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Song of Solomon

I remember hearing about a fellow who studied Song of songs and said about it, “There is some racy stuff in this book.” Indeed, those who are not familiar with the sacred Scriptures might be surprised by the content of this collection of songs. Tradition says that the ancient Israelites would not allow young men to read this particular book until they reached the age of 30.

Though the book is clearly poetic, it does not require a great deal of imagination to understand the subject of this collection of songs. Love, romance, and yes, even sex, are opined in these verses.

No doubt, it is the sensitive subject matter of this book that has led to the many debates over its significance, and even over its place in the biblical canon.

“This is a book which is little read because of its difficulties both in structure and language. As to the latter, some people refuse to read it because they consider it to be vulgar and tending toward the immoral.”

-C.W. Slemming

Though some have found this book to be shocking, others have found in it a wellspring of devotional help and strength. Some of the godliest students of the Bible treasure the Song of Solomon for the truth it reveals to them.

“Few portions of the Word of God will help the devout student more in the pursuit of this all-important ‘knowledge of God’ than the too-much neglected ‘Song of Solomon’.”

-Hudson Taylor

The debates and difficulties surrounding this book do not erase the fact that it has come down to us as a part of the inspired, preserved Word of God, and therefore it is our obligation and privilege to read and study it.

In seeking to survey the Song of Songs, I want to consider first of all:

I. THE MEANING OF SOLOMON’S SONG

One commentator opens his study of Song of Songs noting that it “…is perhaps the most difficult and mysterious book in the entire Bible. A cursory glance at the Song’s history of interpretation reveals a diversity of opinion unequaled in the study of any other biblical work.”

There is no shortage of disagreement over the Song of Songs. Commentators and students have long debated the real meaning of this book. The issues that are contested involve two questions. First of all:


A. What is the substance of this book?

The most hotly contested question regarding the Solomon’s Song is the issue of interpretation. What is the real substance of this book? To this question, three answers have arisen. 

First of all, there are those who view this book allegorically. The allegorical view of Song of Songs sees in the language and phrases between the lovers a coded or veiled spiritual meaning. Many ancient Hebrew writings, such as the Mishnah saw in this book an allegorical picture of God’s love for Israel. Church leaders, as well, picked up on this allegorical view, seeing in the language allegories for Christ and the Church. Origen, Jerome, and Augustine were among the many who adopted this view.

In an allegorical view of the book, each phrase is taken to have a double meaning. For instance, in 1:6, the bride says, “Look not upon me, because I am black, because the sun hath looked upon me…” Some who hold to an allegorical interpretation have said that the blackness of her skin was a picture of the church’s sin, prior to its salvation. 

The problem with an allegorical view of the book is that everything is speculative and subjective to the individual interpreter, which leads very often to a misrepresentation of the text.

A second view of the book is one which views the text naturally. That is, the book is simply a story about two human lovers and their romance and intimacy together. Those who hold this view interpret the book as God’s sanction upon human love and marital relationships. 

One writer who holds this particular view says, “…this book depicts several important aspects of longing and loving, and how God has given us gifts in marriage that meet the very desires he made us to have.”

Between these two interpretations lies what I feel is the most balanced approach to the substance of Solomon’s Song. That is, a view of the book typically. Those who view the book typically see in it both the practical love story, and a deeper, spiritual truth regarding the relationship that should exist between Christ and the believer.

“A true interpretation of the poem, therefore, will recognize in it a duality in unity; for it is primarily the expression of ‘pure marital love as ordained of God in creation…,’ the deeper and larger meaning has reference to the heavenly Lover and His bride, the Church.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

Along with the questions regarding the books substance, the meaning of Solomon’s Song involves the question of:


B. What is the style of this book?

Many of the interpretive debates surrounding the Song of Songs stem from the way in which the book is read. Some see the book in the style of a poetic drama that unfolds a story told in consecutive scenes.

Others see the book for what it claims to be, a song, or more specifically, a collection of songs. Many see in the Song of Songs a set of 7 or 8 lyrical poems that all deal with one relationship between Solomon and the Shulamite bride. They do not necessarily cover a chronological order, but are an overview of their entire relationship and union.

As an example, in chapter 1, the royal wedding seems to be in view. The bride says, “Draw me, we will run after thee: the king hath brought me into his chambers: we will be glad and rejoice in thee, we will remember thy love more than wine: the upright love thee (1:4).”

In chapter 2, the bride seems to recalling the days of courtship, when she says, “My beloved spake, and said unto me, Rise up, my love, my fair one, and come away (2:10).”

Throughout the songs, there is conversation going on between the bridegroom and the bride, as well as occasional interjections from “the daughters of Jerusalem.” In each song it is at times difficult, but always important to distinguish who is speaking. Many translations offer headings over the passages to aid in this.

Each song, or poem, is a picture of a different aspect and period of the relationship. When interpreting the book both naturally and typically, it is important to remember this fact.

In surveying the Song of Songs, consider not only the meaning of Solomon’s Song, but notice also secondly:

II. THE MESSAGE OF SOLOMON’S SONG

What are we to do with a book full of the most private and intimate exchanges between a man and his wife? Perhaps the difficulty of answering that question is why you don’t often hear of a preacher preaching through this book verse-by-verse.

The reality is, however, to neglect this book is to miss two very important and relevant messages that need to be proclaimed. First of all, there is:


A. The practical message

One of the simplest messages we can draw from the Song of Songs is that God is not against sex. This book reveals that sexual intimacy was God’s design and intent. In a sex saturated culture, too often the church has been mute about the subject which literally permeates every aspect of life, from television, to news, to advertising. 

We have ignored the elephant in the room, all the while missing the fact that the God we worship created and endorses sexual intimacy, within the sacred bonds of marriage.

“The only references to physical intimacy most of us are accustomed to hearing in sermons are critical ones, as preachers warn against the sin of extramarital sex and the corrupting dangers of lust…Such critical discussions are essential…Yet the distortions and perversions aside, we do see in the Scriptures that the longing for physical intimacy is God-given and good. There is a good longing for physical intimacy…Song of Songs is primarily an unabashed celebration of the pleasure of physical intimacy.”

-Mark Dever

The Church must decide that in our homes, and in our pulpits, we will tell people that sex is a rewarding, wonderful, holy, and god-given privilege within the parameters of marriage. It is only sinful when it is practiced outside the limits of God’s mandates.

Along with the practical message, there is also:


B. The personal message

Understanding the typological significance of this book, we find in it a message regarding the closeness and intimacy that the believer is privileged to share with the Lord Jesus.

Repeatedly in both Paul and John’s writings, the Church is pictured as the Bride of Christ. With this in mind, Solomon’s Song comes alive for those who can read it with spiritual insight.

For instance, in verse 2, the bride says, “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth: for thy love is better than wine.” Hudson Taylor says of this verse and its context, “The speaker has had her eyes opened to behold His beauty, and longs for a fuller enjoyment of His love…It is well that it should be so; it marks a distinct stage in the development of the life of grace in the soul. And this recorded experience gives, as it were, a Divine warrant for the desire for sensible manifestations of His presence – sensible communications of His love.”

The adoration with which the bride sees the Bridegroom, and the love and care that he in turn shows her is a wonderful picture of the exchange that should mark the daily walk of the believer with their Lord. 

The believer should be able to echo the words of the bride with a full heart and a passionate devotion, “I am my beloved's, and my beloved is mine (3:6)...”

To some degree, and probably rightly so, there are many things in the Song of Songs that will remain mysterious. Nevertheless, this book deserves our attention, reverence, and admiration, for it is no less the Word of God than the book of Romans, and it points us to Him who is the Living Word!
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