The Song #1

“Once Upon a Time”

Song of Songs (overview)
“Once upon a time…”

So began the fairy tales of our childhood. Filled with adventure, drama, and romance, the dashing young prince saves the beautiful fair maiden from some evil character or situation, and they “live happily ever after.”


As time passes, however, we outgrow childhood fairy tales. The dreams are transformed into drudgery, romance is replaced with reality, and the excitement turns into exhaustion. With some children this happens earlier than others, as Chuck Swindoll notes in this story:

Four-year-old Suzie had just been told the story of “Snow White” for the first time in her life. She could hardly wait to get home from preschool to tell her mommy. With wide-eyed excitement, she retold the fairy tale to her mother that afternoon. After relating how Prince Charming had arrived on his beautiful white horse and kissed Snow White back to life, Suzie asked loudly:

“And do you know what happened then?”

“Yes,” said her mom, “they lived happily ever after.”

“No,” responded Suzie, with a frown, “…they got married.”

Swindoll observes, “In childlike innocence, that little preschooler spoke the in-depth truth without realizing it. Getting married and living happily ever after are not necessarily synonymous.”


How true.


How tragic.


I wish I could say that it was different for Christian couples…but I can’t honestly say that. The incidence of marital strife, separation, and divorce are about the same inside the Kingdom as outside. The hidden heartbreaks of abuse, adultery, and abandonment occur behind the closed doors of Christian homes as well as the homes of unbelievers.


And I am certain that, up in Heaven, God weeps.


Marriage and human sexuality are, after all, God’s inventions. As we read in the Scripture reading earlier from Genesis 2, God created man and woman in His image, and He established the marriage relationship for the man and the woman to express their love for one another and to enjoy the process! 

Yet sin has marred God’s masterpiece. The shameless beauty of Adam and Eve’s relationship was the first casualty of sin. The mutual benefits of togetherness were lost in a self-centered pursuit of power and pleasure and privilege. Imagine a beautiful mural being vandalized with spray-painted graffiti and you have a sense of how God must feel about the way mankind has distorted and perverted His magnificent creation.


You would think that God would spend significant time and space in His revealed Word on love and marriage…maybe even an entire book of the Bible devoted to this topic. You may be surprised to learn that He has. The book has three different titles: the Song of Solomon, the Song of Songs, or the Canticles (a classic title rarely used today). It appears at the end of the poetry section of the Old Testament, right after Ecclesiastes and just before Isaiah, the first of the prophets. Ray Stedman shows how the Song fits in with the other poetic books in the Old Testament in a way I had never heard or considered:

Job, the first in the series, expressed the yearning cry of the human spirit for God, for answers, and for deliverance from suffering. The middle books of the series, Psalms, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes, expressed the yearning cry of the soul in its three respective components (emotions, will, and mind). Now, in the Song of Songs, we hear the yearning cry of the body, the physical being that God has given us, the yearning for love.


These days, the Song of Songs (the title I will use throughout our study) is one of the most neglected books of the Bible. In most churches, if the congregation were to turn to its pages, a cloud of dust would probably rise toward the ceiling! We will get to why that may be in a moment, but most of the blame should be laid at the feet of pastors and teachers who don’t touch Solomon’s Song with a proverbial ten-foot pole.


It hasn’t always been that way, though. The Jewish rabbis sensed the purity and majesty of this book, calling it “The Holy of Holies.”
 Throughout the centuries, it has been one of the most read and most loved books of all. During the dark days before the Protestant Reformation, when John Hus led his small bands of Christians up into Bohemia to escape persecution, this book was frequently read, quoted, referred to, and memorized by the refugees. Another pre-Reformation group, the Covenanters of Scotland (from whom came John Knox and the Presbyterians) widely studied and quoted the Song of Songs during their time of persecution as well.

Song of Songs has attracted the attention of some of the best intellects and spiritual minds of the believing community. Over the centuries hundreds of books and commentaries have been written and unnumbered sermons preached on these 117 verses. One recent commentary contains a fifty-five page bibliography with over a thousand entries. Even this is a selective list with notable omissions and no entries later than 1975.
 


Why, then, the avoidance of this book? For many pastors and teachers, the overtly sensual nature of the Song is uncomfortable to address in a public setting. Or maybe it is because so many romantic relationships begin with all the hopes of “once upon a time” but rarely end with “and they lived happily ever after.” 


Whatever the reasons, I believe that all God’s Word is important, and each book deserves a good exposition. Yet some books are sadly neglected. The Song of Songs is one of these.
 Over the next several weeks, we will be considering the Song.

Introducing the Song


Let’s begin by introducing the Song. Who wrote it? When and where was it written? What kind of literature is this?


Many answers seem to be found in the opening verse, which literally reads, “The song of songs, which is Solomon’s.” If Solomon wrote the song, then we know it was written between 991-931 b.c., and it was composed in and around Jerusalem. (There are some who claim the Song was written in West Virginia, based on the four occurrences in the Song of the phrase, “my sister, my bride.” This cannot be the case, however, since the woman is described as having all her teeth in Song of Songs 4:2 and 6:6!
)


Not all scholars, though, agree that Solomon wrote the book, claiming the title can be understood as, “The song about Solomon” rather than, “The song by Solomon.” Many modern scholars want to date the song much later, even in the Persian period following the Babylonian Captivity. As The Archaeological Study Bible points out, though, “there is actually nothing in the Song itself, however, suggesting such a late date, except for a few words of debated origin, [and] this is weak evidence…”
 In fact, evidence seems to support that Solomon wrote this love song, as he is commonly associated with poetry, wisdom, and horticulture, all of which figure predominantly in this composition.
 Also, Solomon was heralded in Scripture as a prolific songwriter, as 1 Kings 4:32 credits him with 1,005 songs.

What about the title, “Song of Songs”? It means it is the highest of a particular category, such as the Holy of Holies in the Temple, or the titles of Jesus as King of Kings and Lord of Lords. Whether Solomon himself dubbed this as his greatest song or it was given this distinction later, “Song of Songs” means this is Solomon’s greatest work.


Some object to the idea that Solomon could have written such a song that extols God’s design for sensual love within the context of marriage, since the king is infamous for his 700 wives and 300 concubines. The Bible is clear in 1 Kings 11 that these foreign wives turned Solomon’s heart away from the Lord. How could he be qualified or worthy to pen inspired lines of poetry about such pure love between one man and one woman?


For one thing, no author of Scripture is “qualified” or “worthy” to write God’s words on any subject. Paul was obviously single when he wrote about marriage and parenting. Jonah had no business writing inspired Scripture, yet his story is found there. I would agree with the rabbi who placed the Song early in Solomon’s life by observing, “When a man is young, he sings songs. When he becomes an adult, he utters practical proverbs. When he becomes old, he voices the vanity of things.”
 Most likely, in the days of his youth, Solomon wrote this Song; during his middle years, he penned the Proverbs; and as a cynical, grumpy old man he wrote the rather depressing book of Ecclesiastes, though we should always remember how that book ends before dismissing it entirely! I’d like to think that Solomon, in his later years, returned to his faith in God.
Interpreting the Song


The real discussion and debate deals with interpreting the Song. John Phillips notes, “Perhaps no other book of the Bible, except the book of Revelation, has so many divergent interpretations.”
 The options are so varied that some have given up. Saadia, a medieval Jewish commentator, said that it is like a lock for which the key has been lost.
 Without getting too bogged down in the details, let’s take a quick survey of the main ways of interpreting the Song.


The first is the allegorical interpretation. Bernard Ramm writes, “Allegorical interpretation believes that beneath the letter or the obvious is the real meaning of the passage.”
 Often in an allegory every detail of the story is to be understood as symbolic of something else. An example of an allegory is John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, in which every character and place name bears an obviously symbolic name. There are a few allegories in Scripture as well, such as Ezekiel 17 and Galatians 4. In both cases the author identifies that he is using this literary device.


The problem arises, however, when the interpreter presumes that a document (such as a biblical passage) has a secret meaning beneath the obvious reading yet has no cues or hints that they original writer had such in mind. Without such connections or indications that the text is an allegory, and what the allegory intends to teach, the interpreter finds himself on very uncertain grounds.


Yet the oldest interpretation in print regards the Song of Songs as an allegory. Almost all interpreters until the Reformation interpreted the song in this way. The Jewish interpreters discovered an alle​gory of God and Israel, while Christian interpreters viewed this as an allegory of Christ and the Church. Within these camps, though, the interpreters rarely agree on the explanation of the elements of the story, raising the suspicion that the Song should never have been regarded as an allegory in the first place.
 The book itself reveals no deliberate attempt by the author to create an allegory, and the terminology contained in the text is not specific enough to warrant allegorical interpretation.

Why would the allegorical approach be so popular for so many years? Probably due to the medieval attitudes held by the interpreters in that particular time that sex was at best a necessary evil and at worst something dirty. Hence a song celebrating the goodness of marital love was allegorized to celebrate something less offensive.


In recent years the Song has been interpreted more literally. Tremper Longman writes, “The literal reading of the Song resists the idea that the Song is a code, saying something different than the words imply. There is no need for a special key to unlock the code, but rather the interpreter applies the same principles to the Song as he or she would to any other comparable writing.”


Yet even literal interpreters are divided on how to understand the Song. A popular view sees three main characters in the story—Solomon the king, the Shulamite maiden, and her shepherd boyfriend. Solomon is trying to win over the Shulamite into his harem, but her heart belongs to the common shepherd. Despite all of his overtures and promises of wealth and fame, Solomon loses out in the end, and the young couple lives happily ever after. This three-character interpretation is held by some notable scholars, including John Phillips
 and (it pains me to admit) Walter Kaiser
 (whom I consider the premier Old Testament scholar of our times).



I agree with those
 who favor a more natural reading of the Song of Songs as the celebration of love and marriage between two people—Solomon and his Shulamite bride. John MacArthur writes,
A more satisfying way to approach Solomon’s Song is to take it at face value and interpret it in the normal historical sense, understanding the frequent use of poetic imagery to depict reality. To do so understands that Solomon recounts 1) his own days of courtship, 2) the early days of his first marriage, followed by 3) the maturing of this royal couple through the good and bad days of life. The Song of Solomon expands on the ancient marriage instructions of Genesis 2:24, thus providing spiritual music for a lifetime of marital harmony. It is given by God to demonstrate His intention for the romance and loveliness of marriage, the most precious of human relations and “the grace of life” (1 Peter 3:7).


We will be interpreting the Song in this literal, natural fashion between two lovers celebrating their marital love and commitment.

Implementing the Song


I want to conclude this message by implementing the Song. God never revealed His Word merely to increase our knowledge or to satisfy our curiosity. How can we take the Song of Songs and apply it to our own lives? What about those who have never been married or who were married but are now single because of divorce or death of a spouse? Does this book have anything to say to them? Yes, this book of the Bible—as every book of the Bible—speaks to everyone, no matter our age or marital status. 


 Putting the Song into practice begins with the recognition of what we are dealing with. This is a love song and, as Swindoll points out, love songs are to be enjoyed, not analyzed.
 We will not dissect the Song verse-by-verse or phrase-by-phrase, trying to see some deeper meaning in the text. Allow this to be what it is—an ancient, Middle Eastern love song celebrating the physical relationship of a man and a woman within the context God intended when He created mankind and marriage. We need not fashion spiritual-sounding fig leaves to cover the Song’s unapologetic rejoicing of romantic love!


One commentator suggests that the Song harkens back to the origin of marriage in the Garden of Eden, “almost as if it were a commentary on Genesis 2:18–25.”
 So the Song of Songs presents sexuality as God intended it to be. Stedman observes, 

You won’t find either Victorian inhibitionism or uproarious exhibitionism in the Song of Songs. The book is amazingly candid in its portrayal of the sexual relationship between a man and a woman, but it is never pornographic. Victorianism went astray by treating sex as something to be hidden and repressed. Our modern era treats sex as something to be exploited in advertising and entertainment, as something to be indulged in obsessively, compulsively, in as many ways and with as many different partners as one desires. This is always the way Satan works: He seeks to drive our attitude toward sex in one direction or the other so that we view it from an extreme point of view, making one of God’s purest and most exquisite gifts into something dirty and ugly.

God made sure that the Bible addresses sex as frankly and forthrightly as it deals with any other subject. So, first and foremost, the Song of Songs is a love song describing the delight of a husband and wife in one another’s bodies. As you read through it, note how beautifully and [decently] it approaches this subject.
 


Much has been made about the three ancient Greek terms rendered “love” in the English language: agapē, the selfless, sacrificial love that defines God; phileō, brotherly love and affection between people; and eros, the sensual love between a man and a woman. Scholars are quick to point out that the word eros never appears in the Bible, to which I say that’s only because the Old Testament was written in Hebrew and not Greek! The Song of Songs nearly drips with eros—perhaps not the word, but the concept. Over the next several weeks we will discover through the Song that…

· Eros is to be Exclusive

· Eros is to be Enjoyable

· Eros is to be Edifying

· Eros is to be Expressive

· Eros is to be Enduring

I close with the words of one author who captures the importance of this study:

In a world awash with the debris of broken homes, crushed spirits, and fractured dreams, God’s people need the message of the Song of Solomon as never before. The Song is a righteous antidote to a [shameless] society that has prostituted the sacred nature of human love. Hope exudes from its pages. If ever a book was written with a message more [relevant] for a later genera​tion, Solomon’s ode is that book…. The priceless message of this book needs to be expounded in the churches today.
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