much later stage in the Song, showing the way that security has developed throughout for 

this level of vulnerability to be expressed.  

 

In the contemporary horizon, the context of growing relationships require participants to 

grow to be vulnerable to each other, within the context of the growing security in their 

relationship.1938 What is needed is ‘appropriate vulnerability’.1939 This might involve being 

 
1930 Ind, p. 113. 
1931 Srinivasan, pp. 28-29. 
1932 Florence Given, Women Don’t Owe You Pretty (London: Cassell, 2020), p. 136. Her list 
includes: ‘Do you like that?’, ‘Can I take these off?’, ‘Is this okay?’ ‘Do you mind if we switch 
positions?’, ‘Can I go down on you?’, ‘How do you like it?’, ‘Are you sure you feel ready for this, or 
would you prefer it we carried on kissing?’, ‘Please know that you can say “no” at any time’, 
1933 Given, p. 136. 
1934 9.4.1; 9.4.4. 
1935 Jensen, p. 124. 
1936 Ind, p. 121. 
1937 8:6 (12.4.4). 
1938 Jensen, p. 125. 
1939 Thatcher, Liberating Sex, p. 167. 
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vulnerable enough to set some boundaries about what one is comfortable with in terms of 

sexual behaviour.1940 Among EAs, Regnerus and Uecker discuss the issues of power in 

contemporary sexual relationships, and the failure in some cases to get beyond 

competitiveness in terms of power dynamics between a young man and young women.1941 

They emphasise rightly that ‘mutual self-giving must eventually emerge … and ideas 

about upper and lower hands must disappear, or else the relationship is doomed’.1942 

Through observing the development of the relationship between the lovers of the Song, 

the lovers would approve of scripts where there is the potential for vulnerability in strength 

to be expressed, as it is done by them as they grow together in intimacy. Their emphasis 

would be on safe vulnerability, relative to the security developed in the relationship. Such 

an understanding might be found in scripts where sexual activity is progressive and 

agreed to by relationship participants.1943  

14.2.4 The Recognition of Preference as Key to the Relationship between the 
Lovers 

Both the ML and the FP of the Song would affirm the importance of the recognition of 

preference for one other as key to their relationship. The most forthright example of this 

from the FP is when the DoJ question her to review and discriminate her lover against 

other men, which she does, and with which she concludes her preference for him.1944 This 

preference for him ultimately plays a part in her being reunited with him.1945 And it thus 

results in the continuation of their relationship and the further sense of progression that 

follows. 

 

Moreover, the expression of preferences should be seen in light of the presence of other 

men in the Song. The reading of the imperative calling for protection from the foxes 

portrays the idea of other men trying to pursue the FP.1946 The Song thus portrays a world 

in which other men are around, giving the potential that another man might be more 

preferable. But the development of the relationship in the Song portrays her genuine 

preference for the ML, above other men.  

 

 
1940 Given, pp. 140-142. 
1941 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 71. 
1942 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 71. 
1943 Freitas and King, pp. 112-113. 
1944 10.3.2. For an example of the ML’s preference for the FP see 6:9, as well as discussion of 7:6 
in 11.3.1. Murphy, The Song of Songs, p. 178 comments that 6:9 ‘underscores how incomparable 
and superior this woman is’. 
1945 10.3.4. 
1946 2:15 (7.4.1). 
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In the contemporary cultural horizon, Swami has argued that real experience of 

relationships enables people to work out their genuine preferences, in a cultural world 

where choice is required.1947 This includes the recognition that physical attraction towards 

somebody can change in the process of getting to know them.1948 The lovers recognise 

their preference for each other at various points in the text, resulting in the sense of 

progression.1949 In terms of examining the scripts of contemporary forms of relationship, 

the lovers would give a high status to the recognition of genuine preference in a potential 

partner. Their preference for each other matters. 

 

Furthermore, the EA age group is often seen as being an age of ‘experimentation, identity 

exploration [and] self-focus’, implying that this is an age when sexuality and preferences 

are explored.1950 Research suggests that ‘romantic relationships make important 

contributions to the identity development’ of EAs.1951 Also, it has previously been 

suggested that EA ‘individuals who perceive themselves to be adults’ are ‘more certain of 

the characteristics they desire in a romantic partner compared to those who do not 

perceive themselves to be adults’.1952 It may be that the experience of emerging 

adulthood, including the experience of premarital relationships, enables many to be able 

to discern their relational (and sexual) preferences as part of this period of 

experimentation, and this plays a part in their experience.  

 

Moreover, the changing attitudes towards sexuality amongst Generation Z also potentially 

has an impact on the EA age being one of experimentation in terms of preferences. While 

the this thesis focuses on heterosexual relationships, research in 2019 indicated that only 

two thirds of British Generation Z consider themselves ‘exclusively heterosexual’.1953 And 

56% of Generation Z in the US know someone who uses ‘non-gender-binary terms’.1954 In 

other words, many younger EAs personally experience or encounter others with non-

binary perspectives on sexuality, so the age of emerging adulthood being an age of 

 
1947 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 125. 
1948 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 128; 3.4.10. 
1949 10.4.2-10.4.4 demonstrates this particularly well. 
1950 Olmstead, p. 770 observes that academic ‘debate regarding the applicability of emerging 
adulthood as a universal developmental period will likely continue’. 
1951 Olmstead, p. 773. 
1952 Carolyn McNamara Barry and others, ‘Friendship and Romantic Relationship Qualities in 
Emerging Adulthood: Differential Associations with Identity Development and Achieved Adulthood 
Criteria’, Journal of Adult Development, 16.4 (2009), 209–22 (p. 210) 
<https://doi.org/10.1007/s10804-009-9067-x>. 
1953 IPSOS MORI, Gen Z: Beyond Binary: Progressive/Traditional. This is compared to 71% of 
Millennials, 85% of Generation X and 88% of Baby Boomers. The research notes that age too may 
have some influence on this statistic. 
1954 IPSOS MORI, Gen Z: Beyond Binary: Progressive/Traditional. 



245 
 

experimentation is often an age of investigating preferences.1955 While a great deal of 

‘sexual identity development’ takes place before becoming an EA, the EA age group is still 

very much an age that is part of this process, and different EAs develop at different 

rates.1956 It is often an ‘age of possibilities’ in terms of working out preference.1957 

Contemporary sociological scholarship sees sexual identity as ‘comprised of cognitive and 

emotional understandings that individuals have about the meaning and significance about 

numerous aspects of their sexuality, such as their sexual attraction, desires, behaviours, 

values and relationships’.1958 The discernment of preference has a part to play in this.1959 

14.2.5 The Value of Relating, Even Though the Lovers Do Not Know How Things 
Will Develop from the Song at the Beginning 

One of the key features of reading from the beginning of the Song to the end is not 

knowing how things will develop. It is the mystery with which the reader engages as they 

read the Song from beginning to end.1960 Similarly, in the contemporary world, people 

might recognise their attraction to another, and sometimes they respond to that, and there 

are consequences of one form or another.1961 But both in the action of initiating a 

relationship, as well what happens afterwards, the participants do not know how things will 

develop.1962 They do not know what their Song will long look, or if there will be one. But 

without journeying through the experience, there will be no way of knowing. There will be 

no opportunity to grow in intimacy. There would be no opportunity to grow through the 

experience.1963 In line with desire as a reason for action, the lovers would approve of 

scripts that allowed relationality, even though, as is always the case, one does not 

necessarily know how things will develop. 

 

 
1955 Elizabeth M. Morgan, ‘Contemporary Issues in Sexual Orientation and Identity Development in 
Emerging Adulthood’, in The Oxford Handbook of Emerging Adulthood, ed. by Jeffrey Jensen 
Arnett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 262–79 (p. 263) notes that ‘exploring identity 
options and maintaining flexible commitments in identity domains such as education, work, politics, 
and religion is commonplace in emerging adulthood … and sexuality is no exception’. 
1956 Morgan, pp. 262, 268. 
1957 Morgan, p. 263. 
1958 Morgan, p. 263. 
1959 This is not necessarily to say that ‘sexual identities’ are fixed entities, as some contemporary 
research suggests that sexual identity can ‘be altered over the life course as shifts in awareness, 
understanding, and experience occur. See Morgan, p. 264. 
1960 See discussion of reading strategy in 2.3.5. Also, see discussion of not knowing the 
background of what is being portrayed in 1:2-4 in discussion in 6.4.2. 
1961 Bredow, Cate, and Huston, p. 9 provide a flow chart of the processes involved in a first 
encounter with another. 
1962 Bredow, Cate and Huston, p. 12 describe this process in the relationship initiation stage as 
being the movement ‘from attraction to affiliation’. 
1963 Freitas and King, p. 180. 
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14.2.6 The Value of Overcoming Obstacles (or Ending a Relationship) in the Light of 
Preference 

Another ‘value’ for the FP of the Song is the overcoming of obstacles because of the 

compulsion of her feelings towards her lover.1964 There is one particular point where the 

ML and FP are portrayed as being separate from each other, and there is no certainty for 

the first-time reader if they will be reunited and reconciled.1965 The Song could have 

ended with the lovers being separate. It is only that it carries on after that the reader is 

aware that the obstacle of distance was overcome. 

 

14.2.4 highlighted the way that the DoJ asked the FP to review and discriminate her 

preference for the ML above other men, seeking both to know that her preferences are for 

him and for her to know that there are other men ‘out there’.1966 Her preference for him, in 

the context of the development of their relationship, was strong enough to overcome the 

obstacle of separation. This emphasis on preference as a discriminating attitude as to 

whether a relationship should continue, alongside the level of commitment that has 

developed between the lovers, has much relevance in the contemporary horizon where 

choice is required. If the confident FP did not have preferences for the ML, or else there 

was the obstacle of him being exploitative or abusive, or potentially some other obstacle in 

the way of their relationship being able to continue, one would imagine her in the 

contemporary horizon being prepared to end the relationship if necessary.1967 The FP 

would want a script that gave her the opportunity to live out her preferences with freedom, 

to recognise and respond to obstacles as required. She would not settle ‘for shit men’.1968 

 

In the contemporary world there are many obstacles to monogamous romantic 

relationships that result in breakups amongst EAs, such as ‘a loss of pleasurable 

affiliation, lack of intimacy, unmet needs to sexuality or passion, infidelity, as well as the 

greater need for autonomy’.1969 All of these categories, one way or another, can be seen 

 
1964 8.5.1-8.5.2 and 8.9 discusses the obstacle of the ML’s absence in the first night-time passage 
(3:1-5). 8.8.4; 8.9.1 discusses the action of the FP in response to his disappearance in the second 
night-time passage (5:2-8). 
1965 8.8.4; Davidson, p. 601. 
1966 10.4.2; Spencer, p. 138. 
1967 Jensen, p. 125 argues that in relationships ‘the Christian vision of freedom recognizes that the 
person develops and grows in freedom with one another. When relationships become 
characterised by manipulation, bitterness, or constricted roles than by nurture and growth, then the 
relationships begs for transformation, or in the worst cases, termination. Faithfulness does not 
mean that one stays in a relationship whatever the cost to oneself or others’. 
1968 Given, pp. 176- 177 here verbalises her feelings from the experience of staying in a premarital 
‘toxic’ relationship, because of the fear of breaking up. Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 274 notes 
the psychological phenomenon of ‘settling for less’ because of the fear of singleness. 
1969 Valeriya Bravo, Jennifer Connolly, and Caroline McIsaac, ‘Why Did It End? Breakup Reasons 
of Youth of Different Gender, Dating Stages, and Ages’, Emerging Adulthood, 5.4 (2017), 230–40 
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in the light of expressions of preference of relationship participants. People engaging in 

romantic relationships will probably have ‘red flags’ of preferences that they reasonably 

will not compromise on in relationships, and having such boundaries fits with the 

importance of preference for the lovers.1970 ‘Red flags’ of preference might refer to the 

uncaring or abusive behaviour of the other person.1971 Or perhaps for a Christian, being 

with someone who is actively hostile to their faith.1972  

 

The realisation of preferences has a key role in romantic scripts. Another usual reason 

why relationships among EAs end is because of ‘natural relationship conclusions’, life 

events, such as moving to university or moving home for some other reason, that causes 

participants in relationships to make the decision to break up.1973 In both of these cases 

either participants might end the relationship in advance assuming ‘the inevitability of the 

end’ or they will try to sustain a long-distance relationship, and decide to end it, perhaps 

because the resources required (including time and money) make it not possible.1974 

While both of these ‘natural relationship endings’ may be created by pragmatic situations 

(such as limited resources to do long-distance relationships), there may often be a choice 

or expression of preference involved, which can include valuing autonomy as more 

important than the relationship. Yet again, preference, and its role interacting with 

commitment, has a role to play. By asking about preference, the DoJ ask the right 

question of the FP in the contemporary world of choice. And she responds by overcoming 

obstacles in light of her disposition towards her lover. If this was to be compared to 

relationships scripts, both King and Freitas’ argument for the need of ‘temporary 

relationships’ would be affirmed, as would some similarity to the descriptive tool of the 

elevator model of dating.1975  

14.2.7 Growing Commitment Associated with a Sense of Progression in the 
Relationship 

Much of the interpretative discussion in Part 2 has focused upon the sense of progression 

portrayed between the lovers, as well as their recognition of the relationality between 

 
(p. 231) <https://doi.org/10.1177/2167696817700261> observe these reasons from their research. 
What is interesting to note is that since this research, relationship dissolution amongst emerging 
adults does not seem to have been revisited. 
1970 Given, p. 103. 
1971 Given, p. 103. 
1972 Walker, Relatable, ch. 8 writes about the experience of adult Christians who dated people who 
were not Christians, and while there were differences and ‘angst’, what is interesting to note is that 
none of the women who had a partner who did not share their Christian faith affirmed that their 
previous ‘concerns had come to pass’. 
1973 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 71. 
1974 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 72. 
1975 King and Freitas, p. 27; Rowan and Hallen, p. 49. 
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them. There are various points in which the FP responds to her realisation of the 

relationality between her and her lover.1976 In particular, thesis chapters 11 and 12 

discussed the recognition of desire in the context of a developed relationship and its 

association with the calling for inseparability.1977  

 

If this is related to the contemporary horizon, two main models will be recalled. Firstly, in 

the introductory chapter, the elevator model was used to describe dating relationships.1978 

Secondly, there are the stages of relationship development, and this progressive 

understanding of sexual behaviour is affirmed as being part of the script in recent 

research about the romantic relationships of EAs.1979 Both of these models see dating 

relationships as involving a sense of progression from the perspective of participants. And 

such a model is supportable from the growing sense of progression highlighted in this 

reading of the Song. The lovers grow in their intimacy in the context of a portrayal of a 

relationship that develops.1980 They are portrayed as valuing that recognition.1981  

 

Furthermore, it was stated above that while the Song is not a text about married love, a 

reasonable reading is to see the lovers ‘on the way to marriage’.1982 An implication of this 

for a Christian examination of the contemporary scripts might be that if a Christian 

deemed it a complete impossibility that they would ever marry the other person, then to 

have sexual behaviour with them may be exploitative, as it would not be an expression of 

love towards them in terms of the Greatest Commandment.1983 Such a perspective takes 

on board the significance of marriage in both Christian teaching, as well as its ‘capstone’ 

form being the long-term wish of many EAs.1984 In terms of scripts, this relates well to both 

the recognition of preference and how this interacts with possibility of ending relationships, 

if it becomes apparent that it would be seemingly impossible for someone dating to be 

able to marry the other person.  

 
1976 E.g., 2:15-17 (7.4.2); 6:3 (10.4.4); 7:10 (11.3.4). 
1977 7:2 (11.4.1); 8:6 (12.4.2). 
1978 Rowan and Hallen, p. 49; 1.2.1. 
1979 3.4.12; Christopher and Cate, p. 794; Olmstead and Anders, Sexual Activity in the Contexts of 
Romantic Relationships, p. 103. 
1980 11.4.4. 
1981 7:10 (11.3.4). 
1982 2.4.3; Goldingay, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs for Everyone, Old Testament for 
Everyone, pp. 226-227. 
1983 Ind, pp. 93-154; Freitas and King, p. 176. Ind, pp. 113, 119 speaks of the importance of 
‘treating others as we ourselves would like to be treated’, and applies this in terms of not leading 
people on. 
1984 3.4.2. 
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14.2.8 The Ambiguity of the Beginning of the Song Allowing Many Possibilities 

While perhaps not a ‘value’ of the lovers, but instead a value of this reading of the Song, 

the deliberate ambiguity of what is portrayed at the beginning of the Song, potentially 

allows a whole array of possibilities.1985 As mentioned above, the reader does not know 

whether this was the FP’s first encounter with the ML, or whether this passage portrays 

some form of existing relationship. When seen in terms of relationships in the 

contemporary world, the FP verbalising her desire in terms of the opening passage, and 

the consequences that it has opens up the possibility of ambiguity and unconventional 

ways in which relationships may begin. Bearing in mind that later in the Song the FP does 

not necessarily behave in a culturally conventional way, she would be open to a variety of 

ways that relationships might begin.1986  

14.2.9 Desire as One Aspect of a More Holistic Relationality 

The discussion of this thesis has particularly focused on attraction and desire, being the 

language expressed in the erotic discourses of the text of the Song. This has been seen 

alongside the language of the development of relationality, to demonstrate the interplay 

between the two of these themes in the text. However, just because the main focus has 

been the verbalisation of sexual desire, this does not mean that the lovers do not value 

the other person for their character. In the discussion the FP desires the ML for more than 

his physical looks. She potentially finds his character desirable as well, liking his good 

character.1987 This is supportive of seeing sexuality in the Song in an ‘wholistic’ sense, 

absolutely interested in physical attraction and sexual pleasure, but also the character of 

the other person, and the other as a whole.1988 As discussed in 3.4.10, research has 

shown how ‘inner-qualities’ matter in romantic relationships and that a person’s character 

can make somebody more attractive than physical looks alone.1989 If the lovers were in 

the contemporary horizon, they would not neglect the importance of the role of ‘good 

character’. Furthermore, seeing relationship and sex scripts in light of loving a neighbour 

means treating another as one would wish to be treated, not as an object, but as a holistic 

person.1990 

14.2.10 The Egalitarianism of the Lovers 

As many commentators observe the Song is a text of ‘full mutuality and egalitarianism’ 

between the lovers.1991 It is a text where the FP, as the main speaker, is not submissive to 

 
1985 6.4.2. 
1986 E.g., 3:1-5; 13.3.5. 
1987 1:3 (6.4.3). 
1988 Davidson, p. 581. 
1989 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 117-119, 128. 
1990 Walker, Relatable, ch. 10; Given, pp. 8-9; Ind, p. 113. 
1991 This quote is from Davidson, p. 575. Exum, Song of Songs, p. 68 sees the Song as ‘fairly 
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her man, but expresses what she wants. The Song portrays equality between the sexes, 

and a powerful female character in the context of this. One can strongly infer that 

egalitarianism is something important to the lovers by their character portrayal. 

 

Bringing this into the contemporary horizon would mean considering if relationship scripts 

are egalitarian in terms of their values. Naturally, whenever people are involved, there is 

the potential for one side exploiting another. But a relationship in which a woman (or man) 

is exploited or coerced into doing something that she/he does not want to do would not be 

consistent with the ethos of the Song. Both characters have ownership over their 

sexuality, and are willing to offer it on their terms.1992 In terms of scripts of sexual 

behaviour in relationships, Regnerus observes that EA ‘women are the sexual 

gatekeepers’, i.e., that there is high ‘correlation between when women thought sex should 

start and when they actually began having sex in their own relationship’, whereas this was 

not the case for men, wanted sex earlier in the relationship.1993 Whether or not women 

feel empowered to exercise their gate-keeping in the way that they would want to is 

another question.1994 Regnerus notes that many women ‘don’t sense that they have 

control of the sexual aspect of their relationship’.1995 But one would imagine the FP 

affirming relationship scripts that were egalitarian, that respected and valued women as 

initiators and gatekeepers of sexual behaviour, alongside recognising the importance of 

timeliness in relationships.1996 Furthermore, as sexual desire and pleasure is emphasised 

in the Song, an egalitarian perspective also means seeing scripts in the light of how 

sexual activity can be enjoyable for both male and female participants.1997  

 

Moreover, in practice it could be argued that no sexual or relationship script by itself can 

create a culture of egalitarianism, since any script involves individual people, interpreting 

 
egalitarian’. Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p. 145 observes the ‘equality and mutuality’ 
between the woman and the man. Carol Meyers, ‘Gender Imagery in the Song of Songs’, in A 
Feminist Companion to the Song of Songs, ed. by Athalya Brenner (Sheffield: JSOT, 1993), pp. 
197–212 (p. 211) comments that ‘set apart from the stratifying consequences of institutional and 
public life … [there is] a balance between male and female’. 
1992 One of the best examples of this is found in 9.4.4 through the language of invitation and 
consent. 
1993 Regnerus and Uecker, pp. 56-57. 
1994 Srinivasan, p. 45. 
1995 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 58. 
1996 This discussion is also attached to the matter of sexual economics, and whether some sexual 
scripts – i.e., forms of casual sex – sell sex too cheaply. See Regnerus, Cheap Sex, p. 6. 
1997 This is discussed more in 14.3.3. Olmstead, p. 782 observe that EA ‘women report more 
sexual enjoyment in the context of committed sexual encounters as opposed to hookups. These 
were a function of greater partner familiarity, feelings of commitment and affection, and women 
feeling freer to communicate sexual needs to a committed partner’. Srinivasan, p. 45 speaks of the 
‘worsening sexual conditions for women’ in the contemporary world. 
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the script from their own perspective of sexuality, which is not necessarily 

straightforward.1998 So it is also down to the individuals to behave in an honouring way. 

But the ideal of egalitarianism is there in the Song, and the lovers of the Song would most 

affirm scripts where this could be made possible.1999 

14.2.11 The Wisdom of Restraint and Wisdom of Freedom (the Importance of 
Timeliness) 

The discussion of wisdom above considered the wisdom of the FP in terms of timeliness, 

particularly in the adjuration passages.2000 Timeliness was observed in terms of the 

recognition of ʾahăbâ that inciting or exciting it until the time is right was deemed not a 

good idea. Timeliness was also the reason given by the ML, encouraging the FP to make 

herself accessible to him in the springtime scene.2001 Timeliness is thus an important 

theme in the Song for both lovers. 

 

It follows that timeliness in terms of sexual activity would be something that the FP would 

consider important in relationships and sex scripts within the contemporary horizon. But 

bearing in mind the lack of focus on marriage in the portrayal of the relationship in the text, 

that this would be an emphasis on timeliness in terms of sexual activity, not necessarily 

abstinence.2002 Walker argues for a holistic vision of Christian sex in which: 

 

legitimate abstinence must be chosen, rather than tolerated as a lack of choice. If it is a 
choice, it is one made understanding sexuality isn’t necessarily tied up with sexual activity, 
or can’t be shut off and switched back on after years of suppression (or repression).2003  

 

Of course, one important association with timeliness is seeking to avoid any sense of 

regret or shame, with shame sadly being so often associated with sexuality.2004 Timely 

sexual activity might be more of value than simply more sexual activity (e.g. good sex 

 
1998 Buss, pp. 144-145 observes in short-term sexual relationships the potential for men to interpret 
sexual interest from a woman when there is none. Shari L. Dworkin and Lucia O’Sullivan, ‘Actual 
Versus Desired Initiation Patterns Among a Sample of College Men: Tapping Disjunctures Within 
Traditional Male Sexual Scripts’, The Journal of Sex Research, 42.2 (2005), 150–58 
<https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490509552268> discusses the example of heterosexual men who 
had an egalitarian view of sexual desire instead of the dominant masculine script. 
1999 From a feminist perspective, Srinivasan, p. 7 argues that ‘in this world, sexual freedom is not a 
given, but something to be achieved, and is always incomplete’. 
2000 13.3.1; 13.3.2; 13.3.5. 
2001 2:8-17 (7.3.1) 
2002 From a different basis, Freitas and King, pp. 107-113 argue for a different understanding of 
chastity, one in which sexual activity is related to commitment. Similarly, Jensen, pp. 117-118 
writes of the ‘vocation of singleness’, being neither marriage nor avowed chastity, but being a time 
when ‘single Christians date; single Christians have sex’. 
2003 Walker, Relatable, ch. 6. 
2004 Ind, pp. 93-94, 97. 
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does not have to mean sleeping with as many different people as possible) and this is 

certainly something to consider for younger adults.2005  

 

It follows that an understanding of the wisdom of timeliness potentially works with the 

elevator model of progressive relationships, where different levels of sexual activity might 

be associated with floor numbers.2006 It also potentially could work with the important 

psychological study of a ‘Topography of Social Touching’, based upon the perceived 

pleasantness of being touched by another person, dependent on the emotional bond that 

exists between them and the other person.2007 According to this research, ‘emotionally 

closer individuals in inner layers of the social networks were allowed to touch wider bodily 

areas’, partners being considered to be able to touch anywhere, while strangers being 

‘limited to the hands and upper torso’.2008 So the implication is that the stronger the 

emotional bond a person has with another, the more of the body it is perceived as being 

pleasant for them to touch. This could be related to the wisdom of timeliness. While there 

is ambiguity in terms of what sexual behaviour is being expressed at various points in the 

Song, the latter part of the Song is more developed in the depth of its sexual description, 

alongside the portrayal of a more developed relationship, and so timeliness is something 

that is expressed in practice by the FP, alongside her desire for the ML from her opening 

words.2009 The FP would value scripts that value timeliness and with some flexibility in 

terms of timeliness. 

14.3 Examining Scripts to Establish Some Parameters for a 
‘Theology of Dating’ 
Chapter 3 described in detail some of the marriage, relationship and sexual scripts that 

are influential in the contemporary cultural horizon of British EAs (and other Western 

Christians) before they get married for the first time. These will now be considered in the 

light of the values above.2010 It will creatively apply this discussion to the question of what 

the lovers of Song would potentially think about some of these scripts, knowing that 

people in the contemporary horizon are not able to disassociate themselves from the 

cultural world around them, and that the wider culture informs their thinking.  

 
2005 Ind, pp. 93-94; Jensen, pp. 115, 137 p. 115 all note the importance of age as a factor in terms 
of the consideration of timeliness. 
2006 1.2; Rowan and Hallen, p. 49. 
2007 Juulia T. Suvilehto and others, ‘Topography of Social Touching Depends on Emotional Bonds 
Between Humans’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 112.45 (2015), 13811–16 
<https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1519231112>. 
2008 Sulvilehto and others, p. 3. 
2009 1:2; 11.4.4. 
2010 14.2.1-14.2.11. 
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14.3.1 The Waiting for Marriage Script 

As this section is specifically interested in premarital scripts, this thesis will not return to 

discussing the marriage scripts of ‘capstone’ marriage and ‘foundation stone’ marriage, 

even though marriage scripts are attached to premarital relationships.2011 However, one 

‘marriage’ script , which is in practice a ‘premarital script’, which the values of the lovers 

would have something to say about, would be the ‘Waiting for Marriage Script’, the 

complementarian script that says that Christian women are to wait for men to initiate 

relationships, even if there are no men to do the initiating.2012  

 

The Waiting for Marriage script makes no sense compared to the values of the lovers. The 

FP is not a woman who would wait aimlessly for a man to make the first move in a 

potential relationship.2013 One would imagine her being disappointed at a script which is 

so deeply disempowering to women.2014 She is confident, bold and knows what she 

wants, and responds with action to her desire for the ML at the start of the Song.2015 She 

potentially stands out from the DoJ in the opening passage, since while they desire the 

ML too, she is one who acts.2016 As a text which portrays equality between the lovers, she 

is not constrained by the rules of complementarianism.2017 She calls the ML to respond to 

her. 

 

This pro-relationship emphasis of the Song is different from the waiting for marriage script, 

with its strong complementarian basis and focus. The script is not one that corresponds to 

the portrayal of the relationship of the lovers. It is an extremely unhelpful and 

disempowering script for women. In the contemporary context the FP would encourage 

women to find ways to go and meet some men, disregarding the accusations that this 

would make them ‘slutty’. 

14.3.2 The (No) Sex Before Marriage Script 

The next script to be considered is the sexual abstinence script, the no sex before 

marriage script, which as was discussed above, is far from wholly practised by 

Christians.2018 It is a script that when followed often leads to the ‘how far is too far’ 

 
2011 3.4.2-3.4.3 observes the pragmatic reality that many Christians are trapped between the two 
marriage scripts. 
2012 3.4.8. 
2013 Allender and Longman, p. 45 makes a similar critique of religious cultures where stereotypical 
ideas prevent women from being able to start relationships. 
2014 14.2.10. 
2015 14.2.1. 
2016 14.2.2. 
2017 14.2.10. 
2018 3.4.6. 
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question.2019 Sexual activity was described above as a broad term including ‘kissing, 

caressing, heavy petting, making out, oral sex, mutual masturbation and sexual 

intercourse’.2020 It was discussed how in the wider contemporary cultural horizon, sexual 

activity has a perceived role in ‘relationship stability and maintenance’, as well as 

corresponding to perceptions of relationship developmental stage.2021  

 

Bearing in mind the discussion above about the importance of timeliness in the vision of 

the Song, as well as the how this interacts with how desire for sexual pleasure and 

attraction provides a potential reason for action, the lovers in the contemporary world 

would not support the script of total sexual abstinence prior to marriage at a potentially 

older age.2022 In practice, this would mean participants in romantic relationships working 

out for themselves through conversation as to what sexual activity they are comfortable 

with as their relationship develops.2023 This does not mean an obsession with the ‘how far 

is too far question’, but an approach which sees sexuality as a good thing.2024 

 

Nevertheless, for those who are more conservatively minded, it was noted in 3.4.12 that 

sexual desire is potentially more significant than sexual activity for ‘relationship quality or 

maintenance’.2025 This means that for those who for good reasons consider timeliness for 

sexual activity to be sometime in the future (such as marriage), the wisdom of timeliness 

could be taken in this way. But the fact that many Christians engage in sexual activity 

before marriage means in practice that the timeliness of waiting till marriage does not 

match up to many people’s actual experiences.2026 Neither does it match with how the 

lovers of the Song engage with sexual activity. The lovers would expect some form of 

sexual activity in a growing romantic relationship. And having some sense of progression 

in a relationship would be a wise thing to do. 

14.3.3 The Hookup Script 

The discussion will now move to sex scripts, being those that focus on sex instead of 

relationships. Three sex scripts in the contemporary culture were described above: 

Hookups, FWBRs, and starting a relationship with sex.2027 The first two of these attempt 

 
2019 3.4.7. 
2020 3.4.12; Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, p. 54. 
2021 Sprecher and McKinney, pp. 105, 110; Owens, p. 269. 
2022 14.2.1; 14.2.11. 
2023 Freitas and King, p. 112. 
2024 Freitas and King, p. 111 note that not all dating relationships are the same, and so being 
prescriptive about what sexual activity can take place does not seem appropriate. 
2025 Regan, The Role of Sexual Desire and Sexual Activity in Dating Relationships, pp. 53, 56. 
2026 3.4.6. 
2027 3.4.14; 3.4.15; 3.4.16. 
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to disassociate sexual activity from usual forms of romantic relationships, and the third is 

an attempt to move from sex to a relationship.2028 Importantly, a real concern for 60% of 

those involved in FWBR in one study was that ‘sex might complicate friendships by 

bringing forth unreciprocated desires for romantic commitment, and ironically that these 

relationships were desirable [for participants] because they incorporated trust and comfort, 

while avoiding romantic commitment’.2029 Similarly, reasons given for hookups amongst 

EA participants is that many considered themselves ‘too busy to make commitments to a 

romantic partner and thus became involved in casual sex to meet their sexual needs’, as 

well as many ‘not wanting to be “tied down” to one sexual partner’.2030 In other words, a 

‘rule’ of these sex scripts is that they do not become romantic relationships, even if this 

something that some (both EA men and women) might actually prefer.2031  

 

But how does the hookup script relate to the values? While the beginning of the Song is 

ambiguous, and so gives possible scope for a relationship to start in a variety of ways, as 

a whole the Song emphasises a relationship, and sexual desire and activity is situated 

within that. Desire is a central aspect of that relationship, but sex is not disassociated from 

relating to the other person more holistically.2032 Thus, the idea of random, one-off sex 

with a complete stranger does not fit with the overall integratedness of the relationship of 

the lovers of the Song. Neither does it fit with the values of loving another person, since 

they are little known. For this reason, the hookup script is one which does not sufficiently 

fit with the values of the lovers and so is rejected as being a script that the lovers would 

support. 

 

Furthermore, the hookup script also falls short in terms of the values because, while the 

script emphasises sexual pleasure, it is not a script that provides equally satisfying sexual 

activity for both men and women. Thus, it falls short on the grounds of egalitarianism.2033 

Research indicates that hookups are often less sexually satisfying for EA women than 

they are for men.2034 Bearing in mind that getting tipsy or drunk is often associated with 

hookup culture, it is plausible that this happens in order to anaesthetise the experience for 

women who might not wholly want to participate in this behaviour, but feel that they have 

 
2028 Olmstead, p. 780; Owens, p. 270, Regnerus and Uecker, pp. 61-62, 108. 
2029 Bisson and Levine, p. 66. 
2030 Olmstead, p. 780. For further discussion about the context of sex in busy university lives, see 
Regnerus and Uecker, p. 104; Freitas, The End of Sex, p. 2. 
2031 Freitas, The End of Sex, p. 9 notes this with regards to hookup culture. 
2032 14.2.9. 
2033 14.2.10. 
2034 Srinivasan, p. 45, 156 n. 44. Regnerus and Uecker, pp. 110-111. Srinivasan, p. 44 laments the 
‘decreasing pleasure and shrinking options for sex on their [young women’s] terms’. 
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little choice within their cultural horizon.2035 The lovers would question a culture in which 

EAs ‘in gearing up for sex, must at the same time drain themselves of feeling’.2036 While 

not every sexual experience a person has is necessarily positive, ‘to at least strive for 

good sex is not an unreasonable goal’ for both men and women, and this is something 

that the lovers would affirm.2037  

 

Also, the lovers would question the hookup script on the grounds of how uncaring a script 

it is.2038 This observation is made by considering the values of egalitarianism, wisdom of 

timeliness, as well as desire as being part of an holistic emphasis.2039 Ind argues for the 

importance of ‘loving yourself’ in terms of sexual ethics, which includes ‘not allowing 

ourselves to get into situations where we are treated carelessly’.2040 Freitas argues that 

hookup culture ‘teaches young people to care less about their own feelings, and 

everybody else’s, [and] that bodies are to be used and disposed of afterward’.2041 But the 

lovers of the Song value each other and value the pleasure that they gain from their 

sexual relationality. While they have to face an obstacle in the development of their 

relationality, they have preferences for each other (and presumably care enough for each 

other) for their relationship to continue afterwards.2042 As sexual activity is enjoyed in the 

Song, so forms of sexual script that do not create a culture of enjoyment -- because of the 

sense of regret associated with it, alongside any sense of exploitation or a lack of self-love 

– would not comfortably fit with the vision of the lovers.2043  

 

Furthermore, as the rules of the hookup mean that there is no scope for relational 

development, it is not one that fits with the value of having the scope for some sense of 

progression between two people. It is true that the repeated hookup with the same person 

is a phenomenon (a quasi-FWBR focused solely around sex).2044 And occasionally 

hookups have been known to lead to romantic relationships.2045 However, hookups in 

 
2035 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 110. Furthermore, Regnerus and Uecker, p. 112-113 observes that 
many emerging adult women ‘feel duty bound’ to not judge other women who participate in 
hookups, creating a perceived culture of acceptability, even if it is something that many women do 
not enjoy. 
2036 Freitas, The End of Sex, p. 11. 
2037 Freitas, The End of Sex, p. 11. 
2038 Freitas, The End of Sex, p. 15 discusses the potentially uncaring nature of the script. 
2039 14.2.9; 14.2.10; 14.2.11. 
2040 Ind, p.96. 
2041 Freitas, The End of Sex, pp.15-16. 
2042 14.2.6. 
2043 Freitas, The End of Sex, p. 12 questions how much in many cases ‘desire … is part of the 
equation at all’ of hooking up. Regnerus and Uecker, p. 110 notes the ‘regret script’ associated with 
sex and alcohol. 
2044 Mongeau and others, p. 44. 
2045 Olmstead, p. 788. 
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their scripted form do not allow relational development, and so would be rejected by the 

lovers. Bearing in mind the suggested limitation above that if it would be seemingly 

impossible to marry someone, then sexual activity with them would be inappropriate, the 

hookup script, both because of its scripted lack of potential for relational progression, as 

well as the lack of any holistic knowledge of the other person, would not be a script that 

would be supported by the lovers.2046 

14.3.4 The Friends with Benefits Relationship Script 

The next sex script to be considered in light of the values of the lovers is the FWBR script. 

In comparison with the ‘hookup script’, it is argued here that lovers would potentially value 

FWBRs. Participants in FWBRs note the numerous benefits that they perceive they have 

from this type of relationship.2047 FWBRs are describing as combining ‘the psychological 

intimacy of friendship with the sexual intimacy of a romantic relationship’.2048 ‘True’ 

FWBRs thus add another dimension to an existing form of relationship with its own type of 

friendship intimacy.2049 It follows that there are numerous reasons why the lovers might 

potentially appreciate this script. It is a script in which there may be much opportunity to 

learn about relationships and sexuality. 

 

Firstly, True FWBRs are those in which participants know each other in a fuller sense than 

only in a sexual way. In this respect, it affirms the value that desire is one aspect of the 

holistic relationality of the Song.2050 Unlike the hookup script, where the other is not really 

known, True FWBRs are friendships, and so provide a potentially integrated relationship 

for sexual activity. Friendships are relationships that have been developed through 

‘personal disclosure’, and thus may have involved vulnerability to grow in friendship.2051 

As part of his wider argument, Thatcher theologically argues for ‘sexual friendships’, 

emphasising that sexual activity may be ‘an expression of the celebration of friendship’ 

and ‘may enrich and enhance’ a friendship.2052 Friendship should not necessarily be 

defined as being a sexless relationship.2053 This seems to be affirmed by the actual 

experience of EAs in one study, in which comparison using an analysis tool (Sternberg’s 

love scale) of FWBRs with both ‘committed romantic relationships’ and traditional 

friendship with the criteria of intimacy, commitment and passion, reveals that FWBRs 

 
2046 14.2.7. 
2047 3.4.15; Weaver and others, p. 46. 
2048 Bisson and Levine, pp. 67, 68. 
2049 Mongeau and others, p. 39 describes a ‘True’ FWBR as one in which ‘close friends … have 
sex on multiple occasions’. 
2050 14.2.9. 
2051 Thatcher, Liberating Sex, pp. 162, 167. 
2052 Thatcher, Liberating Sex, pp. 165, 167. 
2053 Thatcher, Liberating Sex, p. 166. 
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have been rightly labelled as friendship relationships.2054 According to Thatcher, 

theologies of sexual friendship have the potential to avoid the ‘disastrous split … between 

spirit and flesh, mind and body, reason and passion’.2055 The lovers of the Song would 

potentially affirm a script in which sexual expression is integrated. 

 

Secondly, FWBRs is a script that has the theoretical potential to be egalitarian, allowing 

both men and women to be the ones to say that they would like to participate in sexual 

activities with another from the safe place of friendship intimacy.2056 Theoretically, at least, 

it may be a relational form which feminists would recognise as genuinely empowering for 

women, since the friendship has the potential to provide a framework in which women 

could be able to have sex ‘on their terms’.2057 This is affirmed by EA participants of 

FWBRs who perceive them as being a ‘relatively safe environment’.2058 Such safety has 

the potential to facilitate some form of safe vulnerability (which the lovers would affirm) 

and which Thatcher affirms would be part of a theology of sexual friendships.2059 Such a 

space could provide a place where ‘desire as a reason for action’ could be exercised. 

Obviously, in practice egalitarianism depends upon the egalitarianism of the people in the 

friendship, as there are examples of men who would just make contact with one of their 

female friends when they ‘couldn’t get hold of anyone else’.2060 But in principle, FWBRs 

have potential for egalitarianism in the context of safe vulnerability, particularly when 

compared to the hookup script.  

  

Thirdly, in theory at least, an already established friendship intimacy could provide an 

appropriate context for the ‘construction of relationality and sexuality through speech’, 

meaning that talking about the relationship, and matters like consent, etc. may be possible 

because of the existing relationship.2061 However, this is not necessarily the case, since 

 
2054 Bisson and Levine, p. 72 observe that intimacy scores highly for FWBR, but that commitment 
and passion do not score as highly. All three of these values had higher scores for romantic 
relationships. See Robert J. Sternberg, The Triangle of Love: Intimacy, Passion, Commitment (New 
York, NY: Basic Books, 1988), 
2055 Thatcher, Liberating Sex, pp. 171-172. 
2056 Ind, p. 96 describes love of self as being ‘able to ask for sex when we wanted it and we would 
be able to bear with the vulnerability that invitation engenders’. 
2057 Srinivasan, p. 45 notes the importance of women being able to have sex ‘on their terms’. Linda 
Kirkman, ‘Doing Relationships Differently: Rural Baby Boomers Negotiate Friends-With-Benefits 
Relationships’ (unpublished PhD Thesis, La Trobe University, 2015), pp. 93, 106 from her feminist 
perspective, discusses examples of FWBRs in which baby boomer heterosexual women 
specifically enjoyed the ‘benefits’ of this form of relationship. Stevi Jackson and Sue Scott, ‘The 
Personal Is Still Political: Heterosexuality, Feminism and Monogamy’, Feminism & Psychology, 
14.1 (2004), 151–57 (pp. 155-156). 
2058 Bisson and Levine, p. 69. 
2059 14.2.3; Thatcher, Liberating Sex, p. 167. 
2060 Regnerus, Casual Sex, p. 39. 
2061 14.2.2. 
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one of the issues particularly surrounding FWBRs is the struggle for participants to be 

able to talk about it between themselves. Of course, the struggle to talk about sex and 

relationality within the context of relationships is not unique to FWBR.2062 But it is a 

recognised experience of EA participants of FWBR.2063 Research suggests that amongst 

participants there is a great deal of ‘uncertainty’ around them related to the communicative 

difficulties, including ‘uncertainty about how to label the relationship, the future trajectory 

of the relationship, how they felt about the relationship, and if they could stay friends’.2064 

But the experience of the inability to talk about FWBRs might have more to do with 

communicative difficulties than something necessarily being wrong with the script. If 

FWBRs were done in a such a way that the nature of the relationship was well 

communicated, then it is something that the lovers would likely affirm. 

 

But how does this interpretation of the FWBR script relate to the value of ‘growing 

commitment associated with a sense of progression in the relationship’?2065 By its 

definition FWBRs in its ‘true’ form is not a script where there is scope for them to become 

romantic relationships, for the ‘rules’ do not allow it. And part of the perceived benefits are 

that there is the opportunity for sex without the complications of a romantic 

relationship.2066 For some within these relationships there is a concern that another may 

have ‘unreciprocated desires for romantic commitment’.2067 However, if the principle is 

applied to this script that if a person sees it as potentially impossible to marry a particular 

person then they should not be having sex with them, then trying to limit a FWBR strictly 

to the script and not allow it to develop into a romantic relationship is unreasonable and 

potentially unloving. The fact is that ‘some FWBR partners do have romantic feelings’ and 

‘when romantic interest is mutual a FWBR can become a romantic relationship’.2068 The 

emphasis of a growing commitment between the lovers of the Song means that a FWBR 

should at least have the potential to progress to something more, for the lovers to affirm it. 

If one enters the relationship elevator, even if the relationship is following a different script 

from traditional romantic relationships, then to put a limit on the floor that can be reached 

is to limit the potential of following that script. Good communication could mean that 

participants are to review the FWBR script to see if it matches their genuine wishes, in a 

 
2062 See discussion in 3.4.7 of evangelical students unable to talk about having oral sex together. 
2063 Bisson and Levine, pp. 70-71. 
2064 Bisson and Levine, pp. 70-71 make this observation and in their study 85% of FWBRs had no 
‘relationship talk initiated and 73% indicated no discussion of relationship ground rules’. 
2065 14.2.7. 
2066 Bisson, p. 66. 
2067 Bisson and Levine, pp. 66, 70, 72. 
2068 Mongeau and others, p. 38. Regnerus, Casual Sex, p. 39 shares the example of Jessica who 
had a four year ‘dead-end’ FWBR hoping that it would become romantic, but it never did. 
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not dissimilar way from the way this happens in romantic relationships.2069 

14.3.5 The Starting a Relationship with Sex Script 

The third sex script to be considered is the ‘starting a relationship with sex’ script, which 

as discussed above has the significant problem that it hardly ever achieves its goal for 

those who enact it.2070 The further problem from the perspective of the values of the 

lovers is that this script potentially fails to be holistically integrated if it does not start with 

some form of existing knowledge and relationship with the other person, in this respect 

being similar to the hookup. It does not follow a natural relationship progression, 

attempting instead of trying to get into the relationship elevator from a higher floor, a floor 

which often does not have a door to the elevator. And as such it does not follow the value 

of the wisdom of timeliness.2071 While there is ambiguity in the opening passage of the 

Song, if the lovers had tried this script in the contemporary world, it is unlikely that their 

relationship would have developed in the way that it does in the text.2072 Thus, it is 

probably one that they would not wholeheartedly support in the contemporary horizon. 

14.3.6 Concluding the Analysis of the Sex Scripts 

To conclude, the sex scripts of hookups and starting a relationship with sex may meet 

some of the sexual needs of EAs, by being ways available for action in response to 

desire.2073 However, in both of these cases they potentially remove sexual activity from a 

holistic knowing of the other person, as well as not necessarily being particularly sexually 

satisfying for women in comparison to romantic relationships. FWBRs in the true context 

of friendship (and not simply friends for the sole purpose of sex) on the other hand have 

much more potential as a sex script. But sexual activity has the potential to change 

friendships, and so there must be the potential to move to an alternative relationship 

script. Here it is argued that the lovers would best affirm a hybrid version of FWBRs, since 

the potential for progression in terms of relationality and desire is important for the lovers 

of the Song, and so there should not be a limit set on how a relationship should be 

allowed to progress by the limit of a strict following of a sex script. 

14.3.7 Premarital Serial Monogamy as a Relationship Script 

Having discussed how the lovers might reflect on some of the sex scripts in the 

contemporary horizon, this thesis will now discuss the relationship script of premarital 

serial monogamy.2074 This is the script in which ‘the majority of young adults were found to 

 
2069 Regnerus, Casual Sex, p. 39 
2070 3.4.16. 
2071 14.2.11. 
2072 14.2.8. 
2073 14.2.1. 
2074 There are other relationship scripts in the contemporary cultural horizon (such as consensual 
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expect sexual activity to occur’ and it provides the frame in which most premarital sexual 

activity happens.2075 According to the values of the lovers, if they were in the 

contemporary horizon, they would arguably see premarital serial monogamy as a best fit 

script. This is not necessarily surprising, bearing in mind that the relationship between the 

two lovers is a central theme. This script has the scope for desire and attraction to be a 

reason for action, for recognition of preference and the construction of relationality through 

speech.2076 It is a script large enough to allow some degree of ambiguity as to how a 

relationship might begin (allowing many different ways that people may get to know each 

other and interact), and it does not demand that the end is known from the beginning.2077 

It can give space for vulnerability, strength and security to grow in a relationship, for 

growing commitment alongside a sense of progression and for the recognition of the 

wisdom of timeliness.2078 It is a script that has the potential to lead to marriage.  

 

Furthermore, depending upon the participants, it also has potential for egalitarianism, 

even if many egalitarians ‘still behave in ways that are consistent with cultural scripts at 

the start of their relationships’.2079 As ‘committed sexual encounters’ they are a script in 

which sexual activity has been perceived as being more enjoyable for EA women than 

alternatives like hookups.2080 This integratedness is reflected in that the script frames 

desire as one aspect of relationality, thus providing a more holistic experience than sex 

scripts like hookup culture, in which the other person is often not really known.2081 If the 

lovers had to engage with serial monogamy in the contemporary world, they would aspire 

it to be a script in which both participants could equally call the other to love, thereby 

empowering women to be able to make the moves that they genuinely wish to make. 

 

Of course, serial monogamy is not a perfect relationship script. Any relationship or sexual 

script is only as virtuous as the way that people virtuously follow them. And there are ways 

too, beyond the values of the lovers (with their principally monogamous focus) that are 

possible limitations to serial monogamy. For example, if human beings are wired to be 

polyamorous, then strict serial monogamy will potentially lead to ‘cheating’ scenarios.2082 

According to the rules of serial monogamy amongst EAs, ‘cheating’ is not allowed, and it 

 
non-Monogamy), but these require more discussion than is possible here. 
2075 Olmstead, p. 775; Regnerus and Uecker, p. 23. 
2076 14.2.1; 14.2.2; 14.2.4. 
2077 14.2.5; 14.2.8. 
2078 14.2.3; 14.2.7; 14.2.11. 
2079 Swami, Attraction Explained, p. 267; 14.2.10; see also Olmstead, p. 775. 
2080 Olmstead, p. 782. 
2081 14.2.9. 
2082 Ryan and Jethá, pp. 299-300. 
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‘remains a serious norm violation that gives the victimized party … a perceived moral 

obligation to end the relationship’, whether or not they actually want to, or think that it is 

right to do so.2083 Some feminists suggest that this compulsory ending of a relationship is 

a particular unfortunate structural aspect of the serial monogamy script.2084 But the other 

side of the coin is the permission-giving ability to be able to end a relationship in which a 

participant becomes certain that they could never marry the other person. 

 

However, with all of its problems, as the dominant relationship script within the Western 

cultural horizon, serial monogamy is a script that is known about amongst EAs. It is also a 

script which can lead to the ‘permanent’ monogamy script of marriage, which is a script 

still desired in its capstone form by many EAs, and still strongly emphasised by Christian 

churches. Serial monogamy gives the opportunity for sexual and relational experience for 

many, and for EAs can be ‘like training for learning how to have a relationship that could 

lead to marriage’.2085 Out of the relationship scripts considered it is a best fit according to 

the values of the lovers of the Song.2086 But FWBRs as a sex script may also have some 

significant potential. 

14.4 Wider Ethical Considerations 
The chapter so far has sought to provocatively provide some parameters towards what it 

terms an EA ‘theology of dating’ based upon the positive portrayal of sexuality in the 

Song. It comes from the position of arguing that without research like this that pushes the 

boundaries, that, as it stands, many Christian theologies effectively prohibit dating, which 

potentially can consequently lead to ‘cognitive dissonance’ and ‘alienation from 

religion’.2087 The research itself thus comes from the position of seeing human flourishing 

as including the possibility of romantic and sexual relationships. This would be the 

perspective of the lovers of the Song.  

 

The parameters towards an EA Theology of dating came out of thinking about the 

situation in the light of ethical questions. And the parameters themselves raise all sorts of 

questions, including ethical ones. And as a positive perspective, as sexuality is always 

 
2083 Regnerus and Uecker, pp. 23-24. 
2084 Jackson and Scott, p. 157; see also the discussion of upper and lower hands in Regnerus and 
Uecker, p. 73. 
2085 Regnerus and Uecker, p. 15. 
2086 Grant, p. 46 criticises serial monogamy, instead promoting young marriage. This may be 
possible in some situations where there is a plausibility structure making this seem like an 
appropriate idea, but not all Christians have this, and for many the ‘capstone’ model is strongly 
influential. 
2087 1.1.1, King and Freitas, pp. 26-28. See also Marvin Mahan Ellison, Making Love Just: Sexual 
Ethics for Perplexing Times (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2012), p. 130. 
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controversial from someone’s perspective, and as it is an extremely complex topic, this 

thesis cannot deal extensively with many of these ethical questions, bearing in mind that 

this thesis provides some parameters towards a ‘theology of dating’ Such a study would 

require a fuller discussion than is able to given here. Nonetheless, there are some ethical 

issues of more negative aspects of sexuality and relationships that need to be 

acknowledged. 

 

It follows that the nature of any discussion about sexual ethics is that issues are related. 

Arguing for a more positive perspective of sexual desire and its role in premarital 

relationships has potential consequences for the ethics of the use of contraception, 

unwanted pregnancies, abortion, and sexual health related issues. It also raises the 

question as to what extent a sexual ethic should seek (or be seen) to be distinctively 

Christian or what does it mean for a sexual ethic to be distinctively Christian if sexual 

behaviour is not strictly limited to marriage.2088 How might the suggested sexual ethic 

work in practice for followers of Jesus Christ, as those who ‘bend the knee to him as a 

sign of worship and adoration’?2089  

 

How does this work in cultural world in which recent research suggests that ‘half of U.S. 

Christians say casual sex between consenting adults is sometimes or always 

acceptable’?2090 Over recent decades, different local churches and mainstream 

denominations, as well as academics and clergy have reflected and responded differently 

to sexual ethics within the changing cultural world. This section will briefly reflect upon 

these wider ethical issues of this thesis in this light. Finally, the ethical discussion will 

conclude by considering the question as to whether the Song itself can be accepted from 

an ethical perspective. 

14.4.1 Roman Catholic Sexual Ethics 

Roman Catholic Sexual Ethics, with its conservative stance on the use of contraception 

and abortion, and its use of ‘Natural Law’ is one approach to Sexual Ethics.2091 It is an 

 
2088 Stuart and Thatcher, p. 3. 
2089 D. Stephen Long, Christian Ethics: A Very Short Introduction, Very Short Introductions, 238 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), pp. 4-5. 
2090 Jeff Diamant, ‘Half of U.S. Christians Say Casual Sex between Consenting Adults Is 
Sometimes or Always Acceptable’, Pew Research Center <https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2020/08/31/half-of-u-s-christians-say-casual-sex-between-consenting-adults-is-sometimes-or-
always-acceptable/> [accessed 26 May 2022]. 
2091 Stuart and Thatcher, pp. 43-45. Andrew Kim, An Introduction to Catholic Ethics Since Vatican 
II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 30 defines Natural law as being the belief 
that ‘an objective moral law … both exist[s and is] … accessible to us, which is something that the 
Catholic moral tradition has always maintained’. 
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approach of ‘absolute sexual norms’.2092 Importantly, some distinction should be noted 

between the official teaching of the Catholic Church and theologians (many being lay 

people) that make up its membership.2093 As an approach which seeks to strictly limit 

sexual intercourse to heterosexual marriage (with chastity beforehand), it seeks to be an 

integrated approach.2094 It is required by Catholic teaching that sexual intercourse only 

takes within marriage and that it has both ‘unitive significance’ and ‘procreative 

significance, which are both inherent to the marriage act’.2095 This means by Catholic 

teaching that within the institution of marriage, contraception is considered to be ‘not 

merely wrong, but an “intrinsic evil”’.2096 Abortion is understood to be ‘always wrong’, 

based upon the interpretation of the Fifth Commandment (not to kill/murder) to a human 

foetus.2097 Importantly for those who hold to this position, this stance provides ‘clear 

teaching’ and ‘enables a counter-cultural stance to be taken, which firms up Christian 

identity’.2098  

 

However, the evidence suggests that this position is often not held either in belief or 

practice by many EA, and other Catholics.2099 It is one at which some EA Catholics who 

were studied ‘literally laughed [at] out loud’.2100 And regrettably the Roman Catholic 

Church has so sadly woefully publicly failed in the issues of successfully addressing 

sexual issues, perhaps most evidently seen by the sexual behaviour of its clergy, 

 
Todd A. Salzman and Michael G. Lawler, Introduction to Catholic Theological Ethics: Foundations 
and Applications (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2019), p. 2 note that ‘argument is never from 
‘“nature” alone or ‘reason alone, but always from “nature” interpreted by reason’. 
2092 Todd A. Salzman and Michael G. Lawler, The Sexual Person: Toward a Renewed Catholic 
Anthropology (Washington, WA: Georgetown University Press, 2008), p. 74. 
2093 Charles E Curran, ‘Foreword’, in The Sexual Person: Toward a Renewed Catholic 
Anthropology, by Todd A. Salzman and Michael G. Lawler (Washington, WA: Georgetown 
University Press, 2008), pp. xi–xvi (pp. xiii-xv). 
2094 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Persona Humana - Declaration on Certain 
Questions Concerning Sexual Ethics, 1976 
<https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_1975122
9_persona-humana_en.html> [accessed 6 June 2022] states that ‘every genital act must be within 
the framework of marriage’. 
2095 Paul VI, Humanae Vitae, 25 July 1968 <https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-
vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-vi_enc_25071968_humanae-vitae.html> [accessed 6 June 2022], 
#12. Long, p. 107 summarises the unitive meaning as ‘uniting the two persons in an intimate 
relation’. 
2096 This quote is from Stuart and Thatcher, p. 45. This is expressed in Humanae Vitae, # 11, that 
‘each and every marital act must of necessity retain its intrinsic relationship to the procreation of 
human life’. 
2097 Stuart and Thatcher, p. 44. 
2098 Stuart and Thatcher, p. 46. 
2099 Freitas, p. 13. Curran, p. xi suggests that ‘the vast majority of Roman Catholics do not follow 
the teaching of the Catholic Church’. 
2100 Freitas, p. 13. 
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particularly with regards the sexual abuse of minors.2101 Some Catholic academics argue 

that forced clerical celibacy is associated with clerical sexual abuse.2102 It is no surprise 

that in the light of these scandals that some progressive Catholics have called for a ‘long 

overdue re-examination’ of everything that the church officially teaches about medical 

ethics and sexuality.2103 The approach of the Roman Catholic Church (with its official 

teaching as authority) to the suppression of sexual desire by means of outlawing 

contraception, abortion and divorce is one approach to sexual ethics, and arguably a 

failing one in terms of the disconnect between official church teaching and the sexual 

behaviour of many of its EA and other members.2104 Significantly, it does not fit with the 

pro-sexuality perspective of the Song and the parameters argued for here. The approach 

is an example of the ‘conservative Christian temptation to fashion absoluteness that 

stands disconnected from the dominant culture’.2105 Many Catholics may be ‘unpersuaded 

by [the approach’s] absolute language and [its] arguments from authority’.2106 

14.4.2 Ethics of contraception amongst other churches 

The approaches of other mainstream British denominations to contemporary sexual ethics 

perhaps shows some degree of stronger empathy with the ‘pastoral realities of the lives of 

sexually active Christian men and women’.2107 While churches still generally limit 

themselves to the official teaching of ‘no sex before marriage’ (and the problems 

described in 3.4.6 about the effectiveness and usefulness of this teaching amongst EAs), 

the acceptance of its use amongst protestants has largely facilitated the separation 

between ‘sexual activity’ and ‘procreative activity’ in terms of their thinking about sex.2108 

And in practice the ‘availability of contraception’ has resulted in greater freedom for those 

who use contraception of having a much lower chance of pregnancy, whether sex takes 

place within or outside marriage.2109 The Methodist Church in 1990, for example, 

recognised the ‘freedom’ this separation between procreative and sexual activity brings ‘to 

 
2101 Nancy Scheper-Hughes and John Devine, ‘Priestly Celibacy and Child Sexual Abuse’, 
Sexualities, 6.1 (2003), 15–40 (p. 18) comments on the widely publicised statistic (from an 
unknown source) that 5% of Catholic clergy have ‘been involved in sexual abuse’, arguing that ‘the 
crimes have occurred on magnitude which belies the feeble rationalization that clerical paedophilia 
is no more common than that which can be found in society at large’. 
2102 This is discussed in Scheper-Hughes and Devine, pp. 18-21. One particular scholar who 
stresses this link is Garry Wills, Papal Sin: Structures of Deceit (London: Darton, Longman + Todd, 
2000), pp. 185-187. 
2103 Scheper-Hughes and Devine, p. 20. 
2104 Curran, p. xi. 
2105 Sharp, Introduction, p. 8. Here Sharp is quoting Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old 
Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1997), p. 27. 
2106 Stuart and Thatcher, p. 46. 
2107 Stuart and Thatcher, p. 46. 
2108 Stuart and Thatcher, p. 46. Such an approach differs from Catholic perspectives where there 
must be a procreative meaning to marriage. 
2109 Stuart and Thatcher, pp. 45-46. 



266 
 

value sexual activity for itself’, instead of for procreative purposes, acknowledging that this 

‘freedom’ is something ‘known already by lesbians and gay men’, who of course, at the 

time were unable to marry.2110  

 

It follows that the extrapolation of the use of this language of freedom created by the use 

of contraception (and verbalised by the Methodist Church) is something that is applicable 

to the parameters for an EA theology of dating being argued for here. Bearing in mind 

such little attention is paid to procreativity by the lovers in the Song, them instead 

emphasising sexual desire without an emphasis on procreativity, it is reasonable to argue 

for a means by which sexual activity can be experienced without its association with 

procreativity.2111  

 

Moreover, other churches are also considering the use of contraception amongst 

unmarried Christians because of the reality of the number of unwanted pregnancies. As 

mentioned above, the National Association of Evangelicals in the US is one such group, in 

their case to reduce the number of unwanted pregnancies, because of their conservative 

ethic towards abortion.2112 Their discussions recognise the reality of the sexual behaviour 

of their teenagers and EA potentially means that the use of contraception is better in 

terms of sexual ethics than the abortion of unwanted pregnancies.2113 This both 

demonstrates the interconnectedness of issues of sexual ethics, but also the reality of 

sexual behaviour of young Christian people, and why a considered sexual ethic for EAs is 

important. If the National Association of Evangelicals were to take the step of recognising 

the use of premarital contraception as being necessary, then their understanding of 

Christian distinctiveness, as of that of the parameters of this thesis, would be different in 

form from the absolutism of Roman Catholicism. 

 

For the parameters of this thesis, recognising the importance of the use of contraception 

reduces the risk of sexual transmitted infection (STI), as well as unwanted pregnancies. 

Bearing in mind that some statistics indicate that sexual activity does not happen any less 

amongst young Christians compared to that age group more generally, but that the risk of 

sexually transmitted infection is higher because of the lack of use of contraception, 

 
2110 The Methodist Church of Great Britain, The Report of the Conference Commission on Human 
Sexuality, 1990, #14. Of course, Same Sex Marriage is itself a contemporary issue to which 
churches are debating and responding differently. 
2111 2.4.3. 
2112 3.4.6; Banks, ‘Evangelicals Say It’s Time for Frank Talk about Sex’. 
2113 Banks, ‘Evangelicals Say It’s Time for Frank Talk about Sex’. 



267 
 

arguing for the use of contraception seems both sensible and necessary.2114 This is 

supported by similar research by Clapp, which concludes that churches his research that 

provided teenagers information about contraception as part of their ‘sexuality education’ 

did not end up with more teenagers having sex, but did result in less STIs and unwanted 

pregnancies.2115 

14.4.3 Start of life ethics, unwanted pregnancies and STIs 

Any heterosexual sexual ethic which accepts the reality of premarital sexual activity 

amongst EAs leaves open the possibility of pregnancy, and this raises the potential ethical 

questions about unwanted pregnancies and the ethicacy of abortion.2116 And sexual 

intercourse without the use of condoms can also lead to the spread of STIs. Both of these 

situations emphasise that sexual activity can have ‘life-altering’ consequences.2117 And 

these consequences can also have wider societal implications, such as in the case of 

unwanted pregnancies, financial costs to the state (where such provision is available) of 

abortions or adoptions. 

 

Amongst individual Christians and different churches, there are numerous different views 

on abortion. While official Roman Catholic teaching espouses one absolute position, 

Christians and churches have different, and sometimes nuanced, views on this.2118 Ethics 

may emphasise on the one hand the right to life of the foetus or on the other ‘the total 

dependence of the fetus on the mother, to whose life, capacities or existing 

responsibilities the fetus may pose a threat of which she is acutely aware’.2119 Different 

Christians may emphasise one of these emphases over the other. But one piece of 

research suggests that while there are different views on abortion, it is common amongst 

US women of faith, applying to 80% of women having an abortion in that piece of 

 
2114 Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, p. 153. 
2115 Steve Clapp, Kristen Leverton Helbert, and Angela Zizak, Faith Matters: Teenagers, Religion, 
and Sexuality (Fort Wayne, IN: LifeQuest, 2010), p. 121; Ellison, p. 122. 
2116 Pregnancy scares are a common experience amongst EAs, according to Regnerus and 
Uecker, p. 45. 
2117 Ellison, p. 100. 
2118 Official Catholic teaching does not allow ‘formal co-operation’ in abortion (see Stuart and 
Thatcher, p. 44). For one example of a different (and nuanced) response, see a recent official 
response given to an operation open letter on the issue. Church of England, ‘Response to Open 
Letter on Abortion’, The Church of England, 2019 <https://www.churchofengland.org/news-and-
media/news-and-statements/response-open-letter-abortion> [accessed 15 June 2022]. 
2119 This quote is from The Methodist Church of Great Britain, A Methodist Statement on Abortion 
(Adopted by the Methodist Conference on 1976), 1976 
<https://www.methodist.org.uk/downloads/pi_abortionstatement_76.pdf> [accessed 26 May 2022]. 
Ellison, pp. 99-112, as a Christian ethicist, discusses the well the ‘pro-choice arguments’. 
In terms of the pro-life perspective, part of the ethical basis for this argument is based upon reading 
the Fifth commandment’s prohibition to murder as applying to abortion, as well as understanding 
the foetus as being a ‘human person’. Stuart and Thatcher, p. 44. 
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research.2120 It may well be that in terms of what actually happens, not having abortions 

does not appear to mark out Christians out as distinct, even if their churches have a more 

absolutist position in this area of sexual ethics. 

 

Moreover, the tension between the two emphases is a reasonable one, as the issues 

involved are extremely complex, and involve attempting to care for both the foetus and the 

woman. It explains why some churches make statements such ‘there are situations in 

which abortions can be justified’.2121 As 14.4.2 argues for the acceptable use of 

contraception as a means to facilitate a prosexuality perspective, then if such a position is 

applied responsibly then this should prevent the risk of pregnancy, meaning that abortion 

should not be needed to be used as an ‘alternative to contraception’.2122 However, there is 

also the argument for freedom, and Ellison argues that the ‘Christian tradition has long 

celebrated human freedom to reshape life conditions, including intervening in natural 

processes so that human well-being is enhanced’ and so arguably this could be applied to 

the freedom of women in being able to end a pregnancy.2123 Maybe what is required is the 

freedom for the persons involved to make responsible decisions, noting that each situation 

is complex and each situation is different, and the lives of the women involved matter 

too.2124  

 

Ultimately, what needs to be acknowledged is that sexual activity can have consequences 

in terms of unwanted pregnancies and STIs. This must be borne in mind when 

considering the values of the Song in terms of the ‘wisdom of restraint and wisdom of 

freedom’.2125 Part of that wisdom in the contemporary world would reasonably include 

being aware of any risks involved and making wise choices about how to respond, 

especially in terms of risk-reduction. Part of that wisdom would surely be not to participate 

in sexual activity if there was not a preparedness to live with the potential 

 
2120 Ellison, p. 100 observes that in this study ‘43% identified as Protestant, 27% as Catholic, and 
8% as belonging to other faith traditions’. 
2121 Stuart and Thatcher, p. 44 mentions the Church of England’s position on this. 
2122 The Methodist Church officially teaches that ‘abortion must not be regarded as an alternative to 
contraception, nor is it to be justified merely as a method of birth control’; The Methodist Church of 
Great Britain, A Methodist Statement on Abortion (Adopted by the Methodist Conference on 1976), 
1976. 
2123 This quote is from Ellison, p. 111. Ellison, p. 102 also argues that ‘procreation is … properly 
situated within a moral freedom, discernment, and deliberation’. 
2124 Ellison, p. 111. Ellison, p. 102 also argues that ‘even though there is a moral presumption to 
care for and preserve human life, including developing foetal life, only a strict moral absolutist 
would insist that this one moral value necessarily trumps all other claims’. 
2125 14.2.11. 
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consequences.2126 The lovers of the Song do not emphasise pregnancy, and so in the 

contemporary horizon, one does not imagine them being concerned, for example, if the 

FP got married with a bump. But the emphasis of the wisdom of restraint and wisdom of 

freedom recognises the need to be responsible, and that behaviour can have unwanted 

consequences. 

 

Moreover, this emphasis on wisdom in terms of sexual desire and activity in the church 

where premarital sex is potentially part of the lives of EAs stresses the importance of the 

Church providing genuinely helpful sex education. While from a feminist perspective, 

Srinivasan paints a picture of a ‘real movement to abolish abortion’ that would, amongst 

other things, have to include ‘(non-abstinence-based) sex education’.2127 Similarly, from a 

Catholic perspective, in her discussion of sexuality amongst EAs, Freitas emphasises the 

importance of Christian (and secular) higher education institutions, as well as parents, and 

clergy focusing on the excellent provision of sex education (which extends beyond the 

practicalities of sexual activity).2128 Such an education would seek to provide EAs with the 

tools to make wise decisions and give them a vision of living out their sexuality in the light 

of being a Christian. 

14.4.4 Christian distinctiveness 

Having briefly discussed some potential ethical implications of the parameters for an EA 

theology of dating, the question might be asked as to what this might mean in terms of 

Christian distinctiveness. The discussion has shown that contraception is accepted within 

some Christian churches because of the acknowledgement of the reality of premarital 

sexual activity. But the question of Christian distinctiveness means acknowledging that the 

wisdom being emphasised by the lovers of the Song for the contemporary Christian is 

found in several ways.  

 

Firstly, the discussion reflecting on the hookup script in light of the values of the lovers of 

the Song would be one that would be rejected by the lovers for various reasons, including 

observing the way the hookup script fails in terms of love because sex is potentially 

‘disassociated from relating to the other person holistically’.2129 In other words, there is a 

 
2126 Brueggemann, Disruptive Grace, p. 254 says that ‘every act of freedom carries inescapable 
futures, so that present choices must be considered in light of the futures they inevitably generate. 
…it follows then that freedom carries with it immense responsibility’. 
2127 Srinivasan, p. 121. 
2128 Freitas, p. 239; Ellison, p. 116 argues for a similar provision of genuinely helpful sex education 
for young people. 
2129 14.3.3. 
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limit to what would be considered wise by the values of the lovers of the Song, and so 

what is not being called for by this suggested ethic is ‘anything goes’. There have to be 

lines drawn somewhere.2130 Secondly, for the Christian, the wisdom as to how to respond 

in light of the values of the lovers could be grown through the context of worship, and that 

is where distinctiveness is found. In discussing higher education institutions in the US, 

Freitas says that religiously affiliated institutions are often better prepared than secular 

schools for opening up new dialogues about sex, sexuality and hookup culture, because 

of the additional resources and spiritual practices they provide on campus’.2131 Freitas 

rightly suggests that it is through the ‘opportunities to go on retreats, to seek spiritual 

direction, to practice mindfulness, contemplation, or attend worship, and other structured 

time that facilitates slowing down and developing the ability to avoid being overwhelmed 

by the many distractions and pressures that students face, has never been more 

important’.2132 Here living in love and worship of Christ provides the context for the growth 

in wisdom, a wisdom that is critical to the lovers of the Song. It provides the context in 

which Christian EAs think about their individual romantic and sexual relationships, and 

how God might guide them in the midst of them. 

 

Reflecting upon these two aspects of wisdom as being part of Christian distinctiveness, 

some may respond that there does not seem to be a significant amount of distinctiveness 

in terms of the externals of behaviour if sexual activity before marriage is accepted and 

the use of contraception is permitted. But this is potentially to fall into the trap of an over-

emphasis on ‘externals’.2133 Part of the thinking behind the New Perspective on Paul 

centres around the argument that Paul criticises the view that emphasising the keeping of 

‘specific acts … marked one out as an insider in contrast to those outside the 

community’.2134 Romans 3:20 and Galatians 2:16 speak of ‘the works of the law’, which 

through looking at both passages, Dunn as a pioneer in terms of the New Perspective 

interprets these as references to circumcision (Romans 2:25), the keeping of food laws 

(Galatians 2:1-15), and sabbath observation.2135 This distinctiveness of Israel was ‘deeply 

rooted in Israel’s national consciousness’ and according to Dunn, Paul emphasises that 

Israel sees that the law acted in sociological terms as both an ‘identity marker’ and 

 
2130 Ellison, p. 139. 
2131 Freitas, p. 254. 
2132 Freitas, p. 254. 
2133 Circumcision would potentially have been an ‘external’ distinctiveness in the ancient world 
when men had to bathe. 
2134 Michael B Thompson, The New Perspective on Paul, Grove Biblical Series (Cambridge: Grove 
Books Limited, 2002), p. 10. 
2135 James Dunn, Romans 1-8, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, TX: Word, 1988), 38A, pp. lxxi, 
152. Importantly, Dunn’s position is an example of the ‘New perspectives on Paul’ school of 
Pauline studies. See Thompson, pp. 9-11 for a summary of Dunn’s research. 
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‘boundary’ from other nations.2136 But Paul’s discourse in Romans before this in the 

previous one and a half chapters is a polemic against the ‘works of the law’, namely the 

‘Jewish pride in the law’, and most of all its stress of the distinctiveness of circumcision.2137 

The same pride in distinctiveness (in the externals of food laws and circumcision) is also 

criticised by the reference to the ‘works of the law’ in Galatians 2:16.2138 It was pride and 

justification by these ‘make or break’ externals that Paul speaks against through his 

polemic.2139 If taking pride in the externals of behaviour is considered more generally, it 

may well be the case that through the meaningfully good intention of trying to create 

Christian distinctiveness that Christians and churches have overemphasised externals, 

including in the areas of sexual behaviour, externals such as that Christians should not be 

seen to have sexual intercourse before marriage or that Christians should not be seen to 

be in possession of contraception.2140 But the values of the lovers of the Song potentially 

call for wisdom in terms of sexual activity, wisdom that might not fit neatly in terms of 

externals that some may wish for.2141 Speaking of his own research, Ellison comments 

that ‘if what counts as authentically Christian is allegiance to a fear-based, patriarchal 

paradigm of sexual and social control, then this study fails the test’.2142 A fear-based 

patriarchal paradigm is not one that the lovers of the Song would endorse. 

 

To conclude this discussion of Christian distinctiveness, the parameters proposed by this 

thesis seek to be genuinely Christian, by attempting to strike a greater balance between 

the effective dualism that is so prevalent amongst Christian perspectives about sex.2143 

This thesis argues for a ‘balanced theology of sex which seeks avoids the extremes of the 

“hook-up culture” on the one hand, and the “no-sex-thank-you-we-are-evangelicals” on the 

other’.2144 

14.4.5 Accepting the Song from an Ethical Perspective 

The final ethical matter to be very briefly touched upon is, can the Song itself be accepted 

from an ethical perspective, bearing in mind that there are biblical texts that many people 

 
2136 Dunn, Romans 1-8, p. lxix. 
2137 Dunn, Romans 1-8, p. 154. Dunn also included external faithfulness to the Jewish calendar 
and following the dietary rules. See discussion in Thompson, p. 10. 
2138 James Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians, Black’s New Testament Commentary (London: 
Continuum, 1993), p. 136. 
2139 Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians, p. 136. 
2140 This thesis has emphasised that some EA Christians do have premarital sex, as discussed in 
3.4.6. 
2141 One good example of this would be the discussion of the FP’s behaviour in the night-time 
passages (3:1-5; 5:2-8); 13.3.5. 
2142 Ellison, p. 139. 
2143 Thatcher, Making Sense of Sex, pp. 3-4. 
2144 Thatcher, Making Sense of Sex, p. 5. 
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today would not see as being ethical, for example, texts that Trible might classify as ‘Texts 

of Terror’.2145 Davies describes the problem that the HS ‘often appears to advocate moral 

standards that seem to us to be offensive and unacceptable;.2146 Important hermeneutical 

questions are raised here including how does one make a judgement as to whether a 

Scriptural text is ethical and who has the right to make that judgement?2147 But for 

contemporary readers many texts in the HS would be considered abhorrent because of 

the cultural world portrayed when judged from Western values of the contemporary world. 

Of those texts that deal with sexual issues, ones that might be considered particularly 

abhorrent would potentially include Deuteronomy 22:13-21, 22:28-29 and Genesis 38:24, 

because of the way that women are treated in these texts.2148 Reeder is correct to note 

that ‘we live in a world … in which violence against women and the punishment of women 

for perceived sexual wrongdoing are all too frequent’.2149 

 

Deuteronomy 22:13-21 describes the scenario of a man publicly accusing his wife of not 

being a virgin, because of his hatred towards her.2150 If he is proven to be telling the truth, 

she is to be stoned to death.2151 If it is proven that he is slandering her, he is not allowed 

to divorce her, and he is to pay the father of the woman one hundred shekels.2152 Here 

the punishment within this patriarchal society is unfairly stacked against the woman, 

because the man who had sex with her to lose her virginity is not punished, and 

potentially even worse, there need be no witnesses or any evidence of any actual 

 
2145 Phyllis Trible, Texts of Terror (London: SCM, 2002). 
2146 Eryl W. Davies, The Immoral Bible: Approaches to Biblical Ethics (London: T & T Clark, 2010), 
p. 3. 
2147 Davies, p. vi lists different hermeneutical responses offered to these ‘immoral passages’, such 
as the Evolutionary approach, the Cultural Relativist approach, the Canonical approach, the 
Paradigmatic approach, and the Reader-Response approach. Melissa Raphael, ‘Hermeneutics 
from a Feminist Perspective’, in An A to Z of Feminist Theology, ed. by Lisa Isherwood and 
Dorothea McEwan (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), pp. 99–102 (p. 99) note that 
Feminist hermeneutics as a method, for example is ‘guided by its own absolute ethical values; it 
believes that the text has a message to reclaim from its “patriarchal captivity”’. 
2148 Examples of discussion of aware of this perception by scholars for these passages include 
Caryn A. Reeder, ‘Sex and Execution: Deuteronomy 22:20-24’, The Expository Times, 124.6 
(2013), 272–81 <https://doi.org/10.1177/0014524612465382>; Sandra L Richter, ‘Rape in Israel’s 
World … and Ours: A Study of Deuteronomy 22:23–29’, Journal of the Evangelical Theological 
Society, 64.1 (2021), 59–76. 
2149 Reeder, p. 272. 
2150 Christensen, p. 519, Reeder, pp. 274-275. 
2151 Deuteronomy 22:15-16 states that the father of the woman is to provide the evidence of the 
woman’s virginity, by showing the ‘wedding cloth’. See discussion in Christensen, p. 520.  
Davies, p. 5 observes that death by stoning was only also called for as a means of punishment for 
idolaters (Deuteronomy 13:6-11) and blasphemers (Leviticus 24:14). 
2152 The text also says that he is to be ysr (disciplined/chastised), which may be a reference to 
flogging, as it is in the ancient versions; Christensen, p. 520. 
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violation.2153 Similarly, Deuteronomy 22:28-29 describes the situation of a man raping a 

virgin woman, and if he is caught in the act he is to pay fifty shekels of silver (the bride-

price) and he is not allowed to divorce, no matter what the feelings of the woman at being 

forced to be married to her rapist.2154 Again, by today’s values, the treatment of the 

woman by this law is abhorrent.2155 And perhaps this was recognised in later Jewish 

tradition, where it became possible for the father and woman to pass on the marriage.2156 

Lastly, in Genesis 38:24 Tamar is prescribed a punishment of being burnt to death by 

order of Judah (her father-in-law), because of the perception that she has ‘played the 

whore’, in this case getting pregnant, hypocritically through Judah himself.2157 From 

today’s perspectives, the treatment of women in these passages within the patriarchal 

culture is abhorrent and would not be something that would be acceptable from an ethical 

perspective within contemporary Western society.  

 

Moreover, it needs to be acknowledged that the Song too has its own difficult passage 

which describes the violence against the FP at the hands of the watchmen.2158 This is 

something deeply disturbing and should not be underplayed, as is emphasised in Section 

8.8.5. And what is even more potentially disturbing is that the FP does not make any 

comment about the violence.2159 The discussion has observed that the watchmen act as 

an additional obstacle between the lovers.2160 This is not to ignore the violence that the 

text portrays them as committing. But the important question is should this strange 

portrayal of an act of violence mean that the Song as a whole should be considered 

unethical? To make a judgement like this would potentially be ‘to throw the baby out with 

the bathwater’. Numerous feminist scholars note the incredible value of the Song, even 

though the second night-time passage indicates that the lovers (with their relative 

egalitarian relationship) still exist in a patriarchal world.2161 Ostriker perhaps observes well 

 
2153 Reeder, p. 275 makes these observations, as well as noting that not every woman bleeds the 
first time that they have sexual intercourse. 
2154 Susanne Scholz, Sacred Witness Rape in the Hebrew Bible. (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress 
Press, 2010), pp. 116-117; Christensen, p. 522. 
2155 Scholz, pp. 116-117, observes that this law is harsher that other ANE ones, such as the Code 
of Hammurabi, SS 156, in which a woman was not restricted in this way. 
2156 Christensen, p. 522. 
2157 Bergant, Genesis, p. 106 notes that her betrothal to Shelah means that her being pregnant is 
considered to be evidence of an act of adultery. Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 368 notes that 
because of this, by the law described in Deuteronomy 22:21, it would be legal for him to call for the 
penalty of death, but Wenham also suggests that calling for death by burning ‘was extreme’. 
2158 5:7; 8.8.5. Ostriker, pp. 51-52 describes the challenge of debating this passage with her 
students. 
2159 8.8.5; Exum, Song of Songs, p. 198. 
2160 8.8.5; Duguid, p. 129. 
2161 Exum, Song of Songs, pp. 80-81 and Spencer, p. lii discuss their readings of patriarchy within 
the wider context of the Song. 
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that ‘within the larger structure of the Bible, the Song is like a loophole through which we 

peak into an alternative existence. Within the Song, this episode is like a loophole through 

which we peer back at existence as we know it’.2162 Consequently, the Song as a text 

should not be rejected from an ethical perspective if it is gives us a glimmer of the sad 

reality and existence of sin and violence in our world. 

14.5 Chapter Conclusion 
There is much in this chapter for further research and reflection. The values of the lovers 

have provided the opportunity for the discussion of some contemporary sex and 

relationship scripts of EAs, to present some parameters for a ‘Theology of Dating’ as this 

thesis’s contribution to knowledge. The values and discussion of the scripts give an 

opportunity for further discussion by theologians and ethicists, as well as providing further 

resources for discussion of these matters amongst those involved in education and 

support of EAs, including churches and educational institutions. The significance of this 

chapter is that it seeks to artistically approach this subject from the perspective of the 

lovers of the Song. And their voices are worth listening to.  

 

 
2162 Ostriker, p. 52. 
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Chapter 15: Concluding remarks and further 
research 

15.1 Concluding Remarks 
Relationships in the contemporary Western world are changing. Changing ideas about 

sexuality and gender are having a significant impact on contemporary generations. In the 

midst of all of this the Christian Church in its diversity is having to find ways to respond to 

the pastoral and missional situation. This situation, alongside the contemporary world of 

Biblical studies, created the opportunity for this thesis to seriously consider the important 

issue of premarital relationships of EAs from one particular reading of the Song. From this 

it has sought to provide some parameters for further developing a ‘Theology of Dating’ as 

well as considering some of the contemporary relational and sexual scripts that EAs face 

in the contemporary horizon. EAs (and others) cannot exist apart from their wider culture 

and so the scriptural reflection on these scripts provides new insights within the 

contemporary horizon. 

15.2 Further Research 
With the development of new relationship and sex scripts within the contemporary 

horizon, as well as changing ideas about sexuality and gender, there are many potential 

opportunities for further research. Firstly, this thesis has primarily focused upon premarital 

relationships amongst EAs. This means that other age groups, and other relationship 

stages (e.g., divorced, widowed etc.) have sex and relationship scripts that can be 

considered in light of the values. Secondly, other texts in the HS will potentially have 

different insights to offer about contemporary scripts, and so they could be considered 

independently and in light of this research. Thirdly, a type of script that has not received 

any much attention here are the various forms of Consensual Non-Monogamy, being 

another type of script practised amongst EAs.2163 Witte notes that now that Same Sex 

Marriage is largely normalised within much of Western Society, the issue of the 

recognition of polyamorous marriage by the state is a debate potentially waiting to 

happen.2164 How theology makes sense of this in the light of the contemporary world is 

another question to be explored. Fourthly, taking the first, second and third potential 

opportunities for further research into account, as this thesis has sought to provide a 

framework for a ‘Theology of Dating’, there is scope for a more formal and generalised 

 
2163 Olmstead, pp. 783-784 notes that Consensual Non-Monogamy includes ‘polyamory, swinging, 
and open-relationships or marriages’. They are different from sex scripts because of an emphasis 
of these relationships can be commitment to multiple people. 
2164 Witte, p. 444. 
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‘theology of dating’ to be established, in the sense of providing a fuller vision of dating for 

the Christian church.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Dot plot Showing the Distribution of Uses of 
Volitional Verbs in the Song 

 
 



301 
 

Appendix 2: Table of Uses of Volitional Verbs in the Song 

Ref Form Person Hebrew Word Translation Speaker Addressee 
1:2 J 3ms yiŝsāqēnî let him kiss me FP ML 
1:4 I 2ms moškēnî draw me FP ML 
1:4 C 1cp nārûṣâ let us flee FP ML 
1:4 C 1cp nāgîlâ we will exult DoJ ML 
1:4 C 1cp niśmĕḥāh we will rejoice DoJ ML 
1:4 C 1cp nazkîrâ we will extol DoJ ML 
1:6 J 2mp tirʾû gaze FP DoJ 
1:7 I 2ms haggîdâ tell FP ML 
1:8 I 2fs ṣĕʾî follow ML FP 
1:8 I 2fs rĕʿîy pasture ML FP 
2:5 I 2mp sammĕkûniy sustain me FP DoJ 
2:5 I 2mp rappĕdûnî refresh me FP DoJ 
2:10 I 2fs qûmî arise ML FP 
2:10 I 2fs lĕkî come ML FP 
2:13 I 2fs qûmî arise ML FP 
2:13 I 2fs lĕkî come ML FP 
2:14 I 2fs harʾîniy let me see ML FP 
2:14 I 2fs hašmîʿînî let me hear ML FP 
2:15 I 2mp ʾeḥĕzû-lanû catch for us FP DoJ 
2:17 I 2ms sōb turn FP ML 
2:17 I 2ms dĕmē-lĕkā be like FP ML 
3:2 C 1cs ʾāqûmâ I … get up FP DoJ 
3:2 C 1cs ʾăsôbĕbâ go about FP DoJ 
3:2 C 1cs ʾăbaqšâ I will seek FP DoJ 
3:11 I 2fp ṣĕʾênâ come FP DoJ 
3:11 I 2fp rĕʾênâ look FP DoJ 
4:8 I 2fs ʾĕtî come ML FP 
4:8 I 2fs ʾĕtî come ML FP 
4:8 J 2fs tābôʾî come ML FP 
4:8 J 2fs tāšû’rî descend ML FP 
4:16 I 2fs ʿûrî wake up FP Winds 
4:16 I 2fs bôʾî come FP Winds 
4:16 I 2fs hapîḥî blow FP Winds 
4:16 J 3mp yizzĕlû let … waft FP Winds 
4:16 J 3ms yābōʾ let … enter FP ML 
4:16 J 3ms yōʾkal eat FP ML 
5:1 I 2mp ʾiklû eat DoJ ML & FP 
5:1 I 2mp šĕtû drink DoJ ML & FP 
5:1 I 2mp šikrû be intoxicated DoJ ML & FP 
5:2 I 2fs pitḥî-lî open to me ML FP 
6:5 I 2fs hāsēbbî turn ML FP 
6:13 I 2fs šûbî return DoJ FP 
6:13 I 2fs šûbî return DoJ FP 
6:13 I 2fs šûbî return DoJ FP 
6:13 I 2fs šûbî return DoJ FP 
6:13  C 2mp neḥĕze we may look DoJ FP 
7:2 J 3ms ʾal-yeḥsar may it never lack ML FP 
7:8 C 1cs ʾeʿĕle I will climb ML FP 
7:8 C 1cs ʾōhăzâ l will grasp ML FP 
7:8 J 3mp yihĕyû let … be ML FP 
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7:11 I 2ms lĕkâ come FP ML 
7:11 C 1cp nēṣēʾ let us go out FP ML 
7:11 C 1cp nālînâ let us spend the night FP ML 
7:12 C 1cp naškîmāh let us go out early FP ML 
7:12 C 1cp nirʾe let us see FP ML 
8:6 I 2ms śîmēnî place me FP ML 
8:13 I 2fs hašmîʿînî let me hear it ML FP 
8:14 I 2ms bĕraḥ make haste FP ML 
8:14 I 2ms dĕmē-lĕkā be like FP ML 

 

All verse references refer to English translations. 


