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Lessons on the Song of Solomon - #1
A Quick Quiz:
1. When might the Song of Solomon have been written?
a. Around the same time as comparable Mesopotamian and Egyptian texts (3000-1000 BCE).
b. In the time of Solomon (10th century BCE)
c. Sometime in the Persian era (post-6th century BCE), as indicated by language and loan-words.
d. All of the above.
2. What sort of text is the Song of Solomon believed to be?
a. A collection of love poetry (with strongly erotic elements).
b. A “sacred” or “royal” drama used ritually or ceremonially.
c. A mystical-spiritual allegory, portraying the relationship of God and a human soul.
d. All of the above.
Answer key: The answer to both questions is “d. All of the above.” Which demonstrates the dilemma
posed across two or three millennia for understanding and interpreting the Song of Solomon (also called
the “Song of Songs”). Where did it come from? What’s it really about? And why is it in the Bible at
all??? The answers come from all over the spectrum, and tend to have historical and contextual
arguments in their favor. These two lessons will include a quick look at the background of the Song of
Solomon, and then a brief delving into a handful of texts from the “Best of Songs” or “Sublime Song”
(which is what “Song of Songs” actually means).
First off, the Song of Songs is the most purely literary book in the Bible. It is not philosophical, in the
way the JOB and Ecclesiastes are. It is not devotional or liturgical, like the Psalms. It is not legal,
historical, or prophetic. There’s nothing comparable in the Apocrypha. It is not a gospel, a letter, or an
apocalypse. It’s a love poem, or poems… seemingly organized as a drama or pageant. And, for
whatever reason, it was deemed appropriate to be included in the collection of “writings” that form the
third part of the Hebrew Bible (the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings).
The best guess as to why it was ultimately found acceptable is that… as with Ecclesiastes and Proverbs…
it became associated with King Solomon, whether he actually wrote it or not. (I guess “not!”) The full
title is “The Best of Songs… Which Is Solomon’s.” (The Anchor Bible commentary by Marvin Pope, who

also wrote the JOB commentary in that series, translates it: “The Sublime Song of Solomon.”) Given the
additional fact that Solomon’s harem was legendary, the attribution is not surprising.
It wouldn’t be Hebrew if there wasn’t some interesting word-play going on, and that includes Solomon’s
name. The name-play may be helpful. “Solomon” is actually “Shelomoh” (“Shlomo”), meaning “Peace”
and based on the Hebrew consonants SLM. The name occurs six or seven times in the Sublime Song.
1:1 – the title and byline
1:5 – “the curtains of Shelomoh” may more accurately be “the pavilions of Salmah” (an Arab
tribe). The latter would balance the “tents of Kedar” (another tribe) in the first half of the verse.
Marvin Pope and The New English Bible opt of the “Salmah” reading.
3:7 – the “bed” or “litter” of Solomon
3:9 – Solomon’s “chariot” or “palanquin” (“litter”) of “wood of Lebanon” (cedar)
3:11 – Solomon’s wedding “crown” bestowed by his mother.
8:11-12 – Solomon’s “vineyard” at Baal-hamon… except no such place is known to have existed.
Pope suggests the place was “Hammon” (Joshua 19:28) near Tyre, where a deity Baal-Hammon
(“Lord of the Sun") was honored, in association with the goddess Astarte and local vineyards. In
verse 12, the Bride is said to be more valuable than Solomon’s vineyard, but not for sale.
The SLM root is also integral to the name Jerusalem (“Possession of Peace”). As in a Greek drama, there
is a chorus in the drama of the Sublime Song, the “Daughters of Jerusalem” who show up in 1:5, 2:7, 3:5,
3:10, 5:8, 5:16, and 8:4. The Bride herself is “comely as Jerusalem” in 6:4
The Bride is referred to as the “Shulammite” in 6:13, and only there. Scholars say it is not the Bride’s
proper name, but basically means the woman “of Solomon/Shelomoh” – she was Solomon’s “Solomena”
so to speak. Another theory (via Pope) based on the SLM root is that the lively Bride has been “pacified”
and has become “The Pacified One” (by Love) at this point in the drama… anticipating Shakespeare’s
Helena and Hermia from A Midsummer Night’s Dream. (Helena and Hermia having run away to the
woods in pursuit of their lovers, who they ultimately won… despite princes, parents, and faeries.)
Lastly, there is one… just one… occurrence of the word “shalom” itself in the Sublime Song, the Bride
speaking of the Bridegroom:
8:10b “I was in his eyes as one who brings/finds peace.”
Commentators note that “peace” is to be understood here in the full Hebrew sense of peace-and-wellbeing. And, of course, it plays on Solomon’s name.
So… the “Sublime Song of (the-artist-known-as-)Peace” portrays a pageant of passion and love, featuring
“Ms. Peace”, and a back-up group “Peace-Town’s Daughters.” Ms. Peace is credited with either bringing
or finding peace-and-wellbeing to the artist-known-as-Peace. To me (KLC), that suggests that “Solomon”
is more a symbol than a person here. And, the Sublime Song seems more a courtly drama… like the
“masques” of 16-17th century British drama… put on to portray passion and love, with Love prevailing in
the end (see 8:6-7).
Interpreting the Song….

So, then, is the Sublime Song romantic or spiritual? My answer is “Yes.”
Is it speaking literally (though not historically) or allegorically? My answer is “Yes.”
On the romantic(-sexual) and literal side, there is no comparable celebration of romantic physical love
anywhere in scripture… and that is appropriately embraced by Jews and Christians who believe that God
made embodied humans “good” and was incarnate among us in Jesus. Bodies are good, romance is
good, sex is good, and all are to be celebrated.
(The so-called Jesus People of that era during the Sexual Revolution of the 60s and 70s may in fact be
credited with something of a popular re-discovery and liberation of the Sublime Song from centuries of
careful “spiritualization” of the text. We read it for what it was. For one very inhibited and repressed
young Evangelical back in the 1970s – i.e., me/KLC – the realization that… among other things… the
Sublime Song speaks of “deep” kissing in 2:11 was a rather shocking, and eventually liberating,
revelation: “Your lips distill nectar… honey and milk are under your tongue.” Who’d have thought that
they even knew about such things way back then!)
On the spiritual-allegorical side, the history of interpretation before the beginning of the Common Era is
fairly obscure. There may be allusions to allegorical understandings, but they aren’t clear, and some
Jewish leaders opposed including the Song in the canon. From the rise of Rabbinic Judaism and of
Christianity, however, the tendency was to interpret the Song as referring to the relationship of God and
Israel (Jewish), or to Christ’s relationship to either the Church or to the individual Christian soul. The
early Christian teacher Origen of Alexandria (ca. 184- ca. 253 CE) pioneered the Christian allegorical
reading, working from Jewish sources. The most famous allegorical interpreter of the text from a
mystical Christian perspective was St Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153 CE) whose 86 “Sermons on the
Song of Songs” are classic. Puritan writers in the 17th century were also much drawn to allegorical
readings of the Song.
For current readers, probably the best approach to the Sublime Song is a “both/and” rather and an
“either/or” reading. The face-value reading of it as an amazing celebration of human desire and love is
perfectly legitimate. And, recognition of the Song’s place in the tradition of mystical spirituality is also
totally appropriate. (Albeit, some of the more belabored allegorical speculations on every detail of the
text are pretty excessive to modern taste.)
There is a strong affinity between the mystical/allegorical approach to the Song and that of the Sufi
poets of the Islamic mystical tradition, who regularly wrote of love, of the human lover of God, and of
God as the Beloved. Various of the Sufi poets write with surprising sensuality… particularly of wine and
drunkenness (which is forbidden in Islam). The Sufi model of spiritual instruction “disguised” as love
poetry influenced Christian mystics such as the great 16th century Spanish mystic Juan de la Cruz (John of
the Cross) whose poetry reads much like the Sublime Song, but accompanied by extensive spiritual
commentary and guidance. There are also echoes of this Sufi-influenced approach in the writings of the
20th century Lebanese poet Khalil Gibran. (Gibran, btw, was from a Christian background.)
Perhaps, however, the greatest mark of success for the spiritual read of the Sublime Song is a simple
chorus taken from chapter 2, verse 4, that some of us may remember from childhood:
“He brought me to his banqueting table, his banner over me is love….”
“He” was Jesus, and the “love” was always pure grace.

Next week, in part 2 of this quick look at the Song, we’ll look at a few key texts that regularly show up
liturgically and/or literarily.

Appendix: Who Was Solomon?
Most of us are at least somewhat familiar with the story of King Solomon… the “replacement” child born
to King David and Bathsheba after the death of the child of their adulterous union, the prince whose
mother later convinced a failing King David to appoint him as his heir. Solomon’s reign began with
something of a bloodbath against some old advisors of David, and the elder half-brother who had been
his rival for the throne. Solomon is said to have gone on to flourish, with Wisdom bestowed by God, as
the builder of the great Temple of YHWH, and other great palaces and works. His empire was vast. He
built armies, with great stables of chariot horses. He gathered riches from around the world, and a huge
harem of wives and concubines that included an Egyptian princess. The fabled visit by the Queen of
Sheba figures in the later legends of the Emperors of Eithiopia.
Such is the story… but, in fact, there is virtually no supporting evidence for Solomon’s existence, or his
empire, to be found outside of the Bible. There is no mention of either David or Solomon in any known
Mesopotamian or Egyptian text. Two ancient inscriptions (the so-called “Tel Dan Stele” and the
“Moabite Stone”) dating to the 9th century BCE… over a century after the time of David… mention the
“House of David” in Judah, but do not mention Solomon. Archaeological finds at biblical sites like
Megiddo, Hazor, and Gezer… all associated with Solomon in the Bible… have yielded impressive remains
of ancient gates, stables, and so on. But the dating of the sites is disputed, and I incline to agree with
the cautious approach of archaeologist Israel Finkelstein (The Bible Unearthed, 2001, etc.) who dates the
finds to the 9th century BCE, during the time of Israel’s powerful Omrid dynasty (which included Ahab
and Jezebel). The few accessible remains found in Jerusalem also seem to date to the 9th century, with
no sure finds dating to the era of David and Solomon. The Temple Mount itself remains totally off limits
for archaeological exploration.
With Finkelstein, and others, my inclination is to think that David and “Solomon” existed, but that their
realm and their capital city were probably much more modest than portrayed in the Bible. In much the
same way that there probably was a historical “King Arthur” in Britain, David was probably a rather
modest “war-leader” sort of ruler, head-quartered in the then modest hill-town of Jerusalem. But, again
like King Arthur, later generations of the Davidic dynasty “spun” him… and his son… into a far grander
legend for their own propaganda purposes. (Perhaps one-upmanship on the despised Omrids?) And, in
the biblical tale it was Solomon who created and reigned in the biblical equivalent to “Camelot!” The
original Jerusalem Temple may actually have been a rather small shrine… later much expanded,
improved, and embellished, along with the story.
Even the name of “Solomon” is somewhat puzzling. The Bible actually gives him two names. In 2
Samuel 12:24-25 the child is named “Solomon” (Hebrew: “Shelomoh”, “Peace” or “Peaceful”) by David,
but is given the name “Jedidiah” (“Friend of God”) by the prophet Nathan. Citing the two names is an
oddity, but no other explanation is offered… though some speculate that Solomon may have been a
“throne” name and Jedidiah his “personal” name, like kings and popes still today.
There also seems to be some odd interplay between Solomon’s name and the name of David’s eldest
and most beloved son, Absalom, who… as the story goes… rebelled against David and was killed in the
ensuing conflict, to David’s great sorrow. (Ab-salom’s name means “Father of Peace” or… perhaps…
“Father of Shelomoh”?)
Even in his supposed “history” it seems that Solomon was more symbol than person, and barring some
major indisputable discovery we’ll probably never know the truth behind the legend.

