


 

“Iain Duguid takes a book of the Bible that many Christians are intimidated 
by and showcases it in its rightful place as the finest of songs. Perhaps we’ve 
been as insecure about tackling the allegorical and literal interpretations 
in this song as we may be in our own relationships. Not anymore! This 
commentary will prove that of all the songs written to explore the age-old 
questions of love, the Song of Songs is the one that we cannot and do not 
want to get out of our heads.”

— Aimee Byrd, Author, Housewife Theologian and Theological Fitness; 
cohost, Mortification of Spin

“So is the Song of Songs really about sex or Jesus? Iain Duguid steers a wise 
and pastoral path between those simplistic choices. He demonstrates how 
this poetic book on the excellencies of human love is not merely a practi-
cal marriage guide nor an allegorical representation of the coming Christ. 
Rather, this book is the best song of all songs because it provides divinely 
inspired insights into the blessings and weaknesses of human love in order 
to point us toward the goodness and necessity of the grace of God, whose 
love is perfected in Christ alone.”

—Bryan Chapell, Pastor, Grace Presbyterian Church, Peoria, Illinois

“Here’s the work of a multigifted scholar on display! Here Iain Duguid is 
the expositor, the biblical theologian, the pastor, the counselor, and—quite 
often!—the surgeon. This exposition is vintage Duguid—sneakingly con-
victing and awash in grace. He lures me to oversimplify: if someone asks 
me how best to prepare for marriage, I will be tempted to say, ‘Study the 
Song of Songs and read Duguid’s commentary.’”

—Dale Ralph Davis, Minister in Residence, The First Presbyterian 
Church of Columbia, Columbia, South Carolina

“This book helps us. As a wise and seasoned pastor, Iain gently weeps with 
us in our broken search for false loves. Yet he strongly rouses our affections 
to the One whose love is true, satisfying, lasting, romantic, and alluring. 
Practical, tasty, and invigorating, Iain’s prose and poetry offer a timely guide 
for those who desire the lovers of Solomon’s Song to disciple them in Jesus.”

—Zack Eswine, Pastor, Riverside Church, Webster Groves, Missouri; 
Director of Homiletics, Covenant Theological Seminary
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“Iain Duguid’s Song of Songs is not your typical commentary. Though based 
on solid scholarship, it is completely pastoral in tone, easy to read, and rich 
with insights. Dr. Duguid’s pastoral experience anticipates the modern 
reader’s experiences and concerns, and helps us avoid reading the Song 
of Songs strictly as an allegory or, alternately, as a dating or sex manual. 
Instead, Song of Songs teaches us to appreciate the beauty of married sexual 
love, while at the very same time enriching our understanding of God’s 
love for us.”

—Winston T. Smith, Faculty and Counselor, Christian Counseling & 
Educational Foundation, Glenside, Pennsylvania
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For Sam and Pat Befus:
An apple tree and a lily of the valley,
Still blooming after all these years.
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Series Introduction

In every generation there is a fresh need for the faithful exposition of 
God’s Word in the church. At the same time, the church must constantly do 
the work of theology: reflecting on the teaching of Scripture, confessing its 
doctrines of the Christian faith, and applying them to contemporary culture. 
We believe that these two tasks—the expositional and the theological—are 
interdependent. Our doctrine must derive from the biblical text, and our 
understanding of any particular passage of Scripture must arise from the 
doctrine taught in Scripture as a whole.

We further believe that these interdependent tasks of biblical exposition 
and theological reflection are best undertaken in the church, and most 
specifically in the pulpits of the church. This is all the more true since the 
study of Scripture properly results in doxology and praxis—that is, in praise 
to God and practical application in the lives of believers. In pursuit of these 
ends, we are pleased to present the Reformed Expository Commentary as 
a fresh exposition of Scripture for our generation in the church. We hope 
and pray that pastors, teachers, Bible study leaders, and many others will 
find this series to be a faithful, inspiring, and useful resource for the study 
of God’s infallible, inerrant Word.

The Reformed Expository Commentary has four fundamental commit-
ments. First, these commentaries aim to be biblical, presenting a comprehen-
sive exposition characterized by careful attention to the details of the text. 
They are not exegetical commentaries—commenting word by word or even 
verse by verse—but integrated expositions of whole passages of Scripture. 
Each commentary will thus present a sequential, systematic treatment of an 
entire book of the Bible, passage by passage. Second, these commentaries 
are unashamedly doctrinal. We are committed to the Westminster Confes-
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sion of Faith and Catechisms as containing the system of doctrine taught 
in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments. Each volume will teach, 
promote, and defend the doctrines of the Reformed faith as they are found 
in the Bible. Third, these commentaries are redemptive-historical in their 
orientation. We believe in the unity of the Bible and its central message of 
salvation in Christ. We are thus committed to a Christ-centered view of the 
Old Testament, in which its characters, events, regulations, and institutions 
are properly understood as pointing us to Christ and his gospel, as well as 
giving us examples to follow in living by faith. Fourth, these commentaries 
are practical, applying the text of Scripture to contemporary challenges of 
life—both public and private—with appropriate illustrations.

The contributors to the Reformed Expository Commentary are all pastor-
scholars. As pastor, each author will first present his expositions in the pulpit 
ministry of his church. This means that these commentaries are rooted in 
the teaching of Scripture to real people in the church. While aiming to be 
scholarly, these expositions are not academic. Our intent is to be faithful, 
clear, and helpful to Christians who possess various levels of biblical and 
theological training—as should be true in any effective pulpit ministry. Inevi-
tably this means that some issues of academic interest will not be covered. 
Nevertheless, we aim to achieve a responsible level of scholarship, seeking 
to promote and model this for pastors and other teachers in the church. 
Significant exegetical and theological difficulties, along with such historical 
and cultural background as is relevant to the text, will be treated with care.

We strive for a high standard of enduring excellence. This begins with the 
selection of the authors, all of whom have proved to be outstanding com-
municators of God’s Word. But this pursuit of excellence is also reflected in 
a disciplined editorial process. Each volume is edited by both a series editor 
and a testament editor. The testament editors, Iain Duguid for the Old Testa-
ment and Daniel Doriani for the New Testament, are accomplished pastors 
and respected scholars who have taught at the seminary level. Their job is to 
ensure that each volume is sufficiently conversant with up-to-date scholar-
ship and is faithful and accurate in its exposition of the text. As series editors, 
we oversee each volume to ensure its overall quality—including excellence 
of writing, soundness of teaching, and usefulness in application. Working 
together as an editorial team, along with the publisher, we are devoted to 
ensuring that these are the best commentaries that our gifted authors can 
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provide, so that the church will be served with trustworthy and exemplary 
expositions of God’s Word.

It is our goal and prayer that the Reformed Expository Commentary 
will serve the church by renewing confidence in the clarity and power of 
Scripture and by upholding the great doctrinal heritage of the Reformed 
faith. We hope that pastors who read these commentaries will be encour-
aged in their own expository preaching ministry, which we believe to be the 
best and most biblical pattern for teaching God’s Word in the church. We 
hope that lay teachers will find these commentaries among the most use-
ful resources they rely on for understanding and presenting the text of the 
Bible. And we hope that the devotional quality of these studies of Scripture 
will instruct and inspire each Christian who reads them in joyful, obedient 
discipleship to Jesus Christ.

May the Lord bless all who read the Reformed Expository Commentary. 
We commit these volumes to the Lord Jesus Christ, praying that the Holy 
Spirit will use them for the instruction and edification of the church, with 
thanksgiving to God the Father for his unceasing faithfulness in building 
his church through the ministry of his Word.

Richard D. Phillips
Philip Graham Ryken

Series Editors
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Preface

There would be no sermons without congregations. That may not be 
completely true: I did meet a church planter who once delivered a sermon 
to an entirely empty auditorium because no one turned up for the service 
(his own family happened to be out of town that week). He preached the 
message aloud anyway because he felt that even if no one else needed to 
hear his sermon on faith, he himself certainly did! But the exception under-
lines the rule. Preachers need listeners, and good listeners are a tremendous 
encouragement to those of us who preach. I would therefore like to thank 
the congregation of Christ Presbyterian Church, Grove City, Pennsylvania, 
for providing such an attentive audience for these sermons. The fledgling 
congregation of Christ Presbyterian Church, Philadelphia, was also remark-
ably eager to have this book as the topic for our first sermon series, which 
would not exactly be conventional church-planting wisdom.

Many individuals within those congregations encouraged us along the way, 
and it is risky to single some out and risk slighting others who were equally 
important. But Matt & Rebecca Harmon and Jonathan & Kat Ku ciemba 
formed a wonderful pastoral team with us in Grove City, along with our 
elders and deacons. We look forward to continuing our relationship with 
them as our overseeing session, and with Lincoln & Emma Larsen as he joins 
the team in Philadelphia as an intern. One other couple from Grove City 
stand out as a particular inspiration: our friends Bob & Louise Schmidt-
berger share a love that has endured many trials and difficulties unquenched: 
their unfailing care for others and constant encouragement of us and of the 
church are hard to leave behind.

I would also like to thank those who have contributed to the production of 
this volume: Phil Ryken and Doug O’Donnell read the manuscript carefully 
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and corrected many mistakes, while Amanda Martin and John J. Hughes, 
along with the whole team at P&R Publishing, skillfully brought it into its 
finished form.

It has been poignant to ponder this material as we contemplate our own 
children’s reaching the age where love and marriage become the source of 
so much potential joy and frustration. We pray for Wayne, Jamie, Sam & 
Peggy, Hannah, Rob, and Rosie & Chris that they will find great joy in the 
Lord’s plans for them in this area of life, whether that involves marriage 
or singleness. I would also like to thank Barb, for excelling as a wife who 
constantly cares about our relationship and pursues me, even when I am 
so far from being the ideal husband. I am richly blessed to be married to a 
woman who understands grace so deeply.

I would like to dedicate this book to Barb’s parents, Sam and Pat Befus. 
They are a couple whose faithful love has been lifelong and unfaltering, and 
whose lives were poured out in service of the church, first as missionaries 
in Asia, Africa, and South America, and then in pastoral ministry closer 
to home. They are real people with real faults and failings, but also a very 
deep and genuine love for the Lord and for those around them. Everyone 
who has known them has been profoundly touched by the warmth of their 
love; I owe them a personal debt of gratitude for welcoming me into their 
family so kindly more than thirty years ago, and for praying for us and 
cheering us on ever since.
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Introduction

What on earth is the Song of Songs about? If that is your response to this 
biblical book, then you are certainly not alone. A British Old Testament 
scholar, David Clines, used to assign the book to his entering class of uni-
versity students, along with the question, “What does the Book do to you 
if you read it? (Be intellectual about this, not confessional).” One student 
said, “Personally, I would like a narrative alongside this text to explain what 
is actually happening. I find it to be slightly confusing and annoying that 
what is happening is never clear,” while another commented, “I have a nose 
like the tower of Lebanon and like the Great Wall of China, but I do not 
consider it worthy of romantic poetry.”2 It is certainly a challenging book 
to understand.

Interpreting the Song

Part of the difficulty of the Song of Songs comes from the fact that it is 
a song, and therefore poetry. Poetry is the art of condensation: expressing 
maximum meaning in the minimum number of words. As a result, poetry 
is often more evocative than explicative. It doesn’t take the time to unpack 
its figures of speech or to explain its analogies. It relies on the reader to fill 
in the blanks. Poetry tends to be open-ended, leaving us pondering and 
wondering rather than tying up every loose end with a watertight argument. 

1. I have written a much lengthier discussion of these introductory matters in The Song of Songs: 
An Introduction and Commentary, TOTC 19 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015), 19–56. 
Here I will simply summarize my conclusions from that work.

2. D. J. A. Clines, “Why Is There a Song of Songs and What Does It Do to You If You Read It?,” in 
Interested Parties: The Ideology of Writers and Readers of the Hebrew Bible, ed. P. R. Davies and D. J. A. 
Clines, JSOTS 205 (Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 94–121.
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Yet at the same time, poetry has a remarkable ability to address the whole 
person and to move our souls with a power that prose can rarely match.

The second challenge is to decide what precisely the Song is about. On 
one level, that is an easy question to answer: it is about love. But whose love? 
Some scholars have argued that it is an originally secular love song about 
two people that acquired a religious cast simply by being included in the 
Bible. On the opposite end of the spectrum, others have insisted that it was 
composed as an allegory of God’s love for his people that really has nothing 
to do with human love at all.

Historically speaking, an allegorical approach that sees the Song of Songs 
as being about the love of God for his people has certainly been the most 
popular among preachers. It is not hard to see why. Without having to 
descend to the embarrassing matter of talking about sex from the pulpit, 
hearers can be encouraged and directed in their spiritual lives with all kinds 
of edifying observations about prayer and Bible reading. Don’t worry: it is 
all about Jesus! So according to Cyril of Alexandria, writing in the fifth 
century a.d., when the woman describes her lover lying between her two 
breasts like a sachet of myrrh, what she is really talking about is Jesus com-
ing between the two Testaments, Old and New. This allegorical approach 
enabled Bernard of Clairvaux to preach eighty-six sermons on the opening 
chapters of the Song of Songs to a congregation of monks!

Graeme Goldsworthy illustrates the problem of this approach, however, 
by the example of the Australian Sunday school teacher who was concerned 
that her lessons were becoming too predictable. So one week she started out 
by asking her children, “What’s gray, furry and lives in eucalyptus trees?” No 
response. So she asked again. Still no response. In desperation, she asked the 
pastor’s daughter, “Suzie, don’t you know what the answer is?” She replied 
slowly, “Miss, I know the answer must be Jesus, but it sure sounds like a 
koala to me.”3 Sometimes a koala really is just a koala, not a picture of Jesus.

The kind of free association that Cyril of Alexandria engaged in is, of 
course, the problem with allegorical interpretation. Given enough imagina-
tion, you can get radically different messages out of the same passage: the 
Song can relate to Yahweh and Israel, God and the church, or wisdom and 
the individual soul. Equally, you can get the same message out of radically 
different passages: in that case, why do we need the Bible at all, when by 

3. Graeme Goldsworthy, Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2000), xi.
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using the same technique you could preach edifying messages from Winnie 
the Pooh?

On the other hand, a more typological form of interpretation pays atten-
tion to inner biblical connections. It sees the hero of the Song as Solomon, 
the son of David, the king of Israel. If that is the case, then it is not just a 
random connection to see the man as pointing to Christ and his bride as 
pointing to the church. Other biblical passages seem self-evidently to point 
beyond themselves to a coming greater Son of David, even if they were 
originally written for Solomon or another Old Testament king—for example, 
Psalm 45, a psalm written for a royal wedding, and Psalm 72, which speaks 
of the Son of David’s ruling from shore to shore.

There are two potential dangers with such a typological approach, how-
ever. The first is that in its eagerness to draw positive connections between 
the hero of the Song and Christ, it might overemphasize the similarities 
between them and overlook the differences. In practice, this tendency fre-
quently pushes typology in the direction of the free-association kind of 
allegory in order to find Christ in the passage. The other problem is that this 
approach tends to downplay or even ignore the specifics of the surface-level 
meaning of the text in favor of a general connection to Christ. The mes-
sage that a passage such as Psalm 72 might have had for the Davidic kings 
themselves, or even for us as we think about our own rulers and political 
structures, gets completely lost. So, too, any message that the Song of Songs 
might have about human relationships and earthly marriage tends to get 
lost or downplayed in favor of its immediate application to the relationship 
of Christ and the individual believer.

In response to this approach, other preachers have interpreted the Song of 
Songs simply as a celebration of human love and sex. Instead of comparing 
it to passages such as Psalm 45, they read the Song against the backdrop of 
passages such as Proverbs 5, in which the father says to the son, “Rejoice in 
the wife of your youth, a lovely deer, a graceful doe. Let her breasts fill you 
at all times with delight; be intoxicated always in her love. Why should you 
be intoxicated, my son, with a forbidden woman and embrace the bosom 
of an adulteress?” (Prov. 5:18–20). We might call this the “Solomon on sex” 
approach to the Song, to quote the title of one popular book.4 The Song now 
becomes simply a divine dating and marriage-counseling manual. To use 
the Goldsworthy analogy, this time the koala is just a koala, and the Sunday 

4. Joseph Dillow, Solomon on Sex (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1982).
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school lesson becomes simply a Christian biology class about the birds and the 
koalas. In the process, the applications to human relationships can become as 
imaginative and strained as anything ever dreamed up by the earlier allegorists.

There is certainly nothing wrong with biology classes or practical tips 
about dating and marriage. But when Jesus unpacked the central message of 
the Old Testament to his disciples on the road to Emmaus, he didn’t focus 
on its value in providing practical teaching for their marriages. He declared 
that the central message of the Old Testament is the sufferings of Christ and 
the glories that will follow—that is, the gospel.5 What is more, the title of 
the book, “The Song of Songs,”6 is a superlative: it indicates that this poem 
is the finest of songs, in the same way that the Holy of Holies was the very 
holiest of places in the temple. Is human love, even within marriage, the 
worthy subject of the very best of songs? The Bible tells us that true love is 
not that we love one another, nor even that we love God. Rather, it is that 
God loved us and sent his Son as the atoning sacrifice for our sins (1 John 
4:10). So the finest of songs surely has to point us in some profound way to 
God’s love for us in Christ, the love that entered our fallen world, lived the 
perfect life in our place, and suffered and died for our sins.

In fact, even a passage such as Proverbs 5 is not merely about human 
faithfulness in marriage, because as we read on in Proverbs we discover that 
the fundamental choice that faces all of us in life lies between Dame Wisdom, 
whose home is built on the foundation of the fear of the Lord, and Lady Folly, 
who seduces fools away from true worship to the worship of idols. Adultery 
is never just about sex in the book of Proverbs, any more than the idea of 
“building a house” in that book is just about bricks and mortar.

I believe that it is possible to steer a middle ground between the allegorical 
and literal extremes: to recognize the Song of Songs as wisdom literature 
that celebrates a great mystery in life, the mutual love of a man and a woman 
(Prov. 30:19), yet that in this celebration will not only shape our thinking 
about human relationships but also show us profound insights into the love 
that Christ has for his bride, the church. To change the Goldsworthy anal-
ogy, suppose that the Sunday school teacher had described a sparrow and 

5. See Iain M. Duguid, Is Jesus in the Old Testament? (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2013).
6. This biblical book is sometimes referred to as “The Song of Solomon.” Both titles are abbreviations 

of the fuller title in the superscription of the book itself, which is literally “The Song of Songs, about that 
which belongs to Solomon.” Given the complexity of determining the relationship of Solomon to the 
Song, which I discuss in more detail below, I have chosen to use the simpler title, “The Song of Songs.”
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then gone on to teach her students about God’s care for the little sparrow 
and his far greater fatherly care for us. The sparrow is not Jesus; it remains 
just a sparrow. Yet the lesson that is drawn from the sparrow can and must 
still center appropriately on Jesus, as the One who shows us the full extent 
of God’s fatherly love and care for us. So, too, we don’t need to make the 
man in the Song of Songs into an allegory or a type of Jesus to see how the 
book points us to “the sufferings of Christ and the glories that will follow.”

Solomon in the Song

Then there is the question of the role of Solomon in the Song. Is Solomon 
the author and hero of the story? Many fine commentators think so, both 
among those who follow the allegorical or typological model and among 
those who follow the literal model. The opening superscription might seem 
to point clearly in that direction.7 Isn’t the greatest Davidic king the ideal 
person to speak about love and marriage, and thus foreshadow Christ? But 
that identification seems difficult to reconcile with the historical Solomon 
that we know from the rest of the Bible—a famous collector of a thousand 
wives and concubines (1 Kings 11:3). He hardly seems like a model of an 
exclusive, lifelong, “till death do us part” marriage relationship, the kind 
extolled in the Song! Even if Solomon wrote the book to a particular woman 
when he was young, before he married all his other wives, his subsequent life 
story would surely undercut the Song’s teaching. What would we say about 
someone who gave a wonderful testimony in church about his true love for 
his bride—and then later repeatedly betrayed her trust? Would we keep that 
testimony prominently posted on our church website, even if everything he 
had said about love and marriage were true?

Similar difficulties attend the view that Solomon wrote the Song later in 
life as an act of repentance. That might work if he wrote it about someone 
else, but it would hardly be an act of repentance to speak about the wonder-
ful love he had shared with his one and only true love while omitting any 
mention of his own long subsequent history of serial adultery. People can 
certainly teach us how to do things that they themselves have not done very 

7. The evidence, however, is not as clear as it might superficially seem. In Hebrew, the superscription 
actually deviates markedly from the normal ascription of authorship seen in the Psalms, suggesting 
a more complex relationship between Solomon and the Song. For a fuller discussion, see Duguid, 
The Song of Songs, 73–76.
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well, but if they pretend that they did them perfectly themselves when they 
didn’t, that is a problem.

There are other issues with seeing the hero of the Song as Solomon. If 
Solomon is the hero of the Song, how would the Shulammite’s love for her 
man illustrate the theme that is so central to chapter 8, that true love cannot 
be bought for any price? When someone is about to marry one of the rich-
est men in the world, allow me to be skeptical of the purity of her motives. 
This is like Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice suddenly deciding that 
perhaps Mr. Darcy isn’t so sullen and proud, immediately after she sees his 
gorgeous estate in Derbyshire! Moreover, if Solomon wrote the Song of Songs 
about himself, then the wonderful description of the man’s appearance in 
5:10–16 seems an embarrassingly laudatory self-portrait.

Some commentators have therefore imagined that the Song depicts a 
three-cornered love triangle between Solomon, the woman, and her shep-
herd-boy lover. In this approach, Solomon has carried the woman off to his 
harem, but she pines for (and in some cases actually pursues) her true love. 
Yet this view requires abrupt transitions in the poems from one subject to 
another, not to mention raising acute moral and ethical questions about 
a woman who is married to one man (however unwillingly) and actively 
pursuing a love relationship with someone else.

For these reasons, I take the Song of Songs to be a poem by an unknown 
and anonymous author about two idealized people, a man and a woman, 
whose exclusive and committed love is great but, like all loves in this fallen 
world, far from perfect. As we will see, their idealized love story is actually 
contrasted in the Song with the alternative Solomonic model of “love,” 
clearly displayed in 1 Kings 11. This Solomonic model identifies love as a 
commercial and political transaction, serving as a means to some other 
end, whether wealth, political advantage, security, or significance. Thus, 
the Song is designed to show each of us how far short of perfection we fall, 
both as humans and as lovers, and to drive us into the arms of our true 
heavenly Husband, Jesus Christ, whose love for his bride is truly perfect. 
Solomon is thus a foil for the main character, not the main character himself.

Finally, a word about the structure of the Song. Some scholars have denied 
any unity to the Song, seeing it as a very loose anthology of love poems, while 
at the opposite extreme, others have suggested that it forms a tightly struc-
tured chiasm. I think the answer lies somewhere in between. As we noted 
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earlier, the title given in the first verse, the “Song of Songs,” is a superlative, 
“the Finest of Songs.” That suggests that this is not an anthology made up 
of many different songs, but rather that at its heart it is one song. That is not 
to say that the poem tells a straightforward sequential narrative, but there 
is general agreement among commentators about the broad outlines of the 
Song. After the superscription, there are six major units: 1:2–2:7; 2:8–3:5; 
3:6–5:1; 5:2–6:3; 6:4–8:4; 8:5–14.8 The opening and closing sections of the 
Song balance one another with a number of significant verbal parallels, 
while the section 3:6–5:1, which includes the consummation of the marriage, 
forms the central core for the piece.

It does seem, therefore, that there is a broad development of and logical 
flow to the Song. In general, this movement leads up to and away from the 
marriage and the consummation of the relationship, a flow that makes it 
possible to speak of before and after in the couple’s interactions. Unlike 
Hollywood stories, which typically focus exclusively on the excitement of 
the before phase of the relationship, the Song shows us some aspects of the 
ongoing relationship after the wedding as well, while still leaving the couple 
(and us) at the end of the Song longing for something more complete—a 
more perfect and eternally enduring love.

Outline

1. Title (1:1)

2. Prologue (1:2–2:7)
 A. Introduction (1:2–14)
 i. Desire (1:2–4)
 ii. Uncertainty and Request (1:5–7)
 iii. Response and Reassurance (1:8–11)
 iv. Desire (1:12–14)
 B. A Litany of Love (1:15–2:7)
 i. Mutual Affirmation (1:15–2:3)
 ii. The Delights and Dangers of Love (2:4–7)

8. See J. Cheryl Exum, Song of Songs: A Commentary, OTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
2005), 38. Many of the divisions between the units are marked by the appearance of particular terms, 
such as “come”; “house,” “room,” or garden”; “wine”; and “embrace” (Richard S. Hess, Song of Songs, 
BCOTWP [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005], 31), while the repeated refrains about not stirring 
up love form clear structural markers (2:7; 3:5; 8:4).
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3. Before the Wedding: Joined and Separated (2:8–3:5)
 A. Morning (2:8–17)
 B. Night (3:1–5)

4. The Wedding (3:6–5:1)
 A. Question (3:6)
 B. Solomon’s Glory (3:7–11)
 C. The Beloved’s Glory (4:1–7)
 D. Consummation (4:8–5:1)

5. After the Wedding: Separated and Rejoined (5:2–6:3)
 A. Night (5:2–8)
 B. The Lover’s Glory (5:9–16)
 C. Restoration (6:1–3)

6. Contemplation and Renewed Consummation (6:4–8:4)
 A. Contemplation of the Beloved (6:4–10)
 B. Response (6:11–12)
 C. Contemplation of the Beloved (6:13–7:10a)
 D. Response (7:10b–11)
 E. Renewed Consummation (7:12–8:4)

7. Epilogue (8:5–14)
 A. The Overwhelming Power of Love (8:5–7)
 B. The Incomparable Value of Love (8:8–12)
 C. The Unending Nature of Love (8:13–14)
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Abbreviations

AOTC Apollos Old Testament Commentary
ATR Anglican Theological Review
BCOTWP Baker Commentary on the Old Testament Wisdom and 

Psalms
CT Christianity Today
esv English Standard Version
hcsb Holman Christian Standard Bible
JSOTS Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Supplements
nasb New American Standard Bible
NICOT New International Commentary on the Old Testament
niv New International Version
OTL Old Testament Library
SVT Supplements to Vetus Testamentum
TOTC Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries
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1

Desire and Satisfaction

Song of Songs 1:1–4
1 The Finest of Songs, about what is Solomon’s.1

Woman
2 Oh, that he would kiss me with the kisses of his mouth!
For your caresses are better than wine.
3 As for the scent of your oils, it [too] is better.
Your name is flowing oil.
No wonder the eligible young women love you!
4 Carry me off with you, hurry!
Oh, that the king would bring me [to] his chambers!

Daughters of Jerusalem
We will exult and rejoice in you!
We will celebrate your caresses more than wine.

Woman
Rightly they adore you!

It is common for books to have an introduction, in which they set the 
scene, introduce the main characters, and orient you to the action that will 

1. Unless otherwise noted, quotations from the Song of Songs are the author’s own translation 
throughout this volume.
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follow. Thus, in Charles Dickens’s Tale of Two Cities, the author follows his 
famous first line, “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times,” with a 
lengthy description of the state of society and affairs in England and France 
that provides the backdrop for the ensuing action. Other authors, however, 
prefer to launch right into the action. Novelist Iain Banks begins his book 
The Crow Road like this:

It was the day my Grandmother exploded. I sat in the crematorium, listening to 
my Uncle Hamish quietly snoring in harmony to Bach’s Mass in B Minor, and 
I reflected that it always seemed to be death that drew me back to Gallanach.2

Kiss Me!

The Song of Songs belongs very much to the latter category of composition. 
It plunges right into its subject matter without introducing the characters, 
setting the stage, or anything else, with the breathless declaration of the 
woman: “Oh, that he would kiss me with the kisses of his mouth!” (Song 1:2). 
Like love itself, the Song of Songs catches us in the midst of life and steals our 
breath away. The very first words are words of want, of aching desire—for 
this is what the Song is really about.3 The Song of Songs is not primarily a 
book about sex, or a manual of dating tips, or an “agony aunt” column of 
relationship advice. It is a book about desire from beginning to end—desire 
stirred, desire frustrated, desire satisfied, desire frustrated again—but above 
all, desire. The woman wants something—or rather someone—with a pas-
sionate and breathless desire.

What she wants from the man is spelled out rather clearly: she longs for 
the kisses of his mouth. What other kinds of kisses are there, you may ask? 
Well, apparently Egyptians indulged in rather more formal “nose kisses,” 
which would perhaps be comparable to the “kiss on the cheek” greeting 
that happens in some cultures.4 Needless to say, that is not what the woman 
has in mind.

2. Iain M. Banks, The Crow Road (London: Scribners, 1992), 3.
3. See Carey Ellen Walsh, Exquisite Desire: Religion, the Erotic, and the Song of Songs (Minneapolis: 

Fortress, 2000), 8.
4. Michael V. Fox, The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs (Madison, WI: University 

of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 97.
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Indeed, her thoughts become clearer still when she declares, “Your ca resses 
are better than wine” (Song 1:2). English translations often translate “caresses” 
rather coyly as “love,” but there is no question about what kind of love she 
has in mind. When this Hebrew word (dôd) occurs in the plural, as it does 
here, sexual intimacy is in view. In Ezekiel 16:8, a young woman who has 
reached sexual maturity is ready for “love” (dôdîm). Likewise, in Proverbs 
7:18, the adulteress seduces the young man with the words: “Come, let us 
take our fill of love [dôdîm] till morning.” It is thus a particular kind of “love” 
that she desires from the man: sexual love. Yet at the same time, the word 
also connotes a particular kind of sex: passionate sex, not simply an act of 
procreation. She wants the man for himself (and for herself), not just so that 
she can bear his children. That kind of love, she says, would be better than 
wine—a symbol of a rich and fulfilling life.

From the taste of his kisses, she moves on to the aroma of his anointing oils 
(Song 1:3). Scents have a remarkable power to stimulate memories. Whether 
it is the smell of overcooked cabbage, which brings back years of abominable 
school meals, or the fragrance of rosewater that reminds you of your grand-
mother, a single whiff can bring flooding back a raft of associations, good 
or bad. In this case, when she recalls the aroma of his distinctive cologne, 
the associations are all good. Even though the man isn’t present with her 
right now—for there is no dialogue in this section—the mere memory of 
his scent can bring him to be with her in a way that comforts her aloneness.

The Sound of His Name

Yet the woman’s attraction to the man is not merely physical. What draws 
her to him as much as the man’s touch or his scent is his name, which she 
compares to oil that has been poured out (Song 1:3), releasing its fragrance. 
It isn’t simply that her knees grow weak whenever someone says “Fred,” or 
“Jonathan,” or “Maher-shalal-hashbaz,” or whatever his name happened to 
be. What makes her feel excited is what that name represents, which is his 
character. The man is not just a sweet-smelling, good-looking hunk who 
also happens to be a good kisser; he is reliable and responsible, respected and 
admired by others in the community as a man of integrity and character.

This is the man whom she loves—and whom she is convinced that every-
one else ought to love as well. This is, of course, characteristic of love. It 
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demands to be shared. When your sister or daughter falls hard for the ador-
able fellow student that she met at college, expect to spend the next several 
weeks hearing about him. A lot. His cute little habits, the curl in his hair, the 
summer he spent volunteering in an African orphanage, the picture he has 
on his cell phone of his beautiful younger sister . . . oh, and did I mention his 
hair? Nor will she be content until you acknowledge that he is indeed rather 
a dish. So, too, in the Song, the woman is convinced that her view of the 
man is shared by all the ‘alāmôt (Song 1:3). These are not strictly “virgins,” 
as the esv translates it, but rather young women who have recently reached 
the age of sexual maturity and are thus ready for marriage,5 the people who 
in every culture tend to be the arbiters of what constitutes male desirability.

Such powerful desire seeks satisfaction. The woman longs for her beloved 
to sweep her off her feet, and to carry her off swiftly to the privacy and 
intimacy of his chambers (Song 1:4), where she can finally experience the 
kisses and caresses for which she so longs. She wants to be able to say those 
classic lines from the novel Jane Eyre, “Reader, I married him.” Deep sighs of 
satisfaction all around as the credits roll. Indeed, in this poem, as the camera 
fades away from this image of the happy couple, we hear the endorsement of 
the community on their affection. A plural voice, perhaps representing the 
daughters of Jerusalem, adds its benediction to their love story, affirming 
that the approbation of the eligible young women is correct: his caresses 
are indeed better than wine, and their relationship is truly something to 
be celebrated. Notice what has not yet transpired, however. The man is not 
actually present in this scene, except as the object of the woman’s desire. He 
does not actually kiss her, nor do they yet make love. It is not yet clear at this 
stage whether her longing for a relationship with him is even reciprocated, 
let alone whether it will ever be consummated.

Reshaping Our Views of Gender

So what does this short poem have to teach us about our own relation-
ships? Immediately, it is clear that the Song intends to challenge and reshape 
our views of sex, gender, and marriage, whether we have formed those views 
from the culture around us or from the Christian subculture in which we 
grew up. Wisdom literature always provides “beams” and “bombs”—the 

5. See Richard S. Hess, Song of Songs, BCOTWP (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 51–52.
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sturdy beams that are the building materials of a Christian worldview and 
the powerful bombs that explode the false worldviews that we so easily 
substitute for it.

How does this poem do that? To begin with, the woman is neither a 
feminist nor a traditionalist. In contrast to our wider culture, which depicts 
women as equally sexually aggressive as men, she does not dream of grabbing 
her man, planting a kiss on his lips, and dragging him behind her into her 
bedroom. She wants him to kiss her, and him to sweep her off her feet. Yet 
neither is she a shrinking violet who will pine away in silence, waiting for 
the man to figure out her interest in him. She expects and longs for the man 
to provide the leadership in their relationship, while at the same time she 
is not shy about communicating her own hopes and desires. This contrasts 
dramatically with much that passes for wisdom within our Christian sub-
culture, which depicts the woman’s role in seeking a romantic relationship 
in purely passive terms.

Likewise, the woman in the Song is neither independent of her community 
nor completely subject to her family’s wishes. She is a strong woman who 
knows her own mind and what she is seeking in a man. Unlike some young 
people whom I have counseled, she doesn’t need her father’s permission 
before she is able to have a cup of coffee with a young man “alone” (along 
with six hundred other people!) in a college cafeteria. Yet at the same time, 
contrary to the trend in our culture, it matters in the Song what the com-
munity thinks of their relationship. Love is not its own sufficient reason, 
regardless of what others think. The woman wants her relationship to be 
publicly accepted and celebrated by those around her.

Reshaping Our Views of Sex (and How to Present Them)

Equally, the vision of sexuality that is presented in the Song is a long way 
both from the picture in our culture and from the image that has often been 
presented in the church. In our culture, any kind of sexual love between 
any two consenting adults is regarded as good and proper, something to 
be celebrated whatever their gender or relationship. You don’t have to be 
married or even to be in a long-term committed relationship to engage 
in intercourse: sex is just sex. Nor is sex just for men and women in our 
culture: it can be for men and men or for women and women. That is not 
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the perspective that the Song celebrates, as we will see. It glorifies as the 
ideal human relationship a single-hearted, lifelong, devoted, and exclusive 
relationship between one man and one woman.

Typically, when Christians talk about why premarital sex, adultery, easy 
divorce, or homosexuality is wrong, we go straight to the legal passages of 
the Bible and point to the thou shalt nots. Of course, those laws are true 
and biblical, the loving commands of our heavenly Father, who knows the 
destructive power of sexual sin in our lives. Yet the Song of Songs reminds 
us that sometimes it might be better for us to spend more time referencing 
the thou shalts as well. In the garden of Eden, when Satan asked Eve, “Did 
God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?” (Gen. 3:1), 
she recounted to him the law about not eating from the forbidden tree, even 
adding some extra regulations about not touching the tree, just to be on the 
safe side. But in her focus on the commandment about not eating from one 
special tree, she downplayed what God had said first: “You may surely eat 
of every tree of the garden” (2:16). She mentioned the permission, to be sure 
(3:2), but she missed the emphatic nature of God’s command to eat (“You 
may surely eat . . .”), as well as its comprehensive breadth (“. . . of every tree 
of the garden”). Those key omissions set her up to believe Satan’s lie that 
God was a restrictive and hard taskmaster rather than a kind and generous 
Father, and therefore that his law is repressive rather than liberating.

The church has often done the same thing with sex. We have focused on 
all the ways in which the Bible tells us not to have sex, even adding some extra 
regulations of our own. The early and medieval church glorified virginity 
and celibacy as higher spiritual states than marriage. Yet when the woman 
in the Song dreams of her boyfriend, she does not imagine them sharing 
an inductive Bible study and praying together, but thinks about his kisses 
and caresses. It is precisely this desire that her community celebrates and 
rejoices in. Such thoughts are not aberrant and dirty, but good and right. Sex 
is not merely permissible under the proper circumstances; it is a wonderful 
and glorious gift in the context for which God designed it, which is within 
marriage. It is therefore good and right for us to long for it. After all, God 
himself crafted all the relevant body parts and the various biochemical reac-
tions that make sex such fun. We should celebrate and rejoice in that fact! 
Even when our desires for sex are unable to be satisfied or are disordered in 
their object, the desire itself is something that God made good.
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This also speaks to the way in which we address those who are strug-
gling with the temptation to engage in premarital sex or with same-sex 
attrac tion. It is not enough for us to say that the Bible says that premarital 
and homosexual sex is wrong, although it does. The law cannot change our 
hearts. In fact, by itself, the law can only condemn us, often leaving us feel-
ing guilty and dirty, and sometimes driving us away from God rather than 
toward him. In contrast, the Song paints a glorious picture of the marriage 
relationship between a man and a woman that is so rich and deep that we 
should all long to have a relationship just like that. To be sure, as a result 
of the fall, we all have disordered desires. For some, given their particular 
makeup and background, that disordered desire will be same-sex attraction. 
For others, it may be a desire to possess and use members of the opposite 
gender to serve their own lust, whether that desire is ever acted on or remains 
concealed in their minds. For still others, the disorder may be a complete 
suppression of any sexual desire as something dirty and wicked. We are all 
broken people, and the answer that the Song gives to our sexual brokenness 
is to show us with incredible beauty what sexual wholeness would actually 
look like: one man and one woman deeply and permanently bonded together 
in a unique relationship of love.

The Perfect Bridegroom

What use is a beautiful picture of wholeness when we are all so broken, 
though? Isn’t that like rubbing salt into our wounds, or like seeing a mirage 
of cool, refreshing water in a dry and thirsty desert? It might be, if the Song 
of Songs were all that we had in the Bible. Yet the Song echoes the melody 
of another deeper and richer song, a song about a true and faithful Lover 
who is not like Solomon, with his massive harem of disposable women, but 
rather One who loves and gives himself for his bride. Though we are dark 
and unlovely (see Song 1:6), he is “altogether lovely” (5:16 niv). This Lover 
is preparing the church to be his bride, adorning us with the beautiful gar-
ments of his spotless righteousness in place of our own filthy rags of sin 
and failure—including all our sexual failure. He is preparing a honeymoon 
mansion for us in heaven, where he will spend eternity delighting in us as 
his chosen beloved. The conclusion of the biblical story is the God of all 
creation declaring joyously about his church, “Reader, I married her!” He 
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is the true Hero for whom all our hearts yearn, the One toward whom all 
our most intense earthly desires ultimately point.

This is how the Song speaks to us today, whether we are looking for love, 
in love, out of love, forsaken and disillusioned by love, or totally confused 
about the whole subject. Our desire to love and be loved by a human being 
is at its core simply a reflection of our desperate need to love and be loved 
by the God who made us for himself. As Augustine famously put it: “You 
have made our hearts for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until 
they find repose in you.”6 The Song addresses us as broken people who have 
disordered desires and shows us a glimpse of what ordered desire looks like, 
while at the same time reminding us just how hard it is to find love like that 
in this world. In so doing, the Song of Songs calls us to a relationship with 
the One who entered this world of disordered desires and loved perfectly in 
our place. Jesus Christ is truly the One whose name is above all names. The 
aroma of Christ and his righteousness fills the world with true sweetness 
and beauty (2 Cor. 2:14); as Christians, we are all longing for the day when 
he will come and sweep us off our feet and carry us off to our heavenly home 
so that our relationship can finally be fulfilled. The intensity of our earthly 
desire for love thus mirrors that greater and deeper hunger for God’s love.

Yet it also works the other way around. The intensity of the heavenly love 
with which Christ has loved us relativizes all our earthly desires. Jesus loved 
perfectly as a human being without ever being married, or enjoying the kind 
of intimacy and sexual pleasure that our hearts and bodies so easily feel that 
we cannot live well without. This means that if God’s perfect plan for us 
doesn’t involve sex and marriage (which always go together in God’s plan), 
we are not somehow less than human or doomed to live unfulfilled and 
unsatisfied lives. Equally, if we have failed in our sexual or marital history, 
what counts far more than our record of unfaithfulness is the faithfulness 
that our heavenly Husband has shown to us. Human marriage is a pointer 
to Christ’s love; if we have the reality, then everything else may fade away.

Responding to God’s Love

Do you have that reality in your life? Are you married to Christ through 
faith in his faithfulness to you, expressed in his obedient life, perfect death, 

6. Augustine, Confessions, trans. E. B. Pusey (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., 1949), 1.1 (language 
updated).
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and triumphant resurrection? When God asks why he should let you into 
his heaven, is your answer “Because I belong, body and soul, to my faithful 
Husband, Jesus Christ, and I am trusting in his goodness, not my own”?7 
That is the only answer that opens the door to a joy-filled eternity. That 
answer paves the way to a life of deep joy here on earth as well, in spite of 
our ongoing brokenness.

If you are married to Christ, is that relationship the center of your think-
ing? Do you find yourself dreaming about him, lost in amazement at how 
wonderful Christ is, how incredible it is that he should love you, and long-
ing for more of his presence? Do you constantly wear out your friends and 
relations with your endless chatter about how wonderful your Beloved is? 
If you are anything like me, the answer most of the time is “No.” I have to 
admit to living most of the time as a functional single, spiritually speaking. 
Every now and then I bump into Christ, as it were, and am reminded that 
we are married. It helps, of course, that as a pastor and professor, reading 
the Bible is actually my job! Even so, much of the time I am so absorbed 
with my own earthly desires and projects that I admit to my shame that he 
never even crosses my mind.

The answer to my sinful self-centeredness is not more law: it is not telling 
me that I need to spend more time in Bible study, or that I need to pursue 
longer quiet times, or to endure more rigorous Christian disciplines. The 
answer to my self-centeredness is worship: beholding the beauty of God in 
the face of the Lord Jesus Christ. This is why in our church we return to 
the Lord’s Table every week. As we come to the Table, we come afresh to 
gaze on the beauty of Christ crucified and raised, and to be reminded that 
even when our gaze wanders away after our other lovers, his gaze remains 
steadfastly and lovingly fixed on us. At the feast, we remember the glory 
of Jesus’ sacrifice, the excellence of his love for us, and the splendor of the 
inheritance that is stored up for us in him. Week after week, we join our 
brothers and sisters and say once again, “We will rejoice and be glad in you! 
We will celebrate again your love! We will turn our hearts and our faces 
toward you, O Christ, and proclaim the beauty of your name, which is bet-
ter than oil that is poured out, sweeter than the richest of wine.” There our 
hearts are fed and our souls refreshed with the good news of his relentless 
love for us, his beloved bride, as we await his long-expected return.

7. See the Heidelberg Catechism Q. 1. In this paraphrase, I have substituted the word Husband 
for the original Savior.
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Affirmation and Intimacy

Song of Songs 1:5–14

Woman
5 I am dark but beautiful, O daughters of Jerusalem,
like the tents of Kedar, like the curtains of Solomon.
6 Do not stare at me because I am weather-beaten,
because the sun has glared down on me.
The sons of my mother were harsh with me;
they set me as a keeper of the vineyards;
[but] my vineyard—the one which belongs to me—I have not kept.

7 Tell me, you whom my soul loves, where are you shepherding?
Where do you make [your sheep] lie down at noon?
Why should I be like a veiled woman
around the flocks of your companions?

Man
8 If you do not know, O most beautiful of women,
follow the tracks of the sheep
and pasture your young goats
around the dwellings of the shepherds.
9 I compare you to a mare among the chariots of Pharaoh, my darling.
10 Your cheeks are beautiful with earrings,
your neck with strings [of jewels].
11 We will make earrings of gold for you,
with studs of silver.
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Woman
12 While the king is on his couch,
my nard gives its scent.
13 My beloved is to me a pouch of myrrh;
between my breasts he will spend the night.
14 My beloved is to me a cluster of henna
in the vineyards of Engedi.

There are basically two contrasting kinds of love stories in the literary 
world. On the one hand, you have the model of Romeo and Juliet or Cin-
derella and Prince Charming. In this model, the lovers find love at first 
sight, and the dramatic tension comes from external factors that conspire 
to keep them apart. On the other hand, you have the model of Belle and the 
Beast in Beauty and the Beast, or Benedick and Beatrice in Much Ado about 
Nothing. In this model, the two central characters hate each other at first, 
but gradually overcome their mutual dislike and grow into love.

The love story that we encounter in the Song of Songs belongs to the first 
variety. In our previous study, we heard only from the woman. We listened 
to her initial passionate outpouring of desire for the man, but at that point 
we had no indication of how he felt concerning her. Was the desire mutual, 
or was it destined to be unrequited, like a teenage crush that dies unspoken 
and is later only an embarrassing memory?

In this episode, not only do we learn that her love is shared, but we see 
their mutual affection growing through their dialogue. This reminds us that 
love is not a hole in the ground into which you “fall,” more or less by accident. 
Love is a relationship, and like all other relationships, it needs to be fed and 
nurtured if it is to grow into real intimacy. As wisdom literature, this passage 
provides us with guidance and encouragement from God that will challenge, 
convict, and direct us as we pursue our own romantic relationships. Yet the 
greatest love story of all—the true Song of Songs in our lives—is our relation-
ship with the God who made us for himself. As a result, this passage also 
speaks to our relationship with God and our pursuit of intimacy with him.

Dark but Beautiful

The poem begins with the woman expressing her fear that she is unat-
tractive because she doesn’t fit the conventional stereotype of beauty in 
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her culture. She is dark (Song 1:5), which here is not a racial feature but a 
social feature: it comes not from her birth and ethnicity but from having 
been forced to work outside in the vineyards, where the harsh glare of the 
sun has darkened her complexion. Yet at the same time, there is a note of 
defiance in her voice. She is dark, but she is nonetheless beautiful. Though 
she may appear like the dark, coarse material that the Bedouin tribes of 
Kedar used for their tents, she declares that she is still beautiful like the 
curtains of Solomon, the palace wall hangings that would have been the 
height of urban chic.

This opening statement marks her out as a peasant girl concerned about 
how she measures up against the daughters of Jerusalem, the attractive and 
refined city-dwellers. In ancient cultures, there would have been no market 
for tanning salons: the sign of being a wealthy woman was the ability to stay 
out of the sun. Poor people worked in the fields where their skin became 
darker and darker, while rich women stayed indoors and could keep their 
skin pale.1 Indeed, in some countries this bias continues: on a recent trip to 
Sri Lanka, I saw a number of skin “brightening” and “lightening” products 
for sale. After the industrial revolution, however, when poor people grew 
pale from working in factories for sixteen hours a day, the rich had to find 
a new way to distinguish themselves, and the concept of a “healthy tan” 
was born.

The woman not only is from a poor background but also comes from a 
difficult family situation. Her father is never mentioned in the Song, and 
her relatives are not described here as her brothers but “the sons of my 
mother,” which is a more distant relational term (Song 1:6). She has no one 
to protect and provide for her, but is forced by her family to work in the 
vineyards in the burning heat of the Middle Eastern sun. At the same time, 
she has not been able to maintain her own “vineyard,” that is, her body. She 
hasn’t been able to devote the necessary time and resources to developing 
her own appearance as she would like. She feels like Cinderella, exploited 
and oppressed as a servant in her own home, waiting for her prince to come 
and carry her off to a new life of abundance and affection.

1. Anthropologist Marvin Harris studied the historical use of parasols, and he observed that 
royalty and wealthy “nobles” from Rome to northern Africa were seen being shaded from the effects 
of the sun with celebratory umbrellas and parasols, while common people were forbidden from using 
such devices. This was connected to pallid skin being seen as a marker of upper-class status. See 
Kerry Segrave, Suntanning in 20th Century America (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 2005), 8.
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Where Are You?

Having defiantly affirmed her beauty in spite of many external difficul-
ties, the woman asks her beloved to give her directions so that she can find 
him. Whereas earlier she described the man as a king, now he is a shepherd, 
working out in the field with his flocks (Song 1:7). As so often in poetry, the 
poet here uses a dazzling kaleidoscope of metaphors to communicate his 
meaning. These are not completely unrelated metaphors, since in antiquity 
(as well as in the Bible) kings were often described as the shepherds of their 
people, tasked with caring for them and watching over them. Yet no reign-
ing king or member of the royal family would literally have been employed 
as a shepherd facing the dangers and discomforts of life out in the fields. 
Royalty had servants to undertake such menial tasks. Nor is the focus of 
the metaphor here on the shepherd’s role in caring for his flock but rather 
on the opportunities and challenges that such a lifestyle presents for the 
couple in building a relationship. How can she find him, when he is moving 
from place to place?

The woman’s love is such that she cannot simply wait for him to come 
home at the end of the day: she wants to be with him at noon as well. At that 
time of day, the flocks would generally be lying down rather than moving 
around; yet to be outside with her beloved means further exposure to the 
harsh gaze of the sun (see Song 1:6). It also means being exposed to social 
risks: she fears being viewed as a veiled woman by his fellow shepherds (v. 7). 
Those who wore veils and wandered around among the shepherds typically 
were not women of good reputation: they were usually prostitutes, as Tamar 
pretended to be in Genesis 38. Yet the woman is willing to take that risk to 
her reputation, if she can only find him and be with him.

Here I Am

The man’s response is immediately encouraging and sensitive to her 
concerns. He begins by calling her “most beautiful of women” and giving 
her directions to find him, thereby answering both of her concerns (Song 
1:8). In fact, his teasing tone suggests that she ought to know exactly where 
to find him: she should just follow the trail that he has left for her. He isn’t 
playing hard to get. Moreover, the man compares her to a mare among 
Pharaoh’s chariots (v. 9). Many commentators see this as a reference to the 

PR_SofSongs_INT_160307.indd   15 4/20/16   12:04 PM



Affirmation and Intimacy

16

ancient military tactic of releasing a mare in heat onto the battlefield in an 
attempt to create havoc among the enemy stallions pulling the chariots. 
The focus of the passage, however, seems to be on decoration rather than 
pheromones: the point of the comparison is rather that she is like one of 
the highly decorated royal horses known from both Egypt and Persia.2 Just 
as those pampered royal horses wore decorated bridles, so her cheeks were 
adorned with gold and silver earrings and her neck with a necklace (or 
perhaps an Egyptian-style collar) of jewels.

The woman responds to the man’s affirming words with a renewed expres-
sion of her own desire for him, in three verses that are linked by the theme 
of fragrance and connect back to her initial words of desire in Song 1:2–4. 
She once again calls the man her “king,” as in verse 4; but whereas in verse 3 
she delighted in his scent, now she wishes for her scent to come to him as he 
reclines on his couch, perhaps eating a meal with friends (v. 12). The woman 
longs for the distance between them, which is maintained throughout this 
section, to be bridged. Instead of her scent merely wafting over to him on 
a distant couch, she wants him to be as close to her as physically possible. 
She wishes that he were like a sprig of myrrh resting between her breasts 
all night long (v. 13). She compares her beloved to a cluster of henna in the 
vineyards of Engedi, an oasislike setting on the shores of the Dead Sea, 
known for its royal vineyards and gardens (v. 14). In contrast to the arid 
wilderness setting all around, her beloved is like a fragrant flower in the 
midst of a garden.

Evaluating Beauty

So how does this poem address our longing for love? In the first place, 
it openly acknowledges our deep insecurity. When the woman declares, “I 
am dark but beautiful,” she is crying out for affirmation. She wants some-
one to see her and love her just as she is, complete with her weather-beaten 
complexion, complicated family situation, and everything that goes into 
being her. The fashions in feminine beauty may have shifted, but concerns 
over appearance and body image continue to plague us.3 Now we no longer 

2. See Steven Horine, Interpretive Images in the Song of Songs: From Wedding Chariots to Bridal 
Chambers (New York: Peter Lang, 2001), 134.

3. See Shannon Hodde Miller, “‘Am I Pretty?’ A Troubling Question among Christian Women 
like Me,” CT (March 9, 2012), http://www.christianitytoday.com/women/2012/march/am-i-pretty 
-troubling-question-among-christian-women-like.html?paging=off.
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praise a woman with a pale complexion and a “traditionally built,”4 robust 
figure but instead admire those who are tanned and stick-thin. In our cul-
ture, there is more pressure on men also to look just right, with their shirts 
on or off. We live in a culture that adulates external beauty and takes the 
pursuit of the appearance of “health,” as we euphemistically call our idolatry, 
to unhealthy extremes.

We certainly bring that cultural concern into our pursuit of romantic 
relationships. We quickly judge people on the basis of body type or hair 
color, dismissing as unsuitable anyone who doesn’t quite fit the standard. 
No one “dark” need apply. That concern with outward appearance may 
be quite revealing about what we are seeking in a relationship: we want 
someone attractive to be with us because that makes us feel good about 
ourselves. It affirms us and answers our own insecurities: if I can get 
someone attractive to be interested in me, then I am a significant person. 
The Song invites us to open our eyes and see beyond the cultural stereo-
types of beauty to love people for who they are, not just for their outward 
appearance.

In many church contexts, unfortunately, our evaluation of one another 
is no different from that of the world around us. Anyone who doesn’t fit 
the cultural stereotype of beauty is a second-class citizen. Added to that 
problem is the Christian perfectionist streak in our pursuit of spouses 
that finds little room for the possibility that someone could be “dark but 
beautiful.” We affirm a gospel that declares us all broken but loved, and 
say that we are seeking someone who will love us with our own very real 
f laws, but at the same time, we often shy away from pursuing anyone 
with a complicated personal history. Again, the problem often lies in 
our heart idolatries and our selfishness. We are looking for a marriage 
partner who will make us look good, rather than a fellow sinner to love 
and to serve.

Complicating matters further, some of us wrestle with the opposite idola-
try, being drawn to deeply broken people because we want to be their savior, 
the knight in shining armor who fixes their problems. We forget that the 
person we marry may also be the mother or father of our children. There is 
nothing intrinsically better in being drawn to someone with deep problems. 

4. The phrase comes from Alexander McCall Smith’s The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency series 
of books, set in Botswana.
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History matters: a person’s past is not simply airbrushed away at the point 
of conversion. Some people will continue to need a great deal of emotional 
and spiritual support throughout their Christian lives. Yet the “dark but 
beautiful” image suggests that we should be open to relationships with people 
who have great struggles in their lives if we see those struggles beginning 
to produce godly fruit and grow them toward spiritual maturity. Trajectory 
matters even more than history.

After all, if the first quality we are looking for in a potential spouse is a 
love for the gospel, then some of the best marriage candidates will not have 
a squeaky-clean past. Instead, they will have a deep love for God that is 
forged out of the experience of their own sinfulness. As Jesus pointed out, 
the person who has been forgiven much loves much (Luke 7:47). Perhaps, 
therefore, instead of instantly discarding the boyfriend who confesses his 
struggles with Internet pornography, a Christian woman should be open 
to the possibility that here is someone who is actually willing to be honest 
and open about his problems. Perhaps the person who wrestles with same-
sex attraction in a godly way is worth taking the time to get to know as a 
potential marriage partner. We should be looking for someone whose own 
darkness ignites in him or her a deep love for the beauty of Christ.

Affirmation

More precisely, the Song reminds us that what is truly important is not 
some “objective” measure of our attractiveness but the fact that we feel 
beautiful to the one who loves us. The woman’s original statement is made 
to the daughters of Jerusalem, the sophisticated city-dwellers who surround 
her, whose gaze she fears will be as harsh and wounding as the summer 
sun (Song 1:5–6). Yet we never get to hear what they think of her. We don’t 
find out whether the daughters of Jerusalem’s verdict on her is “Too dark,” 
“Gorgeously exotic!,” or “Has potential given a proper makeover.” At the end 
of the day, it doesn’t matter whether an ancient fashionista thinks that this 
woman can make it as Jerusalem’s next top model. What matters is what her 
lover thinks of her: to him, she is the most beautiful of women. The man 
doesn’t dismiss her fears over her appearance as unspiritual or ridiculous. 
Instead, he responds to them kindly with words that repeatedly affirm her 
beauty, as well as seeking to enhance it with gifts of jewelry. Through his 
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words of affirmation and praise, he builds her up and assures her of his love 
in precisely the area where she feels most unlovely.

This kind of care is typical, ideally, of the early stages of a relationship. 
As we noted earlier, during the infatuation phase of a relationship, lovers 
loudly sing each other’s praises. That is as it should be: on your wedding 
day, you should be able to celebrate the glorious beauty of the person to 
whom you are devoting the rest of your life. It is not enough to know 
that this person is a Christian and that your families tell you that you are 
good together. It is not enough to marry someone because you are not 
sure that anyone better will come along. Attraction matters! Of course, 
attraction is a multifaceted thing. We are drawn toward and fall in love 
with whole people, not just bodies. We may be drawn toward a person’s 
sparkling personality, or his compassionate care for others, or her zany 
sense of humor—virtues that more than compensate for what others see as 
major flaws in appearance. What is more, the person you marry will not be 
perfect, and before you marry you should have a clear idea of the person’s 
flaws and characteristic sins. There are in spite ofs as well as because ofs in 
every relationship. But even though you may know that she is never likely 
to grace the cover of Vogue, or that he is not likely to be voted one of this 
year’s 100 sexiest men, you should still be able to describe your spouse as 
“most beautiful of women” or “most attractive of men,” because to you that 
is exactly what she or he is.

Nor should you cease speaking such words of affirmation after you get 
married. Words of affirmation have tremendous power in any relation-
ship, and no one else shapes your view of yourself more than your spouse. 
If your spouse says that you are beautiful and successful, then you will feel 
beautiful and successful. On the other hand, if your spouse repeatedly tears 
you down and mocks you, it will create a void in your soul that no amount 
of external success or adulation of others can fill. This was the way that 
God intended it to be in the beginning: two people who become one flesh, 
united in outlook, building each other up with words that encourage and 
affirm. But when a body is destroying itself and tearing itself apart, it is a 
devastating problem. We instinctively know that when people harm their 
bodies through self-mutilation or cutting, something is seriously wrong. Yet 
what you say to your spouse about his or her appearance or attractiveness 
matters just as deeply, even if you claim that it is “only a joke.”
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Pursuing Intimacy

The woman doesn’t simply want to be admired and praised for her 
appearance as if she were a life-size doll, however. She longs for real inti-
macy with her beloved, an intimacy that bridges the gap between human 
beings. She wants to be with him about his work during the day and to 
have him sleep in her arms all night long. The Bible tells us that it is not 
good for a man to be alone (Gen. 2:18), and the same is true for women 
as well. We were not made to live alone but to pursue intimacy with one 
another. Although God has given some people the gift of singleness as a 
vocation, most people are called to find their deepest intimacy through 
the relationship  of marriage.

Again, this is countercultural. We live in a wider culture that puts marriage 
on the back burner, deferring it until after our other goals—especially our 
educational and career goals—have been achieved. We say, “Once I complete 
graduate school and get established in my field, then I’ll think about mar-
riage.” Yet our desire for intimacy, both physical and relational, doesn’t go 
away. As a result, we may find ourselves engaging in a string of emotional 
and sexual affairs in the meantime. Sociologist Mark Regnerus comments:

Time and again, I’ve listened to Christian undergraduates recount to me 
how their relationships turned sexual. One thing I never ask them is why. I 
know why. Because sex feels great, it feels connectional, it feels deeply human. 
I never blame them for wanting that. Sex is intended to deepen personal 
relationships, and desire for it is intended to promote marriage.5

By deferring marriage indefinitely, we set ourselves up for failure: we 
were made for the intimacy of marriage, and in the absence of the reality it 
should not be surprising that the counterfeits seem irresistibly attractive. In 
the Song, the woman is willing to exert considerable effort and take social 
risks in order to pursue this intimacy. It is the primary goal in her life. She 
is willing to go out in the heat of the day, when, according to Noel Coward’s 
song, all but mad dogs and Englishmen normally stay home. She is willing 
to risk misunderstanding and abuse on the part of the shepherds. She just 

5. Mark Regnerus, “The Case for Early Marriage,” CT (July 31, 2009), http://www.christianitytoday 
.com/ct/2009/august/16.22.html.
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longs to be with her beloved. He in turn responds to her efforts, enabling her 
to find her way to him. Real relationships are built on this kind of intimacy, 
which takes time and effort and the willingness to take risks.

Idolizing Marriage

Yet in a fallen world, such intimacy is hard to find, even within marriage. 
If the wider culture (along with some Christians) has ignored or denigrated 
marriage as unnecessary, or something that can easily be deferred to a more 
suitable time of life, the church in our day and age has sometimes so idolized 
marriage that it feels as though you are incomplete and a failure if you are 
unmarried, or if your marriage is anything less than a bed of roses. The real-
ity of the world in which we live is that some men and women have not yet 
found their “king”—a person with whom they can share a lifelong love story. 
Others have found marriage, but not the intimacy that marriage was supposed 
to bring. There are people who are lonelier in their marriages than they ever 
were as singles. In the face of such marital difficulties, some people merely 
plod through life, existing rather than living, while others have abandoned 
disappointing marriages in pursuit of the deceptive mirage of extramarital 
intimacy. Still others have lost faithful spouses to death, or have been aban-
doned by those who promised their hearts to them. For many, marriage is a 
dry and barren wasteland rather than a land flowing with milk and honey.

In that context, where so many bear the scars of past relationships, it 
is easy for us to pursue intimacy in all the wrong places. We may seek it 
through the fake form of pornography or romantic literature, or through 
serial sexual relationships, in an attempt to fill our inner void. In this case, 
we pursue our disordered or disappointed desire for intimacy with a passion. 
Alternatively, we may grow hard and cynical, protecting our hearts against 
damage by hiding them away, refusing to risk pursuing intimacy when we 
have been disappointed so many times before. On this approach, we deal 
with our disordered desire for intimacy by denying it and stuffing it away.

Finding Intimacy

With its utopian enthusiasm, the Song reminds us that our desire for 
intimacy is fundamentally a good desire. Deep down, we all long for what 
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the woman in the Song desires: someone who finds her beautiful, in spite 
of her dark skin; someone who will affirm her, even though the difficul-
ties that she has experienced within her family have left her vineyard 
uncultivated and unkempt. Oh, to be loved by someone who will love 
us like that!

Is such love even possible to hope for? Yes, it is. This poem serves as 
a powerful antidote to the cynicism that so easily invades our wounded 
hearts. It wafts the scent of henna blossoms under our noses, encouraging 
us to remember that there is a fragrant oasis in the desert of life. Intimacy 
is not an impossible dream after which we strive in vain. There is hope of 
bridging the gap that separates us as men and women.

For some, that rich intimacy will indeed be found in marriage—not per-
fectly, but truly. Whether it is love at first sight or a relationship that starts 
out badly and then somehow turns around, true love exists and is a rich 
blessing. If God has given you that kind of relationship with a spouse, give 
him thanks for his good gift and fight hard for the kind of intimacy that 
the Song celebrates. Affirm and celebrate each other’s one-of-a-kind beauty 
and gifting. Delight in the ways in which your beloved is unique, and take 
the time to express that appreciation to him or her. Pursue each other in the 
heat of the day and in the cool of the evening, with a fervent and passionate 
commitment to love, cherish, and serve each other, laying down your life 
daily for your spouse.

For others, life is not like that. God has not given you an intimate mar-
riage, or perhaps he has not given you a marriage at all. Are you therefore 
consigned to a less-than-human existence, thirsting for an intimacy that 
you will never find in this life? Not at all. After all, Jesus—the most perfect 
human who ever existed—never experienced marriage or sexual intimacy 
but nonetheless had deep and joyful relationships with his twelve disciples 
and other friends, both men and women, as well as with his heavenly Father. 
This shows us that we can find deep and true intimacy by pursuing rich 
friendships with people of our own gender, relationships that we often neglect 
in our desperate desire to be married. In the church, God has given us a 
family: brothers and sisters who can love us just as we are, recognizing our 
darkness and celebrating our beauty, affirming our unique gifting. The 
church is intended to be a place of deep intimacy, of being known and loved 
just as we are, for the sake of Jesus Christ.
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Of course, if this kind of intimacy is going to happen in the church, 
we will need to pursue it with effort and eagerness, as well as with grace 
and forgiveness toward others who often fail us and let us down. You 
can’t develop an intimate relationship with people whom you see for only 
a couple of hours on Sunday morning. This is where community groups 
and ministry teams come in. They create the context in which deep and 
intimate relationships may be formed, in which people can rejoice with 
us when we rejoice and weep with us when we weep. Whether God has 
given you a great marriage or not, you are called to find and give encour-
agement, affirmation, and intimacy through a rich web of relationships 
in the church.

Intimacy with God

Yet even the church will often let us down and disappoint us. Even in the 
best marriage and the best church, our longings for sexual and relational 
intimacy never find complete fulfillment in this broken world. The richest 
and deepest hope of intimacy is not to be found in any merely human rela-
tionship. Whether you are deeply bonded to others or a loner, whether you 
are married or unmarried, true intimacy is ultimately to be found only in 
the One who loved us before the world began, Jesus Christ. Our desire for 
human intimacy, our longing to be known and loved deeply by someone 
who knows everything about us and loves us anyway, is a reflex of our desire 
for intimacy with our Creator.

The truth is that we are all deeply scarred by our genetics and our cir-
cumstances. We are dark people, who are damaged not merely by our envi-
ronment and the effects of the sun’s rays, but by multitudinous forms of 
our own personal sin and idolatry. We long to be beautiful, but we know 
deep down that we are not. We have not kept our vineyard. Later on in the 
Song, the woman delights to give her vineyard, which represents her body, 
joyfully and uniquely to her husband (Song 8:12). Sadly, many of us have 
not protected our purity in this way; instead, we have left the gate of our 
vineyard open and its walls unguarded. Others may technically be virgins, 
according to the school of lexical semantics in which what counts as hav-
ing sex with someone is rather narrowly defined. Yet when we measure 
ourselves against the standard of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, all of 
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us are defiled by our lust (Matt. 5:27–28); none of us have kept the vineyard 
of our minds pure and above reproach.

Some of us also share the woman’s story of a complicated relationship 
with our families, perhaps even experiencing abuse from the very people 
who should have protected us. As a result, our sexual responses are confused. 
We seem programmed toward same-sex attraction, perhaps, or away from 
any sexual interaction at all. This can make it seem risky to pursue rich 
relationships with people of the same gender, in the face of battling sexual 
attraction, or any relationships at all, given our history of abuse. What hope 
is there for scarred and broken people like us to find true intimacy with the 
God who reveals himself in blinding holiness and majesty?

Our Shepherd-King

We find the answer in the One who is both our King and our Shepherd, 
Jesus Christ. Instead of waiting for us to come out in the heat of the day 
looking for him, our Shepherd came searching for us. Jesus bore both ridicule 
and abuse in his pursuit of his beloved, as he entered the wilderness of this 
world seeking to find and to save us—those who were utterly lost. He left 
behind the perfect intimacy that he had enjoyed with the Father from all 
eternity, so that he could give us an intimacy with him that we had despised 
and lost through our own sin, an intimacy that we never even knew that we 
needed or wanted. In order to win that intimate relationship with us, the 
Father bruised and disfigured his own beloved Son on the cross to pay for 
our sins. Jesus had no beauty or majesty in his appearance to draw people to 
him to begin with, but in that climactic moment of history, he was marred 
beyond comprehension (see Isa. 53). At the cross, the light , fellowship was 
turned away, and the deepest and coldest darkness of the soul enveloped the 
Son as he took our darkness into himself. Through that sacrifice, though, 
Jesus now clothes us in glorious royal robes of his righteousness, adorning 
us with a breathtaking beauty that we do not merit and could not earn. Our 
blackness is dealt with once and for all, swallowed up in his beauty: now the 
glorious light of the Father’s countenance shines on us forever.

This is the remedy for all our faltering and failed attempts to find intimacy 
with one another. The very best of husbands and wives have sinned many 
times against their spouses and have not loved them as they should. All of us, 
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whether single or married, have repeatedly failed to pursue God and those 
around us with purity, choosing instead to pursue the easy false intimacy 
offered by our idols. Yet our Beloved still invites us out of our thirsty lives in 
the wilderness into the oasis of his love. He calls us his “most beautiful” and 
welcomes us to share profound intimacy with him. Jesus knows everything 
about us, including the deepest, darkest secrets that we have shared with no 
one else on earth. Yet he still loves us and wants to spend eternity with us. 
Here is the true intimacy and love for which we all long.

Is this Redeemer your Beloved? The story of our relationship with God is 
neither love at first sight nor a mutual hatred that is gradually transformed. 
Instead, it is a story of God’s unchanging love for his own, and our utterly 
unreasonable hatred of him. He calls us to come to him just as we are, but 
we refuse to acknowledge him for who he is, the Creator and Sovereign 
Lord of the universe. We try to remake him into a more comfortable deity, 
a god who will serve us and do our bidding, instead of vice versa. Salvation 
comes to us, though, when we give up our attempts to remake God in our 
image and instead bow our hearts before him in submission, opening our-
selves to receive his Holy Spirit and to begin to be changed into the image 
of Christ. Our hearts are warmed as we contemplate the gospel: the more 
we see God’s love to us at the cross, the easier it will be for us to bow before 
the aspects of his wisdom that we find hard to understand and accept. Has 
that transformation begun in you, as you cease your resistance to Christ and 
submit to his loving entreaty to come and receive life from him?

If you have begun such a transformation, are you allowing God’s evalu-
ation of you to shape your thinking, not the evaluation of your idols all 
around you? If he calls you beautiful, in spite of your continuing broken-
ness, are you not beautiful indeed? No matter what others say about you, 
or what the voices in your head say about you, if Jesus Christ the Crucified 
calls you his beloved, then that is what you really are. You have been loved 
by an everlasting love: you are his and he is yours, embraced by a love that 
will not let you go. Today and every day, let that reality direct your thinking, 
giving you a joy that no sorrow or loss on earth can snatch from you and a 
peace that no trial can destroy. When your blackness presses in upon you, let 
this be your refuge. Heaven and earth may fade and flee away, but you can 
know this: while you and God exist, you are his and he is yours—forever.6

6. See George W. Robinson’s hymn “Loved with Everlasting Love” (1876).
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1 Samuel, by Richard D. Phillips
1 Kings, by Philip Graham Ryken
Esther & Ruth, by Iain M. Duguid

Ecclesiastes, by Douglas Sean O’Donnell
Song of Songs, by Iain M. Duguid

Daniel, by Iain M. Duguid
Jonah & Micah, by Richard D. Phillips

Zechariah, by Richard D. Phillips
The Incarnation in the Gospels, by Daniel M. Doriani, 

Philip Graham Ryken, and Richard D. Phillips
Matthew, by Daniel M. Doriani
Luke, by Philip Graham Ryken

John, by Richard D. Phillips
Acts, by Derek W. H. Thomas

Galatians, by Philip Graham Ryken
Ephesians, by Bryan Chapell

Philippians, by Dennis E. Johnson
1 & 2 Thessalonians, by Richard D. Phillips

1 Timothy, by Philip Graham Ryken
Hebrews, by Richard D. Phillips

James, by Daniel M. Doriani
1 Peter, by Daniel M. Doriani

1–3 John, by Douglas Sean O’Donnell

F o r t h c o m i n g
Zephaniah, Haggai, Malachi, by Iain M. Duguid and  

Matthew P. Harmon
Ezra & Nehemiah, Derek W. H. Thomas

Revelation, by Richard D. Phillips
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