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A Visitor’s Guide to the Old Testament
The Book of Song of Songs/Solomon
I.

A Unique Challenge
A. Some tremendous claims/facts
B. The biggest challenge… what, exactly, is it about?
C. A little book that has received vast attention!
D. A diversity of reception over the centuries

II. Authorship
A. The obvious and historic conclusion
1.

Theme/language similarities to Solomon

2. Place references fit
3. Mention of exotic plants and animals fits
B. Objections
III. Its Place in the Scriptures
A. A preserved text
B. Variant place depending on the manuscript
1.

Ancient

2. Modern
IV. Structure
A. Theory #1: Not a unified literary composition, but an anthology of love poems.
B. Theory #2: A narrative or drama which tells a story.
C. Theory #3: A unified comp., but it does not tell a chronological story (chiasm).
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V. Characters
A. Unlabeled in the Hebrew text
B. Theories
1.

Two characters (with friends adding commentary) – a man and woman in love

2. Three characters – a woman, a shepherd lover, and a villainous king
VI. Interpretation – Four approaches
A. First, ask two questions:
1.

Is the Song primarily about man and woman, or is it about God and his people?

2. Is the Song based on real people, or are its characters and events literary
creations?

REAL EVENTS

IMAGINARY EVENTS

ABOUT MAN
AND WOMAN

DIDACTIC-MORAL: a real event in
Solomon’s life teaches about
human love.

MORALISTIC: a literary form
teaches true values about
marriage and love.

ABOUT GOD
AND MAN

TYPICAL: a real event in
Solomon’s life points to the love of
God and his people.

ALLEGORICAL: a parable or
allegory describes the love of God
and his people.

B. The four approaches
1.

Didactic-Moral

2. Typical
3. Moralistic
4. Allegorical
5. Of less importance is the real vs. imaginary – the point of the story would remain
the same (cf. The Good Samaritan)
6. The greater question is the “natural view” vs. “spiritual view”
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VII. Suggestions for Studying the Song – ask these EIGHT questions of the text as you read:
1.

Who is speaking in each section and where are the divisions between speeches?

2. Are there two main characters or three?

3. How much “plot” is there and what is the “literary structure” of the Song?

4. How many of the details of the Song ought we to interpret? Are some of the details
just part of the “color” of the text which do not require specific interpretation?

5. How explicitly sexual is the language of the Song? Is it about the emotion of love or
about lovemaking?

6. What are the main types of imagery and picture language which the poet uses?

7. Does the cultural distance between us and the singer of the song make it difficult for
us to understand and appreciate certain parts of the Song? How can we overcome
this barrier?

8. The BIGGIE!: Is the Song about the love of man and woman, about God and his people,
or both?
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Outlines of the Book of Song of Songs/Solomon
Theme: The Power and Passion of Pristine Intimate Love
(adapted from John MacArthur, https://www.gty.org/library/bible-introductions/MSB22/song-of-solomon/)

I.
II.

III.

The Courtship: “Leaving” (Song 1:2–3:5)
A.
The Lovers’ Remembrances (Song 1:2–2:7)
B.
The Lovers’ Expression of Reciprocal Love (Song 2:8–3:5)
The Wedding: “Cleaving” (Song 3:6–5:1)
A.
The Kingly Bridegroom (Song 3:6–11)
B.
The Wedding and First Night Together (Song 4:1–5:1a)
C.
God’s Approval (Song 5:1b)
The Marriage: “Weaving” (Song 5:2–8:14)
A.
The First Major Disagreement (Song 5:2–6:3)
B.
The Restoration (Song 6:4–8:4)
C.
Growing in Grace (Song 8:5–14)
Prof. John F. Brug, Commentary on Song of Songs (NPH, © 1995)

A: 1:2-4a
B: 1:4b

|

A : 8:14

B|: 8:13

C a: 1:5,6
C b: 1:7,8
D: 1:9-14
E: 1:15-2:2
F: 2:3-7

G: 2:8-13
H a: 2:14
H b: 2:15
I a: 2:16,17
I b: 3:1-5
I c: 3:6-11
I d: 4:1-7
J: 4:8-15
K: 4:16
K|: 5:1a
|
J : 5:1b
I a|: 5:2-9
I b|: 5:10-6:1
I c|: 6:2,3
I d|: 6:4-10
|
H a : 6:11,12
H b|: 7:1-10a
|
G : 7:10b-14
F|: 8:1-5a
E|: 8:5b-7
|
D : 8:8,9
C|: 8:10-12
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I.

II.

III.

IV.

V.

VI.

VII.

Section A: Their Story Begins (SS 1:2-2:7)
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

Shulamith, Solomon, and the daughters of Jerusalem (SS 1:2-4)
Her brothers, their vineyards, and her appearance (SS 1:5-6)
Her character and beauty (SS 1:7-11)
Love's expression (SS 1:12-2:5)
Refrains conclude Section A and begin Section B (SS 2:6-7)

A.
B.
C.

Refrains of longing and patience (SS 2:6-7)
Her beloved's invitation to come from her house to enjoy spring (SS 2:8-14)
Refrains (after caution) of unity and invitation to her breasts (SS 2:15-17)

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.

She is awakened, alone, and longing for him (SS 3:1)
Leaves home to find him (SS 3:2)
Is found by guards (SS 3:3a)
Asks for help (SS 3:3b)
' Finds Solomon (SS 3:4a)
' Returns home with him (SS 3:4b)
' Is reunited with him through the night (SS 3:4b); transition (SS 3:5)

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

Songwriter's own words (SS 3:6-11)
Celebration of the wedding's beginning (SS 3:6-11)
Wedding night (SS 4:1-5:1)
' Celebration of the wedding's consummation (SS 5:1a)
' Songwriter's own words (SS 5:1b)

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.

She is awakened, alone, and reluctant (SS 5:2-8)
Awakened to give tenfold praise (SS 5:9-16)
Aware of his presence in the garden (SS 6:1-3)
Receives his praise in the garden (SS 6:4-10)
' Recounts her journey to the garden (SS 6:11-13)
' Receives tenfold praise (SS 7:1-5)
' Delightfully makes love, together drift off to sleep (SS 7:6-9)

A.
B.
C.

' Enjoyment of breasts and refrain of unity (SS 7:7-8,10)
' Her invitation to come enjoy spring then return to her house (SS 7:11-8:2)
' Refrains of longing and patience (SS 8:3-4)

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

' Refrains conclude Section B' and begin Section A' (SS 8:3-4)
' Love's devotion (SS 8:5-7)
' Shulamith's character and beauty (SS 8:8-9)
' Her brothers, their vineyards, and her appearance (SS 8:10-12)
' Shulamith, Solomon, and Shulamith's companions (SS 8:13-14)

Section B: Invitation to Enjoy a Spring Day (SS 2:6-17)

Section C: Night of Separation Preceding Wedding (SS 3:1-5)

Section D: Wedding Day and Night (SS 3:6-5:1)

Section C': Night of separation following wedding night (SS 5:2-7:9)

Section B': Invitation to Enjoy a Spring Day (SS 7:10-8:4)

Section A': Their Story Complete (SS 8:3-14)

The design of the Song underscores its central theme: a celebration of the goodness and beauty of
romantic love (Glickman, Solomon’s Song of Love, p. 241). [Holman Bible Editorial Staff (2018). The
HCSB Study Bible. B&H Publishing Group. Retrieved from https://app.wordsearchbible.lifeway.com]
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Questions for the Book of Song of Songs/Solomon
From the Introduction to Song of Songs from the Whole Bible Project:
This is how we will interpret Song of Songs in this study. The beauty of the bride, the grace
and power of the groom, and their love for each other describe human love. We will have
opportunity to speak of that love and make some applications in the “Look” sections, which
will form the bulk of this study. The “Apply” section will contain basic questions about how
Song of Songs pictures the love between Christ and the church.
Key themes in the love between a husband and wife to watch for in Song of Songs include:
spousal love and honor, faithfulness and purity, love’s overwhelming drive, and striving for
patience. The last theme deserves comment. Song of Songs seems to look at love from the
perspective of “already, but not yet.” In marriage there is a love that already exists.
However, there is still a yearning for love in a perfect and untainted world that we do not
yet have. The parallels to our lives in Christ are obvious. We are wedded to him now, but
our full joy in heaven has not yet taken place.
For sake of ease in teaching, we will follow the suggested divisions of the NIV, which
contain headings pointing out who is speaking. These headings were not in the original.

SONG OF SONGS 1:1–2:2
INVITATION TO LOVE
Look
1:1-4a

Without introduction or background, Song of Songs hurls us into the middle of a
captivating romantic relationship. Intimate kisses and exotic perfumes mark this
relationship as anything but platonic. This love has power over the couple like
intoxicating wine. It is easiest to understand the reference to “the king” as an
affectionate name for the lover (the man).

1:4b

The friends praise the love that the beloved has for her lover.

1:5-7

The woman appears self-conscious of her looks. Her dark tan reveals that she is
merely a poor country girl. She anticipates that the city girls with their fair skin
will certainly make fun of her. The role of her brothers is difficult to determine.
In some way they have tried to keep her from her lover and from attention to
her own beauty. Her “vineyard” seems to be a reference to her own body. In
verse 7, she expresses her desire to meet her lover where he grazes his sheep.
She does not want to be left with the flocks of her lover’s friends.

1:8

The friends tell her how to find her lover. Just follow the sheep tracks!

1:9-11

The lover expresses his love for his beloved and promises to give her riches.

1:12-14

Suddenly the imagery changes to a king reclining at his table with the woman
leaning against him. Her perfume is captivating. The sachet resting between her
breasts alludes to the fact that she holds him close to her heart. SelfPage – 7
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consciousness has been replaced by self-confidence. En Gedi is a lush oasis in
the desert surrounding the Dead Sea.
1:15–2:2

The brief exchange of compliments between the man and woman again
illustrates the passion in their relationship. This section’s reference to their
house suggests that they are already married, yet the apparent wedding scene
comes later in 3:6-11.

Apply
1.

Why might God devote an entire book of the Bible to the subject of romantic love?

2. The lover and beloved have friends and enemies. How does this describe Christ and his
church?
3. How does God woo us into a closer, more intimate relationship with him?

SONG OF SONGS 2:3-15
HIS BANNER OVER ME IS LOVE
Look
Verses 3-7

The woman attests to the fact that her lover stands out like an apple tree in a
forest. The references to partaking of his fruit likely express desire for
intimacy. Raisins were thought to increase virility. The scene intensifies with
them lying down in a tender embrace, and suddenly it is interrupted! There is
a time and place for everything and, clearly, this is not the time for
lovemaking.

Verses 8-13 In this section, the summons to love comes in the form of an invitation to
enjoy a springtime retreat, a marriage getaway that many married people
welcome. The woman excitedly compares the man’s virility to that of a
gazelle. He invites her to enjoy the captivating scents and sights of
springtime. He can think of no better way to foster the love they have for each
other.
Verses 14,15 The man eagerly wants to see the woman who is inaccessibly hidden like a
dove on a rocky cliff. The lover asks some others to catch the foxes that are
ruining the vineyard. The foxes could be a reference to other aggressive men
who could sneak in and come between the couple. We see this from verse 15,
which expresses an obvious desire to be rid of their potential interference.
Such interference takes place today when others try to separate a married
couple. The foxes could be other men who want the woman for themselves or
relatives who want to disrupt the marriage.
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Apply
1.

The embrace of the beloved and the lover in verse 6 is cut short. In what sense does the
church feel that the fulfillment of its relationship with the Lord is cut short even now?

2. There are many people and things that try to come between Christ and his church. Can
you name some?

SONG OF SONGS 2:16–3:1-11
MY LOVER IS MINE, AND I AM HIS
Look
2:16,17

The woman expresses the concept of mutual ownership in this section. This can
only exist when a deep commitment is present between a man and a woman.
Their mutual ownership is pictured like a gazelle grazing among beautiful lilies at
dawn (“until the day breaks”). Any who have witnessed deer feeding at dawn would
recognize the interdependent relationship of the deer and vegetation. Such
mutual ownership is not stifling, since love determines the attitudes and actions
toward each other.

3:1-5

This mysterious section raises many questions about the watchmen, the search,
the marital status of the couple, the mother’s house, and the charge not to arouse
or awaken love too early. The section is clear in presenting the truth that love
often involves an earnest and troubling search to find our loved ones. As we will
note again, the refrain “do not arouse or awaken love until it so desires” is an
abrupt interruption to intimacy. The point is that love, powerful and
overwhelming as it might be, still has to wait until the appropriate time to find
consummation.

3:6-11

Some suggest that this episode could describe the wedding scene of Song of
Songs. The role of Solomon is difficult to determine with certainty. It seems that
he is a person distinct from the shepherd, that is, the lover.

Apply
1.

Can a Christian claim to have mutual ownership with God? If so, how? (See
Deuteronomy 6:13,15; Galatians 3:26,27; Isaiah 42:8.)

2. The lover was not with the beloved, and she could not find him. How does this reflect
how Christians think of their Lord? How easy was it for the beloved to find the lover?
3. Solomon is the son of David who enters the scene in 3:6-11. What other Son of David is
always present when the church speaks of its love for the Lord?
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SONG OF SONGS 4:1-15
HOW BEAUTIFUL YOU ARE, MY DARLING! OH, HOW BEAUTIFUL!
Look
Verses 1-7

Finally we come to longer passages from the man. This section is an
extended description of the beloved’s beauty. While some of the comparisons
to her anatomy sound a little strange to our thinking (for example, teeth like
a flock of sheep and breasts like fawns), we have an easy time seeing that the
man has complete appreciation for the woman and her beauty.

Verses 8-15

Some suppose this to be an invitation to a honeymoon escape. Lebanon,
Amana, Senir, and Hermon are locations to the northeast of the border of
Israel. Some presume this region to be the woman’s home. By leaving that
region she is leaving a place of danger (“lions’ dens,” “leopards”). This could
symbolize the Christian leaving the evil world behind in order to be with
Christ. Once again the woman is pictured as a garden, and the partaking of
the spices, wine, milk, and honey is the enjoyment of intimacy.

Apply
1.

Compare verse 7 with Ephesians 5:25-27. What lesson does the Song of Songs and the
Ephesian verses teach us about Christ and the church?

SONG OF SONGS 4:16–5:16
I HAVE COME INTO MY GARDEN
Look
4:16

In the Hebrew text, Song of Songs has 111 lines preceding 4:16 and 111 following 5:1.
We have arrived at the pinnacle of the book. The fragrances of the garden send an
irresistible scent that invites the lover to fully enjoy the woman’s love. Bible
readers can’t help but be reminded of the lush Garden of Eden, man’s original
paradise, where God and humans enjoyed perfect unity and love.

5:1a

As the woman freely invites the man to enjoy her love, the man expresses his
enjoyment and affectionately addresses her with terms of endearment (“my sister,
my bride”). Their love is consummated and fulfilled. They are together in perfect
intimacy. Everything is in its proper place, and passion has been satisfied with
fulfillment.

5:1b

Corresponding with the section above, this describes the man’s enjoyment of the
woman’s love. Like 4:8-15, the language is sensual but restrained. It is clear that
lovemaking is being described, yet it is not vulgar or pornographic. Solomon is not
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interested in tempting people to lust and sinful behavior. Sexual passion is a good
and sacred gift from God to be handled with extreme care.
5:2-9

The high point of Song of Songs was reached in 4:16–5:1. Don’t think of the rest of
the book as taking place after this. Rather, we return to the themes of longing and
struggle that we had earlier. In 5:2-9 the woman is sleeping when the man tries to
enter her house. She is lethargic in letting him in and misses her opportunity. She
then goes on a search for him, which leads to her tragic beating and robbery by
the watchmen.

5:10-16 As the woman describes her vanished lover to her friends, her infatuation
intensifies her longing for him. While this description of the man’s appearance is
rare in ancient poetry, it gives strong evidence that a deeper, spiritual longing
(that is, the love between Christ and the church) is depicted.

Apply
1.

Consider ancient marriage customs in which husband and wife were married but not
allowed to be together as husband and wife until the proper time. When will Christ and
the church be completely able to enjoy each other’s presence?

2. Describe a time in your life when you were slow to do the Lord’s will. What problem did
that cause? How did that affect your love for the Lord?

SONG OF SONGS 6,7
YOU ARE BEAUTIFUL, MY DARLING
Look
6:1-3

As in other parts of Song of Songs, love is compared to a garden of serene
beauty, peace, and safety. It is a clear reference to the security and peace that
exists within the intimacy of lovemaking. Love’s blissful intimacy can only exist
within the godly commitment of marriage that expresses itself possessively: “I
am my lover’s and my lover is mine.”

6:4-10

In this section, several of the comparisons are virtually the same as 4:1-7. Here
the beloved is compared to two cities, Tirzah and Jerusalem. These cities were
probably used because in Hebrew their names sound like the words for
“pleasing” and “perfect.” The lover also stresses the uniqueness of the beloved in
his eyes. There is no one to compare to her even among queens and royal
harems. He appreciates her like no one else can. The friends affirm his claim.

6:11–7:9a This section contains the most difficult verse in the book to translate. The AAT
(An American Translation, Beck) suggests reading 6:12 like this: “I was not aware
my longing had made me like the chariots of my noble people.” The woman is

Page – 11

A Visitor’s Guide to the Old Testament

called the Shulammite as a probable reference to her being the “peaceful” or
“perfect” one. The dance of Mahanaim is literally the dance of “two camps,” or
“two lines,” suggesting a dance where men and women formed two lines facing
one another. This section contains vivid praise of the beloved’s body, however,
the language is never vulgar. The lover’s comparisons to the woman’s features
stress that her appearance is noble and strong (towers) rather than weak and
common.
7:9b-13

These verses contain difficult problems for the interpreter. It seems easiest to
make the second half of verse 9 an interjection by the woman. The woman then
invites the man to retreat into the countryside as in other places in Song of
Songs (1:7,8; 2:13; 4:8; and 6:11). The mandrake is an aphrodisiac.

Apply
1.

The separation caused by the beloved’s lethargy is over. What state of affairs quickly
returns? Why does this happen? How is the same thing true in God’s church?

SONG OF SONGS 8
FOR LOVE IS AS STRONG AS DEATH
Look
Verses 1-5a

The woman fantasizes about being her lover’s brother so she can more fully
express her love for him. This seems strange, but we do not live in such a
prohibitive culture. In our society, couples can display affection in public. As
her fantasy leads to deeper thoughts of intimacy, she has to break it off (see
also 2:6,7).

Verses 5b-7

Verse 5b has several oddities. It is strange that the woman rouses love the
night after she has advised not to rouse love (8:4). It is also odd that the
woman is arousing love and that she wants to do so under an apple tree
where her lover was born. There are no easy answers. Verses 6 and 7,
however, give us what comes closest to being the overriding theme of the
book: Love’s passion is so strong that it can be compared to death’s relentless
power, which overtakes all of us.

Verses 8,9

Contrary to the NIV, these words seem to be spoken by the woman’s
brothers. It is hard to say whether they are claiming that she is not yet
sexually mature (“breasts are not yet grown”) or extolling her chastity and
virtue (“a wall . . . a door”). There are many different interpretations of these
verses.

Verses 10-12 These verses are a response to the brothers’ ridicule about the woman’s
breasts in verses 8 and 9. She boldly claims that she is beautiful in her lover’s
eyes. Her vineyard is her own body, over which she has complete control.
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Verse 13

Some translations credit these words to the friends rather than the lover. In
either interpretation, the mention of the friends echoes thoughts of 1:4b.
People outside the relationship acknowledge the legitimacy of the couple’s
love. There is no need for the couple to deal in secrecy and hide their
feelings for each other.

Verse 14

The corresponding section at the end of Song of Songs makes it an openended, continuous story that closes with the same invitation with which it
started. Gazelles were a symbol of fertility and virility in the ancient world.

Apply
1.

The beloved says that love is as strong as death. How is this a statement of comfort to
us?

2. The world does not think the church is beautiful, and it scorns the church. How should
the church answer the world? Note the confidence the beloved expresses in verse 10.

Questions taken from “The Whole Bible Project” © 2006 Northwestern Publishing House. All rights
reserved. Used by permission.
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