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Bible 101   
Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon 

April 27, 2022 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts 
 
Important sections to read 
 Eccl. 1:1-11  –  “Vanity of vanities” 
 Eccl. 3:1 – 8 -- For everything there is a season” 
 Eccl. 5 – A discourse on reverence, humility, and contentment 
 Song of Solomon 1:2-4 – “Let him kiss me” 
 
Ecclesiastes 
 
Authorship/Time/Location 
 
Analysis of the texts show borrowings from Aramaic and Persian languages, so this points to the 
date of composition in the range of 450-200 BCE.  This puts it after the Babylonian Exile and the 
resettling of Jerusalem under the leadership of Ezra and Nehemiah.  The text has two references 
to Jerusalem and uses images from nature and agriculture, so however the book may come from 
the area of Judah. 
 
The first verse states that the book is:  “The words of the Teacher, the Son of David, King in 
Jerusalem,” which points to King Solomon as the author.  As the book was written 600 years or 
more after Solomon’s death, we should treat this as a literary device to associate Ecclesiastes with 
the other Wisdom books that reference Solomon—Proverbs, Psalms, and Song of Solomon. 
  
Literary Style 
 
With the other Wisdom books, Ecclesiastes is a book of instruction.  The title is from the Greek 
word meaning assembly, so the setting is a wise person teaching a gathering of people.  Modern 
analogs are a pastor delivering a sermon and a professor teaching a class.  The text is a mixture of 
prose, proverbs, and poetry,  
 
There is no consensus among the scholars and commentators about the structure of the book.  
The problem is that, unlike Job, there are no introductions of the speaker.  Some claim that the 
book is a dialog between two people and others  identify three voices.  Other scholars argue that 
it, like Proverbs, is a collection from many sources.  Ecclesiastes is like Job in that interpretation is 
difficult.  Listing and judging these various claims is outside the scope of this Bible 101 series.  
Instead, this summary will identify the major themes and present some sample verses. 
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Themes and Content of Ecclesiastes 
 
The second verse of the book is well-known and establishes one of the themes: 
 
 “Vanity of vanities, says the Teacher, 
 vanity of vanities! 
 All is vanity.” 
 
Some translations replace “vanity” with “futility.”  The root word in the Hebrew is “vapor”, so the 
verse sets the theme that life is short and meaningless.    
This theme of futility dominates the book.  Here are sample texts: 
 

• Chapter 1:3-4 
“What do people gain from all the toil, 
at which they toil under the sun? 
A generation goes, a generation comes, 
but the earth remains forever.” 
 

• Chapter 2:18-19 
“I hated all my toil in which I had toiled under the sun, 
seeing that I must leave it to those who come after me -- 
and who knows whether they will be wise or foolish? 
Yet they will be master of all for which I toiled 
and used my wisdom under the sun.   
This also is vanity.” 
 

• Chapter 7:1-3 
“A good name is better than precious ointment, 
and the day of death, then the day of birth. 
It is better to go to the house of mourning 
than to go to the house of feasting; 
for this is the end of everyone, 
and the living will lay it to heart. 
Sorrow is better than laughter, 
for by sadness of countenance 
the heart is made glad.” 
 

• Chapter 12:7-8 
“…and the dust returns to the earth as it was, 
and the breath returns to God, who gave it. 
Vanity of vanities, says the Teacher, all is vanity.” 

 
Chapter 3, verses 1-8 are the words of a times for contrasting actions—fellow classic rockers will 
recognize this as the text to the Byrds “Turn, Turn, Turn”, written by Pete Seeger: 
 

“For everything there is a season, and a time for every purpose under heaven: 
a time to be born, and a time to die; 
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a time to plant, and a time to pick what is planted; 
a time to kill, and a time to heal; 
a time to break down, and a time to build up; 
a time to weep, and a time to laugh; 
a time to mourn, and a time to dance; 
a time to throw away stones, and a time to gather stones together; 
a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; 
a time to seek, and a time to lose; 
a time to keep; and a time to throw away; 
a time to tear, and a time to sew; 
a time to keep silence, and a time to speak; 
A time to love, and a time to hate; 
a time for war, and a time for peace.” 

 
Chapter 5 is a discourse on reverence, humility, and contentment.  Here are the first two verses, 
which allude to a pilgrimage to the restored Temple in Jerusalem: 
 

“Guard your steps when you go to the house of God, to draw near to listen is better than 
the sacrifice of fools, for they do not know how to keep from doing evil.  Never be rash 
with your mouth, nor let your heart be quick to utter a word before God, for God is in 
heaven, and you on the earth; therefore, let your words be few.” 
 

Ecclesiastes also includes  proverb on wisdom.  The two example below use the wise and foolish 
motif found in Proverbs: 
 
 Chapter 9:17 
 “The quiet words of the wise are more to be heeded 
 than the shouting of a ruler among fools.” 
 
 Chapter 10:12 

“Words spoken by the wise bring them favor, 
but those of fools consume them.” 

 
 Ecclesiastes closes with this summary of the work of the Teacher, Chapter 12:9: 

 
“Besides being wise, the Teacher also taught the people knowledge, weighing and 
studying and arranging many proverbs.  The Teacher sought to find pleasing words, 
and he wrote words of truth plainly.” 
 

Song of Solomon 
 
Background 
 
The Song of Solomon, also called Song of Songs,  is attributed to Solomon in the first verse of 
Chapter 1:  “The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s.”  However, analysis of the language of the 
original text points to a time of composition of about 6th century BCE, but actual author is 
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unknown.  Within the text are references to Jerusalem and gardens, so like Ecclesiastes, the 
geographic location is probably Jerusalem and the surrounding areas. 
 
The literary style is best described as a series of poems about a pair of unnamed young lovers—“a 
tale as old as time”, so sang Angela Lansbury in Disney’s “Beauty and the Beast.”  Scenes in the 
book include weddings, dreams, a homecoming, and praises and professions of love that 
presumably are made in a bedroom or other private location. 
 
Content 
 
The text does not mention God or other major themes of the Old 
Testament such as covenants, the legal and moral codes, or 
obedience.  Instead, the language is romantic, intimate, explicit, 
and at times erotic.  The painting to the right, “Soing of Songs” 
 (Cantique des Cantiques) by Gustave Moreau, 1893, (in the 
public domain)  gives a visual representation of the book. 
 
Below are some excerpts from “Song of Solomon”: 
 

• Chapter 1:15-16 
“Ah, you are beautiful, my love; 
ah you are beautiful; 
your eyes are doves. 
Ah, you are beautiful, my beloved, 
truly lovely.” 
 

• Chapter 2:8-9 
“The voice of my beloved! 
Look. he comes, 
leaping over the mountains, 
bounding over the hills. 
My beloved is like a gazelle or young stag.” 
 

• Chapter 6:2-3 
“My beloved has gone down to his garden, 
to the beds of spices,  
to pasture his flocks in the gardens, 
and to gather lilies. 
I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine; 
he pastures his flock among the lilies.” 
 

The obvious question is:  Why is this piece of secular love poetry included in the Old Testament?  
Biblical scholars believe that  the leading rabbis of the first and second centuries CE accepted Song 
of Songs into the Jewish canon for two reasons: 
 

• The book has references to King Solomon.  In addition to the opening verse quoted above, 
Solomon also is mentioned in Chapter 1:5 and Chapter 8:11.  Thus, Song of Songs shares a 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gustave_Moreau
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King Solomon connection with Ecclesiastes and becomes part of the Wisdom collection in 
the Old Testament. 
 

• Some interpreters see Song of Solomon as an allegory of God’s love for Israel.  Opponents 
of this approach counter that the intimate language in Song of Solomon is not found in any 
other writings and is counter to the Old Testament theme of the separation of God in 
heaven and humans on Earth. 
 

One of the co-authors of this Bible 101 series suggests that Song of Songs stands in contrast to 
Ecclesiastes.  As noted in summary of Ecclesiastes, the dominant mood of that book is dour and 
pessimistic—life is short and full of uncertainties.  Song of Solomon counters while that may be 
true, we can appreciate God’s creation in nature and our gardens, and in our relationships with 
friends, family, and beloveds. 
 
Modern Usage 
 
In contemporary Judaism, excerpts from Song of Solomon are used in some Passover (Seder) 
liturgies. 
 
Some Christian commentators have extended the allegorical approach and see Song of Songs as 
celebrating Christ’s love for His church.  This has a background in the New Testament as In these 
texts: 
 

• In Matthew 9:14-17 and Mark 2:18-21 Jesus tells a parable that alludes to himself as the 
bridegroom in Matthew 9 and Mark 2. 
 

• John the Baptizer, to clarify the relationship between himself and Jesus, uses a wedding 
image in John 3:28-30.  John compares Jesus to the bridegroom, and he is the friend that 
escorts the bride to the wedding. 
 

• St. Paul, in Ephesians 5:23-32, compares Christ’s love to the church to the love between a 
husband and wife.  
 

• In Revelation 21:1-2, Jon writes:  “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first 
heaven and first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more.  (Reversing the Creation 
of account of Genesis 1.)  And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming out of heaven 
from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.”   

 
Whether or not to include the intimate poetry of Song of Solomon as part of these more formal 
images in the New Testament is a matter of debate among the commentators and personal choice 
of readers. 
 
Reflections 
 
What is your reaction to the negative and pessimistic texts in Ecclesiastes?  Do you find them 
depressing?  Are they a useful recognition, like Job and the lamentation Psalms, that life has its 
ups and downs, and we need to express our anger and sense of unfairness? 
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What is your reaction to the Song of Solomon and its “over the top” emotions and physical 
descriptions of the two lovers?  Do you agree with the commentators who question why this book 
is in the Old Testament?  Do you find it useful that the Old Testament recognizes and celebrates 
that people can have intense physical and emotional attractions? 
 
Ecclesiastes and the Song of Solomon are part of the collection of Wisdom literature in the Old 
Testament.  Other books include Job, Proverbs, and depending on the commentator, all or some of 
the Psalms.  In the summaries of these books, we have identified a wide range of human emotions 
and situations, including:  praise, fear of God, rage, anger, following God and leading a righteous 
life, and love.   Is this wide diversity of topics and texts confusing or helpful in that they address 
the complexity of human life and our relationship with God? 
 
Stretch discussion:  The Wisdom literature states that “fear of God is the source of Wisdom.”  
Commentators explain that this means that we should submit ourselves to God’s will, recognize 
God’s steadfast love, and continue to live in a covenant relation with Him.  Our Lutheran 
theological teaching emphases and focuses on God’s grace and love as shown by life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ.  How do we put together the Wisdom teaching of the Old Testament 
with the Gospel message of the New Testament?  Martin Luther provides one suggestion in the 
Small Catechism.  He opens each explanation of the Ten Commandments with the phrase “We 
should fear and love God.”   Do you have any additional thoughts on the Wisdom literature and 
the Gospel message? 
 


