SONG OF SOLOMON

TITLE

The Greek Septuagint and Latin Vulgate versions follow the Hebrew (Masoretic Text) with literal translations of the first two words in 1:1 – “Song of Songs.”  The use of the superlative, “Song of Songs” (cf. Holy of Holies in Exodus 26:33,34), indicates that this song is the best among Solomon’s 1005 musical works (1 Kings 4:32).

CONTENT

A love poem of several episodes, celebrating the full gamut of love between a man and a woman.

AUTHOR AND DATE

Solomon, who reigned over the united kingdom forty years (971 – 931BC) appears seven times by name in the book (1:1,5; 3:7,9,11; 8:11,12).  In view too of his writing skills, musical giftedness (1 Kings 4:32) and the introduction of 1:1, Solomon is the obvious author.  It could have been penned almost any time in Solomon’s reign.  The period depicted and the time of actual writing point to the united kingdom before it divided after Solomon’s reign ended.

HISTORICAL COVERAGE

The first spring appears in 2:11-13 and the second in 7:12.  Assuming a chronology without gaps, the Song of Solomon took place over at least one year, but probably not longer than two years.

BACKGROUND AND SETTING

Two people dominate this true life, dramatic love song.  Solomon, whose kingship is mentioned five times (1:4,12; 3:9,11; 7:5) appears as “the beloved.”  The Shulamite maiden (6:13) remains obscure.  Most likely, she was a resident of Shunem, five kilometers north of Jezreel in lower Galilee.

The setting combines both rural and urban scenes.  Portions take place in the hill country north of Jerusalem, where the Shulamite lived (6:13), and where Solomon enjoyed prominence as a vine grower and shepherd.  The city section includes the wedding and time afterward at Solomon’s abode in Jerusalem (3:6 – 7:13).

OVERVIEW

Song of Songs is a unique biblical book.  Without mention of God, and written in poetic form full of evocative and vivid images, it is a celebration of sexual love and marital fidelity between a man and woman.  Although it may have originated as several separate love poems, its title, Song of Songs (singular), indicates that in its canonical form, it is intended to be read as several episodes/scenes of one poem, thus a “narrative” only in the sense that such poetry is trying to create a picture.

If understood as a series of scenes, the most workable division is:

(1) 1:1 – 2:7
the royal wedding lived over again

(2) 2:8 – 3:5 
the bride’s courtship reminiscences

(3) 3:6 – 5:1
the occasion of the betrothal recalled

(4) 5:2 – 6:3 
the bride’s troubled dream related

(5) 6:4 – 7:10
the king’s meditation on his bride

(6) 7:11 – 8:4 
the bride longs to see her old home

(7) 8:5 – 8:14
the renewal of love at Lebanon

UNDERSTANDING SONG OF SOLOMON

Crucial for understanding of the Song is the recognition that it comes to us basically in three voices:  the woman, who plays the leading role throughout;


the man, who especially celebrates the beauty of, and his love for, the woman;


and the woman’s companions, called the “daughters of Jerusalem.”

Many English versions insert headings to help the reader see when there is a change of speaker, based on the Hebrew pronouns being either male (generally Solomon) or female (generally his bride).  Other characters are present as helpful props: the city watchmen in 3:3; 5:7; the woman’s brothers in 8:8,9; and the king’s escort in 8:13.

There has been much debate over whether Solomon is the bridegroom. A close reading of the text creates some uncertainty.  That being said, this study assumes the bridegroom is indeed Solomon, and that the poem unfolds as follows:

(1) 1:1 – 2:7 The royal marriage is taking place.  The bridal procession reaches the palace.  The royal bridegroom, according to custom, lifts the bride over the threshold as the “daughters of Jerusalem” break into chorus (1:4).  Inside the palace the bride, whose marriage raises her from obscurity to the throne of the land, excuses her country complexion to her city bred maidens (1:5,6), though what she apologises for is in Solomon’s eyes, part of her attractiveness.  The two lovers now exchange reminiscences of their courtship (1:7,8) after which comes the procession from the banqueting house to the bridal chamber.  Here the bride and groom are heard exchanging affectionate appreciations of each other (1:9 – 2:6), until the bride’s refrain, closing the curtain on their wedding day (2:7)

(2) 2:8 – 3:5 The bride is reminiscing about courtship days.  She relives the day in the springtime when her lover first came to her mountain home, and when their love had its beginning (2:8-14).  She pictures him as “a gazelle or a young stag” (2:9,17) “leaping .. bounding … browsing among the lilies” (2:8,16).  After this she recounts a dream in which she finally found her lost lover, having gone into the streets of the city searching for him (3:1-4).  This second section ends with the same refrain as the first (3:5).

(3) 3:6 – 5:1 In this third scene, the day of the betrothal is relived.  It seems Solomon wooed and won the Shulamite woman while presenting himself as no more than a shepherd.  Now he comes as the king (3:6-11).  Having revealed his true identity, he pours out his love to the Shulamite (4:1-7) and proposes to her (4:8-15).  Solomon invites her to leave Lebanon (v.8) because she has stolen his heart (v.9).  But while she is away from him amid her country surroundings, she is like “a garden locked up” and inaccessible (v.12).  So under this metaphor of a garden locked up, a delicate symbol of her maiden state, marriage is proposed, and under the same metaphor, the Shulamite accepts, “Let my lover come into his garden and taste its choicest fruits” (v.16).  Solomon’s “I have come into my garden … my bride; I have gathered my myrrh with my spice…” (5:1), is probably a happy comment in time “present” (this whole third scene being a remembering back), now that they are married and can enjoy their love fully and legitimately.  The closing refrain is an encouragement for all lovers to eat and drink in their enjoyment of each other (5:1).

(4) 5:2 – 6:3 The fourth scene relates a troubled dream of the bride.  She dreams that her beloved comes to her in the night, wanting to come into her room.  She hesitates (v.3).  There is a delay as she gets up.  But in that pause, he goes.  When she opens the door, she can’t find him (v.6).  She wanders in the night looking for him.  The watchmen find her, but unlike the last dream where they were helpful (3:3), now they treat her roughly (5:7).  Continuing in the dream she cries to the “daughters of Jerusalem” to tell her husband that her love for him is so great it has left her weakened (v.8).  She then describes him to the “daughters” (vs.10-16) in such evocative language that they want to join her in the search (6:1).  The poem closes with the Shulamite “knowing” where he is, and finding peace in the knowledge of his love (6:2,3).

(5) 6:4 – 7:10 This is a meditation of the king upon his bride.  In the first part, he describes her unique beauty, “Sixty queens there may be, and eighty concubines … but my dove, my perfect one, is unique…” (6:9). Even the king’s other wives and concubines praise her (6:10).  The next two verses may recount where the king first saw the Shulamite (vs. 11,12), “the grove of nut trees”.  The chorus then calls for the woman to return (v.13).  The king’s meditation is then resumed and runs on to the closing refrain (7:1-10).

(6) 7:11 – 8:4 In this poem, we hear only the bride’s voice.  She may be surrounded by palace splendours, but wants to see her country home surrounds on Mt Lebanon again.  She makes a tender appeal to Solomon that they should both go back to visit and renew their love (7:11 – 8:3).  She wishes he might have been her brother that all their early years might have been spent growing up together (8:1,2).  The final refrain repeats the first from 2:6,7.

(7) 8:5 – 14 In this last poem, we have a description of the couple renewing their love in the Lebanon vineyard.  The chorus first announces the couple walking together, arm in arm (v.5). The king and his bride are under an apple tree that figured centrally in her early life.  He asks her to place him, as a seal or signet, over her heart (v.6), and speaks of love’s strength, fiery qualities and immovability (vs.6,7).  The chorus comes in, with remarks the bride’s brothers must have made when she was much younger (vs.8,9), that she now understands (v.10).  And now she renews her love vow to Solomon, under the figure of a vineyard and its landlord (vs.10-12).  For a final time Solomon calls on the escort of those in attendance upon him to add their agreement (v.13) and the bride calls on her husband, as “a gazelle or … young stag” to “come away” with her (v.14).

The forthrightness and evocative nature of these descriptions has historically been a point of difficulty for many, both Jewish and Christian.  The result has usually been to allegorise it – so much so that an early church council in 550AD forbade any interpretation that was not allegorical.  But such a reading seems to be a capitulation to human falleness.  The Song of Solomon can be understood allegorically, but its primary aim is to present a wholesome and proper love between a man and a woman who delight in each other - body, soul and spirit.

These notes have drawn heavily on “Explore the Book” by J. Sidlow Baxter (Marshall, Morgan and Scott 1966, pp.189-192), and to a lesser extent, “How to Read the Bible Book by Book”, by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.161-165), and “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.175-182).

SONG OF SOLOMON

1:1 – 2:7 the Royal Wedding Lived Over Again

The book opens with the royal marriage. The bridal procession reaches the palace. The royal bridegroom, according to custom, lifts the bride over the threshold (1:4a) causing the chorus from the attendant ‘daughters of Jerusalem’ “We will rejoice in you and be glad” (1:4b). Inside the palace, the bride whose marriage has raised her from obscurity to the throne, excuses her country complexion before her city bred wedding maidens (1:5,6). The two lovers exchange reminiscences of their courtship (1:7,8), after which comes the procession from the banqueting house to the bridal chamber. Here the bride and groom pour out loving affection on each other (1:9-2:6), until the refrain draws the curtain (2:7)

2:8 – 3:5 The Bride’s Courtship Reminiscences

The bride is reminiscing about courtship days. She relives the spring day when her prince first came to her mountain home, and when their love had its first beginning (2:8-14). She remembers not only her new found lover’s words, but also the cry, probably from her brothers, that foxes had gotten into the vineyard (2:15). After this a happy dream is remembered in which she found her lost lover (3:1-4). This second scene closes with the same refrain that closed the first (3:5)

3:6 – 5:1 The Betrothal Recalled

The bride is reminiscing about the day her future husband proposed to her. She didn’t know then that he was king Solomon. She knew him only as a shepherd. It’s only as he arrives with his royal retinue that she realises (3:6-11). Having arrived he pours out his love to the Shulamite (4:1-5) leading to the actual proposal (4:7-15). Solomon invites her to leave Lebanon (4:8). Her rustic fragrance is better to him than all manner of spices – the more artificial perfumes of the city maidens (4:10). But while she is away in her country surroundings she is like a garden “locked up” and inaccessible (4:12). Under the same metaphor she accepts, inviting him “Let my lover come into his garden and taste its choice fruits” (4:16). Solomon is overjoyed (5:1) and friends and lovers are invited to eat and drink in celebration (5:1b)

5:2 – 6:3 The Bride’s Troubled Dream
The Shulamite dreams her lover comes to her room in the night wanting to come in. She hesitates and in that hesitation finds he has gone (v.6). She goes looking for him (v.6b) but only finds the watchmen who abuse her (v.7). In the dream she finds herself asking the maidens for help (v.8) and describing her lover (vs.10-16). As the dream continues she realises where he’s gone (6:2) and is at ease and peace again (6:3).

6:4 – 7:10 The King’s Meditation on his Bride
This is the king’s description of his bride. In the first part (6:4-9) he talks of her physical beauty, but from verse 10 the description becomes more a reminiscence, possibly of their first meeting together. Verses 11 and 12 might express the feelings of the Shulamite, uneasy at the admiring gaze of the royal party. She possibly flees, only to be called back (v.13a) by the same group whose admiration she moments before could not understand or cope with (v.13b). The king’s description of her resumes at 7:1 and runs through to the closing refrain (7:10)

7:11 – 8:4 The Bride Longs to See her Old Home
In the midst of the palace splendour the bride longs to see her country home in Lebanon again. She asks the king if they can both go and visit there. In a momentary fantasy she wishes they had known each other as children (8:1-3). The refrain closes with part of an earlier refrain (v.4)

8:5-14 The Renewal of Love at Lebanon
The couple are probably at the place in Lebanon where they first met. Solomon renews his love for his bride (vs.5-7) and she recalls the remarks of her brothers that puzzled her in her younger years, but that she now understands (vs.8-10). She renews her love-vow to Solomon under the figure of a vineyard and its landlord (vs.11,12) and the book closes with her picture of him as a young stag or gazelle bounding and free (v.14)

These notes are a full summary of “Explore the Book” by J. Sidlow Baxter (Marshall, Morgan and Scott 1966, pp.189-192),
