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​Preface
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The Private Commentary on the Old and New Testaments is my interpretation of the Bible, neither more nor less. I am responsible for the use made of all quoted and cited material.

The scope of the Private Commentary series is to bring the reader to a practical understanding of the scriptures. I explain and discuss each verse, idea, theme, and biblical truth as discovered in turn during the course of the exposition. My target audience is the Bible college/seminary student, Bible study/small group leader, Sunday School teacher, and local church Pastor. My point of view is a conservative theology. Other opinions concerning the Scripture are presented and discussed as I believe will profit the target audience. Bible students who desire to understand and apply the scriptures are invited to study the book with me and come to their own conclusions.

This material is copyrighted to prevent misuse or abuse. Those persons using this material in their teaching/preaching ministry may copy and distribute individual pages (e.g., an excursus, a table/list, or an appendix) for distribution to one’s students or auditors. The entire book may not be copied and/or distributed, nor large portions of the book, such as a chapter or extended comments on Scripture passages. The cost of this work has been kept as low as possible so every interested teacher, preacher, and student may afford a personal copy.

Diacritical marks in transliterations for Hebrew words have been removed, due to restrictions imposed by conversion to Nook, Kindle, and epub formats.
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​Introduction
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To go down the bypath of what we know of Solomon’s history from 1 Kings and 2 Chronicles is to abandon the lesson which the Song has for all believers who are in one of the relationship stages of friendship and love, courtship and marriage, home and family. The Solomon of history is not so much in view as the Solomon who is the husband, friend, and lover of his wife, the Shulamite maiden. As such the Song teaches us how to relate to the one whom we love. It is the Solomon who is the husband and friend of Shulamite whom we find in the Song. (See discussion later in the Introduction demonstrating Solomon is one of the characters of the Song.)

I first interpreted and taught the Song in 1997. Over the years, as I have considered Solomon’s relationship to the events of the Song, I have been struck by the several descriptions of his youthful appearance. For example, his hair is black and curly, 5:11, i.e., without a strand of white or gray, which if present would indicate age, such as the older Solomon of Kings and Chronicles, or stress, such as the stress of running a kingdom. He leaps about on the hills as a gazelle or wild stag, 2:8–9. The Solomon of the Song is young and virile. 

Solomon became King of Israel when he was about thirty years old. What has occurred to me is that the Solomon of the Song may be Solomon the young man before he became King Solomon. If this is the case, then the Solomon of seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines, 1 Kings 11:3, is not the Solomon of the Song. Compare Song 6:8 where Solomon mentions sixty queens and eighty concubines, which may correspond to his father’s court, 2 Samuel 5:13. In addition, Shulamite is called “prince’s daughter,” 7:1. A woman who is a “prince’s daughter,” whether so in fact or metaphorical description, is fit for a prince, i.e., for the young Solomon before he became king.

For the above reasons, I believe Solomon the writer, now an old man, has written a Song (possibly revised an earlier song) describing his younger self, his first love, and his first marriage. This view resolves the conflict between the Solomon of 1 Kings and 2 Chronicles and the Solomon of the Song. Why isn’t this first wife mentioned in 1 Kings or 2 Chronicles? Either she had died, or she was not important to the history being told in those books, a history which begins with Solomon becoming King.
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​Past Interpretative Methodologies
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The Song’s history of interpretation falls into several broad categories. Devout Old Testament Jews interpreted the Song allegorically, as a story of YHWH’s love for Israel, just as devout Christians have interpreted the Song allegorically as a story of Christ’s love for his Church. The Song has been interpreted as a type of historical fiction: a story based on actual events but romanticized and embellished with fictional details and provided a fictional story line which the facts fit, but which is not based solely on the facts. The American Civil War novel Gone with the Wind is a historical romance. The World War II novel From Here to Eternity is a more modern example of the genre. Another viewpoint is to accept the Song as a type of “every man” experience, i.e., a fiction arranged and told so as to enable the average person to identify with the characters. 

As early as circa AD 400 the Song began to be interpreted by Christian commentators as a drama. This method became very popular in the 1800s. Several background stories were developed to interpret the Song as a drama. The drama view usually takes one of two paths: Solomon meeting, courting, and then marrying an unsuspecting girl from a country village; or the powerful and wealthy Solomon competing with a village shepherd for the love of a village girl. 

In more modern times, the Song has been interpreted erotically, or pornographically. Pornography is concerned only with the sexual act, and is more often than not dehumanizing to women. Eroticism dwells on desire and sexual expression. In these ways sometimes the Song has been interpreted as an imitation of Arabic or Egyptian erotic or pornographic stories or poetry; sometimes as a sex-manual for Christians; sometimes as an adventure into promiscuity, i.e., prostitution, fornication, or adultery; sometimes as a description of pagan fertility rites; sometimes as a celebration of sex, within or outside the boundary of marriage. In the celebration view the temporary personal commitment of an affair takes the place of a marriage commitment. 
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​Problems with Past Methodologies 
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Allegorical

The problem with an allegorical interpretation of the Song is that the author has not provided an interpretive key. A well-known example of allegory is Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. In this allegory, Bunyan provides interpretative keys which enable the reader to understand his imagery. For example, the character named Giant Despair is easily understandable, both by name and description, as those times in the believer’s life when he or she is overcome by trials and difficulties, and despairs of deliverance. The town named Vanity Fair and its many aptly named characters symbolize the trivialities of life which take the believers heart away from Christ and distract the unbeliever from salvation. Bunyan supplies the keys by which his allegory may be interpreted.

The Song was understood by the Jews as an allegory descriptive of the spiritual relationship between YHWH and Israel, and by Christians as descriptive of the spiritual relationship between Christ and the New Testament church. Under this method, the description of Shulamite’s teeth might be interpreted as describing some spiritual quality of the church’s (or the individual Christian’s) relationship to Christ. Shulamite’s breasts might be interpreted as representing the two covenants (i.e., Old and New Testaments). Or teeth and breasts might be described in some other equally imaginative way. The problem is, any interpretation, fanciful or otherwise, might be assigned to the many figures found in the Song, and this has indeed been the case. Without an interpretive key, an allegorical Song must be interpreted by individual experience or imagination. Having no definite meaning, it becomes all application, without the basic interpretation which controls the application. In the allegorical method the message of the Song becomes whatever the interpreter wants it to be. 

The church has in the main rejected an allegorical interpretation of Scripture. The Song should be interpreted by the same process that interprets the other sixty-five books. Despite a long history of allegorical interpretation, this methodology must be rejected. The antiquity of a thing does not mean it is right, valuable, or necessary.

A variation of the allegorical method is the typological method. This methodology seeks to find the key to interpretation in the types and antitypes of the Bible. For example, the lamb is a definite and recognized type of Christ. “Behold the Lamb of God,” stated John the Baptist. His identification of Christ as God’s Lamb was based upon the consistent Old Testament use of a lamb as a sacrifice for sin. 

The problems with the typological method are simple. The character Shulamite is not identified in the Old or New Testaments as a type of Israel or a type of the church. Solomon is not identified in Old or New Testament as a type of Christ (quite the opposite; he is spoken of consistently as less than Christ). The Song uses none of the Old and New Testament type-antitype correspondences. For example, the vine is used in the Song. The vine is used as a symbol in the Bible in three distinct ways: of the home; of Israel; of Christ and believers. But if Solomon was the person who wrote the Song, then its creation is no later than 930 BC, his death. If such is the case, then the use of the vine in the Song is that of home and family, corresponding the symbolic use of the vine in biblical literature existing prior to the Song’s creation. There is no reason to doubt Solomon’s authorship, as I will explain as comments on 1:1. The recognized Old Testament and New Testament types are not used in the Song. Therefore, the typological method must also be rejected.  

Historical Romance 

Everywhere else in the Bible historical facts are accurately recorded, authentically happened, and therefore present a historically credible narrative of events. The Song is not presented as narrative history; but it is not in accordance with the rest of Scripture to believe it contains fictional elements added to embellish a story. The Song is a Hebrew poem. A poem is based in reality and uses imagery to create its particular view of reality. That is not fiction but perspective. 

A variation on the historical romance approach is to view the Song as a type of “every man” experience. This is just a smarter way of saying the book is a fabrication. We should also reject this view.

The Background Story/Drama Approach

Background stories for the Song arose and multiplied as the Song began to be considered a form of drama. This is a variation on the historical romance approach, developed to create a sequential narrative. The problem with the background story is similar to the problem with allegory—the interpreter’s imagination is the guiding methodology. As demonstrated by the multiple background stories that have been developed, many fictional stories may be woven for the Song.

The notable lack of a sequential story in the Song prompted the development of the background story, in an effort to positively identify the people, events, and geographic locations of the story’s events. For example, Shulamite says, 1:6, that she has not kept her own vineyard. Is “vineyard” a metaphor for something about Shulamite, or a description of her vocation, and thereby her location? The location seems real enough, tied as it is to her brothers and her deeply tanned skin. If real, where does Shulamite live? Perhaps Shunem, a small tribe in Issachar (Joshua 19:18) also called Shulem [Keil, 6:585], based on the use of her name at 6:13 (but see discussion there), and names and descriptions of places located in northern Israel. From these few, small facts fictional dramas have been woven as to where Shulamite lived, worked, her vocation, how Solomon met her, why he was there, his disguise when he met her, etc., etc. Ultimately, any background story depends wholly on the interpreter’s imagination. The fictional historical romance approach, the background story approach, and the drama approach should be rejected.

The Song cannot be a drama, as required by the background story. “The presentation of drama seems largely omitted from Hebrew literature [biblical and extra-biblical], remaining abhorrent to Jewish culture until late into the Middle Ages. Finally, there are no ancient Near Eastern parallels for drama” [Hess, 24]. The drama approach should be rejected.

Sexual Interpretation

Many have believed the Song to be a form of erotic literature or pornography, such as was produced by the Arabic and Egyptian peoples during Solomon’s era. Certainly portions of the Song and some of its symbols seem to lend credibility to that theory. On the whole, however, the Song does not support the idea of erotic or pornographic literature. Neither Solomon nor Shulamite ever suggest a sexual act outside the context of marriage, home, or family. In fact, although there are legitimate expressions of sexual desire, no act of coitus can be determined from the text [Hess, 35]. Solomon describes Shulamite as a “garden enclosed, a spring shut up, a fountain sealed.” He understood Shulamite to be a virgin before their marriage. At 5:2 there is a request for sexual intimacy, but it is within the context of marriage; so too at 7:12–13; 8:12, 14. In 8:6–7 Shulamite demands Solomon’s fidelity, as befitting the exclusive loyalty commitment required by marriage, Genesis 2:24. 

Additionally, identifying the Song as erotic literature would defy the Analogy of Scripture, a principle that asks, “How does a passage fit into the total pattern of God’s revelation that was revealed prior to its writing” [Virkler, 121]? Nothing written prior to the Song prepares the reader for a sexual interpretation: the Pentateuch, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 and 2 Samuel, Job, a great many of the Psalms, and almost certainly Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. Prohibitions against sexual immorality in many of these books gives the interpreter a strong basis for denying the Song is about fornication or adultery, as proposed by the many sexual interpretations of the Song. 

A sexual interpretation would also defy the Analogy of Faith. This principle asks, “How does a passage fit into the total pattern of God’s revelation that has been revealed at any time” [Virkler, 121]? An erotic work is not in harmony with the contents of the other 65 books of Scripture. The Bible is frank about sexuality, but does not address sexual activity in an erotic way. The Bible talks about sex in a practical way, either as the normal consequence and circumstance of the marriage relationship, or as the sexually immoral acts of adultery, rape, fornication, bestiality, prostitution, or homosexuality. The New Testament, for example, does not use the Greek word for love that specifically means the physical-sexual aspects of love. Sex is not an evil made permissible by marriage—an attitude all too common in the history of the church [Garrett, 378]. But neither is sexual activity an erotic activity permitted outside of marriage, as it is in adultery and fornication, and erotic literature promoting these kinds of affairs. 

When the Bible addresses sexual pleasure, it is always in the context of marriage. Unless the Song is the sole exception, the Bible never uses worldly eroticism to teach believers how to conduct a sexual relationship in marriage. No other scriptures justify the view that the Song is erotic literature, or the view that the Song is a type of sex manual for Christians, or any other sexual view outside the boundary of marriage.

A variation of the sexual interpretation is the mythological/cultic view, which understands the Song as identifying with the paganistic rites of the idolatrous nations surrounding Israel. In other words, sex as a religious practice: prostitution, fornication, adultery, and even sex in marriage. The Bible unequivocally prohibits sex for religious purposes, e.g., Deuteronomy 23:17; 2 Kings 23:7; Hosea 4:14. This prohibition is so strong the Mosaic Law restricted sexual activity before worship, e.g., Exodus 19:15; Leviticus 15:16–18, to make clear God’s view that worship cannot be accomplished through sexual activity.

One such interpretation finds in the Song sexually oriented fertility rites practiced by Israel’s pagan neighbors. Although this interpretative methodology is clearly anti-biblical, it has of late been adapted by those who wish the Song to be an example of Middle Eastern erotic literature, and want to adapt it as kind of Christian sex manual. Because the mythological/cultic method of interpretation is based in pagan literature, and requires sex for religious purposes, it must be rejected by the Bible believer.

Finally, the sexual view must be rejected because the Song is all about the commitment required in marriage; not just the act of becoming married, but the commitment and loyalty required during a marriage. The Hebrew word kalla, spouse, bride, daughter-in-law [Harris, 986a], occurs six times in the Song, at 4:8–5:1, indicating marriage is in view. The section in which occurs, 3:6–5:1 begins with the arrival of Solomon, an arrival pursuant to the wedding of Solomon and his kalla, bride, 3:11. Consummation of the marriage is spoken of (under the figure of a garden) at 4:16–5:1. Sexual activity both proposed and given at 7:7–13, is after the wedding. The exclusive loyalty commitment required by marriage is presented at 8:6–7. Any sexual view of the Song that does not commit itself to sexual activity only after marriage is a wrong view; it is an immoral view not sanctioned by Scripture.
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​Grammatical-historical Interpretation
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This is the method of interpretation used in this commentary, often misnamed the “literal” methodology. This methodology means the Song is interpreted in its grammatical and historical context, by the lexical and syntactical use of the original words, according to the theology and doctrine taught throughout the Scripture (thus satisfying both the Analogy of Faith and the Analogy of Scripture). Words have a meaning and semantic range assigned by their normal use in language and historical culture; in the case of the Song, it is the Hebrew language and Old Testament culture circa 970 BC. 

This does not mean the grammatical-historical interpretation method ignores the use of figures and symbols, for these are a part of language. Every figure of speech or symbol used in the Bible is based on something literal, and when properly interpreted means something literal. For example, a literal fire may be destructive, or constructive. A fire burns down a building: a destructive use. A fire melts metal ore so impurities may be extracted, leaving the pure metal: a constructive use. Symbolically, fire judges (destructive) or cleanses (constructive). All similes, metaphors, symbols, and figures of speech be similarly understood, interpreted, and applied.  

Here is an example, drawn from the Song. Shulamite’s teeth are described “like a flock shorn that came up from the washing—every one thereof bears twins, none is barren.” Sheep shorn of wool and washed are white, because the skin is white under the wool. Twins means some of the sheep are identical; e.g., everyone has two of the same teeth, one on bottom, a matching one on top. None barren means no teeth are missing. The literal meaning is that Shulamite has white teeth, no stains or cavities, regularly and proportionately spaced, with no missing teeth. The application? A woman with a beautiful, healthy smile is attractive. As much as a healthy smile is attractive today, it was more so in Solomon’s time, where the only dentistry was extraction of decayed or damaged teeth. The vast majority of the Song is susceptible to interpretation in the same manner.

The grammatical-historical interpretation must also conform to the clear doctrines of Scripture. The doctrine of Scripture concerning sexual activity is none before marriage, natural after marriage.
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​The Structure of My Interpretation
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I have avoided supplying a background story for my interpretation of the Song, because a background story requires interpretation not supported by other scripture or by known historical events. However, some structure must be given in order to understand the Song. Every commentator develops some sort of structure. 

Certainly when the Song was first sung the singer used some means to divide the story, perhaps something akin to the modern stanza and chorus. When the Song is closely examined, several natural divisions are present. Spoken (or sung) parts belonging to various characters supply one part of the structure. Activities mentioned in the Song provide another part of the structure. A repeated refrain supplies a third kind of structure.

There are five characters. One is the city watchmen, 3:3; 5:7. The watchmen have no speaking part, but do have actions to perform. A second character is the brothers, identified by the phrase, “we have a young sister,” 8:8. A third character responds to their words, therefore a female character, who must be a sister of the brothers. Unless this mention of a sister is a separate character mentioned only once (the brothers are mentioned twice, 1:6, 8:8), there are only two sets of female characters in the Song. One female character is identified by the word ra‘ya, “my love” [Harris, 2186d]. “My love” occurs ten times in the Song: 1:9, 15; 2:2, 10, 13; 4:1, 7; 5:2; 6:4; 7:12. I believe the character called “my love” is also the sister of 8:8; contextually this makes sense. The other female character is identified as Daughters of Jerusalem, 1:5; 2:7; 3:5; 3:10; 5:8, 16; 8:4, apparently a chorus of females. 

A female called Shulamite is identified at 6:13. Contextually, Shulamite is the person spoken of as “my love” in 6:4–10, the character speaking at 6:11–12, and the character spoken of at 6:13a. Based on this positive identification, I have chosen to identify “my love” as the woman known as Shulamite. To recap, Shulamite is named “my love” throughout the Song, and is the sister of 8:8.

Solomon is identified as a character 3:7 and 8:12. At 8:7 he is identified in relation to the young sister of the brothers. Solomon is called “king” at 1:2, 12; 3:9, 11; 7:5. At 1:9 the king addresses “my love.” She responds at 1:13, saying “the king” sits with her at the table, and she identifies the king as “my beloved.” Based on this positive identification, I have chosen to identify the “my beloved” character as the man known as Solomon. 

Earlier I said the Song appears to be about Solomon before he became king. The mentions of him as king may be proleptic, or the Song may cover a period of time from before he became king to after he became king. The proleptic view seems more appropriate, if the Song is placed in the context of the many other songs Solomon is said to have written, thus identifying with the title, as the best song of all the songs Solomon wrote. The proleptic view also supports the idea that Solomon wrote the Song early in his life, and revised and published the Song when he was much older. If this analysis is true, perhaps Solomon was trying to relive a cherished memory of things long past and long lost.

Using these characters, I have created a basic structure from their speaking and acting. I have indicated this structure in the translation by marking who is speaking. The translation appears before the exposition, and should be read before proceeding to the exposition. These speakers are: Shulamite, Daughters of Jerusalem, Solomon, and Brothers. The Watchmen do not have a speaking part. Shulamite has the most speaking parts. She is the dominant voice and action in the Song. 

The activities mentioned in the Song are a further indication of structure, leading me to divide the Song into six parts, but this does not mean the Song is composed of six separate songs. The first part is an epilogue that sees the happy couple after their wedding and its consummation. The second part seems to regress chronologically to describe their first meeting. Part three mentions their betrothal. Part four described their wedding day. Part five describes an incident from their marriage. Part six speaks of commitment. Part seven is the epilogue. These events do not form a connected historical narrative, for the events themselves are only hinted at, and their purpose is to provide an occasion for poetic descriptions of Shulamite and Solomon. These events are in God’s sequential order for human life: friendship and love, courtship and marriage, home and family. However, they do not form a sequential historical narrative.

Based on another structural indicator, I have divided the Song into seven parts following the Title. These are: 


Prologue, 1:2–1:6

Courtship, 1:7–2:7

Betrothal, 2:8–3:5

Wedding, 3:6–5:1

Marriage, 5:2–8:4

Commitment, 8:5–8:10

Epilogue, 8:11–8:14



This structure is indicated by the recurring phrase, “I charge you, O you daughters of Jerusalem,” which occurs at 2:7; 3:5; 5:8; and 8:4, forming a natural division between parts two and three (Courtship-Betrothal), three and four (Betrothal-Wedding), and five and six (Marriage-Commitment). The division between parts one and two, (Prologue-Courtship) is a judgment call, but seems fit, because the subject changes. A change of subject also occurs between parts four and five (Wedding-Marriage). Identifying part one as prologue and part seven as epilogue is common to many commentators.

The headings identifying each part are not the sum of the part, but actions in each part that provide the occasion for the various descriptions and themes relevant to the story. 

These divisions are very similar to Hess: 1:1; 1:2–2:7; 2:8–3:5; 3:6–5:1; 5:2–6:3; 6:4–8:4; 8:5–8:14 [Hess, 5]. (Garrett outlines the Song in thirty-nine parts [Garrett, 381]. Carr is very similar to my divisions and those of Hess [Carr, 68–69].) The division of the Song into parts is not to suggest it is a compilation of six (or more) songs, but that the singer had a story to tell, and chose to tell the story in several parts or “scenes.” What that underlying story might have been is no longer available. However, the Song explores some of the dynamics of a relationship between a man and a woman. In a loose way these may be called “scenes” or “vignettes” or “snapshots” of significant parts of life. Hess says “each new section begins with the lovers apart and concludes with them finding one another and coming together” [Hess, 31]. Although this is generally true, Hess has to stretch the words to find this meaning in the prologue. He also has to carefully divide the parts of the Song to fit this supposition, for example, part one for Hess is 1:2–2:7, ignoring the teasing “this is how we met” aspect of 2:7–8 which is a separate subject from 1:2–6. The parts I have indicated above seem more natural to me. Taken together they create scenes of friendship and love, courtship and marriage, home and family.
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​What the Song is 
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The book describes itself as a song. What did that designation mean to Solomon and his contemporaries? There are several songs throughout the Bible. The song of Miriam, Exodus 15, and that of Deborah and Barak, Judges 5, celebrated an historical event by describing the event, its outcome, and their emotional response. The songs in the book of songs, i.e., the Psalms, cover the gamut of human religious feelings. The Song of Songs, like most songs, is a poem. Hebrew poetry did not depend on rhyme or meter, but on an interchange of ideas, sometimes synonymous, sometimes opposites. Poetry depends on imagery: symbols and figures of speech and metaphors and similes. As noted above, a poem is based in reality and uses imagery to create a particular perspective of that reality. Understanding the Song depends on understanding the imagery and resultant poetic-perspective.

In some ways the Song very loosely corresponds to the ballad, but there is no sequential narrative. There are brief “scenes” or “vignettes” (to use modern terminology) providing occasion for poetic description of the main characters, but the Song is not a ballad.

The Song relates actual events involving five sets of characters—a male, a female, a chorus, brothers, and night watchmen—and their responses to those events. The story or stories are told in a poetic way. Because the Song is described in the title as a song, the poetry of the Song been described as a lyric idyll. An “idyll” is 


1. A poem or prose composition, usually describing pastoral scenes or events or any charmingly simple episode, appealing incident, or the like.

2. A simple descriptive or narrative piece in verse or prose [Dictionary.com, Idyll].



Of course, this is a modern definition, but the Song seems to fit. A lyric idyll is an idyll set to music. Specifically in Solomon’s time, using a musical instrument known as a lyre, a piece of poetry or prose was sung to a melody played on the lyre. The poetic juxtaposition of ideas in the Song include, e.g., 1:2, love and wine; 1:3 fragrance and character. The opening line of v. 2 uses poetic repetition to intensify the emotion: “let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth.” In more modern terms, “let him kiss me passionately.” To analyze further (e.g. the “kisses of his mouth” are the kisses that come from him and none else) is to lose the message of passionate love.
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