Reading Song of Solomon
Song of Solomon Overview

· Author:  Solomon

· Date:  935 B.C. — early in his reign, before his heart had been turned to other gods.

· Theme:  There are many interpretations to this book!  It is best to understand it as a historical relationship between Solomon and his bride to demonstrate the joy and beauty of God-ordained intimacy in marriage.

· “Speakers:”  Solomon, his bride (the Shulamite), and a chorus (daughters of Jerusalem).

· Structure: 

· Courtship  (1:1 – 3:5)

· Marriage  (3:6 – 5:1)

· Conflict/Resolution and Consummation  (5:2 – 8:14)

· Key verse:  7:10

· Key chapter:  2

Theme

The canonicity of this book was debated for some time because of the strict theme of the book, which can be expressed as “the love of the bridegroom for the bride,” as the word “beloved” appears in the book 32 times.  It has also been pointed out that the book is filled great physical, natural beauty, which then becomes “a symbolic representation of the object of desire.” [R. K. Harrison, p. 489.]

However, more broadly than that, the theme also can be stated as “the purity and beauty of human love as a divine gift…By contrast with Gr. lyricists and some modern authors, the work exhibits no self-consciousness regarding the natural relationship between male and female in marriage, and indicates that the richness of human love is a microcosm of the larger love of God.” [Harrison, p. 493.] Therefore, the book emphasizes the beauty of love in marriage as it was ordained by God in Genesis.

Background

There are several factors that suggest that this book is some of the poetic literature of Solomon. Some of the things that suggest this are the pastoral nature of the book, which indicates that Israel was at peace during the time of the book’s writing. Also, the author mentions various geographical landmarks indicate a kingdom which has not yet been divided. And finally, there are many references to flowers and animals throughout the book, which is indicative of Solomon’s writing style. [Harrison, p. 487.]  There are references to 21 different kinds of plants, and 15 different kinds of animals in the book, which emphasizes Solomon’s love for nature as indicated in l Kings 4:33. [Archer, p. 474.] Hence, the book apparently seems to fit the time period of Solomon and his poetic style of writing. 

Structure and Style

Song of Solomon is written entirely in poetic form, and is filled with beautiful descriptions of love through a great variety of similes and metaphors. Consequently, “the power of the poetry lies in the intensity of love and devotion expressed and especially in the rich imagery which permeates the descriptions of the lovers and their love.” [Hubbard, p. 1205.]

Some critics question whether the similes truly expressed love since some of the figures of speech seem to be less than complimentary (e.g., hair lick a flock of goats, neck like the tower of David).  However, this reminds one of a basic hermeneutical principle, to interpret Scripture according to the time and culture in which it was written.  So it is helpful to remember that “Orientals ‘fix the eye on one single striking point, which according to our conceptions is perhaps not characteristic.’” [Hubbard, p. 1205.]  Thus, the similes that Westerners would not (and do not!) find complimentary really are complimentary according to the Eastern way of thinking. 

Interpretations 

Historically, there have been various interpretations for this book. In fact, when the canon for the Hebrew OT was established, there was some concern about including the Song of Solomon because of its “erotic” nature.  One reason for finally including it was that it became allegorized, and the erotic meaning was therefore “lost.” Harrison comments that, “the best means of protecting the canonical status of the song would be to assign to the work an esoteric religious meaning, and this doubtless gave impetus to the allegorizing of Canticles in rabbinic circles.” [Harrison, p. 490.]  This allegorical method sought to interpret the book as God’s relationship to His covenant people, or even as Christ’s relationship to the church, which is more of a typological view.  These views were very common from the early church fathers even through to the l9th century. [Archer, pp. 475-6.]

Another view is the dramatic interpretation, or shepherd hypothesis. In this view, Solomon attempts to seduce the Shulammite woman who resists his advances and remains true to her shepherd lover.  This view is taken because of the abundance of shepherd language, however, there is little evidence of this type of literature amongst the Hebrews, in addition to it not being

completely true to the text.  

However, despite these varying modes of interpretation, most conservative scholars reject the allegorical or typological interpretations.  It is best not to spiritualize the book because “both the abundance of details and the absence of clues as to deeper spiritual significance within the book itself speak against the finding of allegory or type in the Song.” [Hubbard, p. 1205.] Consequently, the view most commonly advocated is the literal or natural view, which sees the Song of Solomon as the love poetry it appears to be, but within the confines of marriage as ordained by God. 

Conclusion 

While there was considerable debate over this book by the church fathers, it is a book that is not erotic literature, but rather, merely praises the beauty of love in the marriage relationship, and should. be interpreted literally rather than allegorically or typically.
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