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Song of Solomon and Ecclesiastes

Bible Text: Ecclesiastes 1:1–11; 3:1–14; 4:9–12; 11:7–9; 12:9–13; Song of Solomon 5:9–6:3
Lesson Focus: The Wisdom literature passes along insights about real life, love, and how to deal with things that are bound to come our way.
Big Question: Does God know this stuff's in the Bible?
Key Words: ECCLESIASATES, QOHELETH, VANITY, SONG OF SONGS, INTIMACY

Prepare
Quick Prep
Note: Several parts of this lesson deal with biblical passages on human sexuality. Be sensitive to students' different comfort levels with this subject. If you feel it would be necessary, notify parents ahead of time about this lesson.

• Ecclesiastes(Greek) and Qoheleth(Hebrew) both mean "assembly" and are used to refer to the wise teacher of the assembly of God's people.
• Ecclesiastes is a personal memoir of lessons learned over a lifetime.
• The writer of Ecclesiastes' grim observation that "all is vanity . . . under the sun" is not so much pessimism as a description of what life is like apart from God.
• Song of Solomon is also known as Song of Songs and Canticles.
• Song of Solomon is a love poem, which some have taken as symbolic of the intimacy between God and human beings.
• These Wisdom books remind us that cherishing the gifts of the present is important because life is unpredictable and the present will slip away more quickly than we think.


Deep Prep
Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon are two of the latest books of the Old Testament. Though both are attributed to Solomon, they were most likely written in the third or fourth century before Jesus' birth. Even though this was some 600 years after King Solomon's death, they appeal to his renowned knowledge (2 Chronicles 1:7–12) and form, along with Proverbs and Job, the bulk of Jewish Wisdom literature in the Old Testament.

Ecclesiastes is the Greek translation of the Hebrew word Qoheleth. Both translate roughly into English as "assembly" and are taken here to mean "someone who teaches the assembly" or perhaps, as Luther was fond of saying, "preacher." The book is structured as an elderly teacher's memoir, looking back over life and piecing together some of the lessons that have been learned along the way. Even though the Wisdom book of Job feels more patriarchal than regal, it shares Ecclesiastes' skepticism that popular teachings about God truly fit what happens in life. It's never merely a matter that life "under the sun" is good for those who do good and evil for evildoers.

The central theme in the Wisdom literature seems to be that even though we know all about what life can offer ("There's nothing new under the sun" and "There is a time for everything"), life's events are still unpredictable. Not even the vast knowledge of the Teacher can give understanding to everything in life, and the only event that can be predicted with any certainty is that we all will die. That would seem to be a depressing message for those who are busily living life. However, the book of Ecclesiastes encourages people to stop trying to force meaning out of the random events of life. The Teacher may simply be saying: Leave it all in God's hands, for "he has made everything suitable for its time" (Ecclesiastes 3:11).

Even though Ecclesiastes speaks of there being "a time to love, and a time to hate," the Song of Solomon is an out-and-out celebration of divine love. At various times it has been interpreted as a metaphor of God's love for Israel, Christ's love for the church, or the deeply intimate relationship between God and the human soul. While these metaphors are certainly possible, a plain reading of the Song of Solomon reveals that it is undeniably an impassioned love poem, which in modern terms could be rated R for "risqué"—even after all that's lost in the translation from Hebrew to English. While God is not mentioned, as is also the case in the book of Esther, there are suggestions that this love relationship is a return to the perfect love of the Garden of Eden. Whatever direction we want to take with these possibilities, the conclusion is that love—including erotic love—is a wonderful gift, something to be highly valued and treasured, contrary to the way it's often twisted and sullied by sin. The language of Song of Solomon can be positively steamy, so be sensitive to your students' comfort and maturity levels in both reading and discussing these materials.


Adolescent Connection
Does God know this stuff's in the Bible?

Likely your students have heard sound bites from Ecclesiastes but don't have a context to connect with these snippets. The Teacher's reflections that life is unpredictable and seemingly unfair will meet teens right where they live. Like the Teacher, teens are on their own quest of self-discovery. They are undergoing big changes in their lives and in their bodies, and relationships are constantly shifting as hormones begin to create new dynamics for them. Song of Solomon will probably have adolescents blushing as they read the erotic images of the lovers and wondering how in the world such racy material wound up in the Bible.

Wisdom literature offers us a new lens through which to view the world. Encourage students to take these books at face value—life is unpredictable; erotic love is a marvelous gift. Then encourage them to look for God's presence in the books. God gives grace to life, despite its unpredictable and seemingly empty ways. God has given humanity love as a true treasure whose value is worth holding on to until a mutually loving relationship, complete with a lifelong commitment, opens the door for sharing a love that is truly divine.


Baptismal Connection
In the Rite of Affirmation of Baptism, a five-part question addresses each confirmand's intent to continue in the covenant God made with them in Holy Baptism. Here We Stand resources help students—with support from parents, leaders, and the entire congregation—prepare to answer this question as they continue in their lifelong faith journey.

Today's lesson focuses on the clause "to live among God's faithful people" (Lutheran Book of Worship, page 201; Evangelical Lutheran Worship, page 236).

A significant part of growing up is learning how relationships work. Living within a community of faith gives teens a caring and safe environment in which to learn about the unpredictable aspects of life and the power of deeply loving relationships. Connecting their faith to every aspect of life is an important part of becoming faithful adults.


