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Plans
Part I: Jauchzet, frohlocket! BWV 248 
[First Day of Christmas] 

Part II: Und es waren Hirten in derselben 
Gegend, BWV 248 [Second Day of 
Christmas] 

Part III: Herrscher des Himmels, erhöre 
das Lallen, BWV 248 III [Third Day of 
Christmas] 

Part IV: Fallt mit Danken, fallt mit Loben, 
BWV 248 [New Year’s Day / Feast of the 
Circumcision] 

Part V: Ehre sei dir, Gott, gesungen, BWV 
248 [First Sunday in the New Year] 

Part VI: Herr, wenn die stolzen Feinde 
schnauben, BWV 248 [Feast of the 
Epiphany]



Christmas Oratorio
Layout of the six connected cantatas.  

1. The Birth 

2. The Annunciation to the Shepherds 

3. The Adoration of the Shepherds 

4. The Circumcision and Naming of Jesus 

5. The Journey of the Magi 

6. The Adoration of the Magi



Christmas Oratorio

The first coming: Christ’s birth (past) 

The second coming: in the believer’s heart (present) 

The third coming: at the end of time (future)



Heinrich Müller: Epiphany
…commended them in a dream that they should not direct 
themselves back to Herod. Often we are the safest when the danger is 
the greatest. The enemies prepare hidden traps to catch out feet. We do 
not see them and would step into them if God did not miraculously hold 
us back. … God lets you sleep and keeps you safe. He fights for you and 
you keep quiet (about it). He helps you but you do not even know it. 
Thus, do not let your hear feel fear, even if you are threatened by an 
army (of enemies). 



Unio mystica
Sein Arm wird mich aus Lieb 
His arm out of love 
Mit sanftmutsvollem Trieb 
With desire full of gentleness 
Und größter Zärtlichkeit umfassen; 
And with great tenderness will embrace 
me; 
Er soll mein Bräutigam verbleiben, 
He will remain my bridegroom, 

Ich will ihm Brust und Herz 
verschreiben. 
I will dedicate my heart and prayers to 
him 
Ich weiß gewiss, er liebet mich, 
I know for certain that he loves me 
Mein Herz liebt ihn auch inniglich 
My heart also loves him ardently 
 



Unity and key signatures
Parts I and III are written in the keys of 
D major, part II in its subdominant key 
G major.  

Parts I and III are similarly scored for 
exuberant trumpets, while the Pastoral 
Part II (referring to the Shepherds) is, 
by contrast, scored for woodwind 
instruments and does not include an 
opening chorus.  

Part IV is written in F major (the relative 
key to D minor) and marks the furthest 
musical point away from the oratorio's 
opening key, scored for horns.  

Bach then embarks upon a journey 
back to the opening key, via the 
dominant A major of Part V to the 
jubilant re-assertion of D major in Part 
VI, lending an overall arc to the piece. 



Illustrations of technique

Fuge (54) 

Dance (57) 

Concerto (62) 

Chorale (64)



Fugue
In music, a fugue is a contrapuntal 
compositional technique in two or more 
voices, built on a subject (a musical theme) 
that is introduced at the beginning in 
imitation (repetition at different pitches) and 
which recurs frequently in the course of the 
composition. 

A fugue begins with the exposition of its 
subject in one of the voices alone in the tonic 
key. After the statement of the subject, a 
second voice enters and states the subject 

with the subject transposed to another key 
(usually the dominant or subdominant), 
which is known as the answer. 

To make the music run smoothly, it may also 
have to be altered slightly. When the answer 
is an exact copy of the subject to the new 
key, with identical intervals to the first 
statement, it is classified as a real answer; if 
the intervals are altered to maintain the key 
it is a tonal answer.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Music
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Counterpoint
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musical_composition
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voice_(music)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subject_(music)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imitation_(music)


Bach: Mass in B minor - Gloria in excelsis Deo - Et in terra pax - Herreweghe

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p16wOPrX7Rk


Cantata 248.vi
With this, the last of the cantatas of 
the Christmas Oratorio, we reach the 
adoration of the Magi at Epiphany, 
the revelation of God incarnate as 
Christ, as well as the condemnation 
and repudiation of the evils of Herod. 
The premonition of Herod’s cruelty 
and malice is told in three recitatives 
that quote Matthew 2:7-12. 

The cantata, which spends far more 
time on repudiation than adoration, 
throughout assails the enemies of 
Father and Son, for God on earth is 
said to form an invulnerable 
sanctuary, to have weakened and 
rendered into dust Satan and his all, 
and, in so, enabled the assertion that 
the place of humankind is next to 
God.



Chorale
The melody bears the name of 
Luther’s first congregational Hymn, 
“Nun freut euch, lieben Christen 
g’mein,” and is said to have been 
written down by Luther after 
hearing a travelling artisan sing it.  

The tune was first published in the 
Wittenberg printer Joseph Klug’s 
Geistliche Lieder (Wittenberg, 

1535), and is generally known as 
“Luther’s Hymn.”  

An earlier melody to which the 
Hymn was sung appeared in the so-
called Achtliederbuch, the small 
collection of eight hymns (along 
with four melodies) entitled Etlich 
Christlich lider Lobgesang, und 
Psalm (Wittenberg, 1524). 





Chorale
The words of the Choral are the fourth 
stanza of Georg Werner’s Hymn, “Ihr 
Christen auserkoren.” Werner was born 
in 1589 at Preussisch-Holland, near 
Elbing.  

In 1614 he became master in a school at 
Konigsberg, and in 1621 was appointed 
deacon of the Lobenicht Church there. 
He died at Konigsberg in 1643.  

He edited the New Preussisches 
vollstandiges Gesangbuch (Konigsberg, 
1650 [1643]), and contributed Hymns 
to Bernhard Derschau’s Ausserlesene 
Geistliche Lieder, Konigsberg, 1639.  

The Hymn “Ihr Christen auserkoren” 
was published in Johann Cruger’s Praxis 
Pietatis Melica (Berlin, 1647):





Readings





Chorus
While Stolz primarily means “proud” in 
a more dignified sense, it is also an 
archaic synonym for übermutig, in the 
sense of “insolent” or “cocky.”  

In this way the word Stolz has the same 
double sense as the word zed in 
Hebrew, which means both 
“presumptuous” and “insolent” (thus, 
e.g., Psalm 86:14 reads in the KJV, “O 

God, the proud are risen up against 
me,” but in the NRSV, “O God, the 
insolent rise up against me.” 

And the arrogant enemies that Bach has 
in mind aren’t mere flesh and blood; 
the final chorale of Part 6 (and hence 
the final movement of the entire 
Oratorio) identifies four eschatological 
enemies: death, the Devil, sin, and Hell.



54. 
Herr, wenn die stolzen Feinde schnauben, 
Lord, when our arrogant enemies snort with rage 
So gib, dass wir im festen Glauben 
Then grant that we in firm faith 
Nach deiner Macht und Hülfe sehn! 
May look to your power and help! 
Wir wollen dir allein vertrauen, 
We want to trust you alone, 
So können wir den scharfen Klauen 
Then we can escape the sharp claws 
Des Feindes unversehrt entgehn.  
Of the enemy unhurt.

Chorus [S, A, T, B] 
Tromba I-III, Tamburi, Oboe I/II, Violino I/II, Viola, 
Continuo 

The opening chorus has a complexion that is both 
passionate and vertiginous, going in one direction then 
veering off unexpectedly in another, as befits this 
Cantatas, which is concerned with the treachery of 
Herod. 

We hear totally unexpected harmonic shifts that seem 
to underline the thought of “escaping the sharp claws 
of the enemy.” To depict a mood of aggressive conflict, 
Bach chose to write an impressive fugue, whose 
subject is characterised by upward jabbing leaps. 

Closely linked to the later Tenor aria.  
62.Nun mögt ihr stolzen Feinde schrecken; 
Now, you arrogant enemies, may try to scare me 



55. 
Tenor: 
Da berief Herodes die Weisen heimlich  
Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly 
und erlernet mit Fleiß von ihnen, wenn der Stern erschienen wäre?  
And carefully learned from them when the star had appeared 
und weiset sie gen Bethlehem und sprach:  
And he directed them to Bethlehem and said 

Bass: 
Ziehet hin und forschet fleißig nach dem Kindlein,  
Go there and enquire carefully about the little child, 
und wenn ihr's findet, sagt mir's wieder,  
And when you have found him come back and tell me 
dass ich auch komme und es anbete.  
So that I also may go and worship him. 

Recitative [Tenor, Bass] - Evangelist (T), 
Herod (B) 
Continuo 

The first recitative sees Herod calling the Wise 
Men before him to order them to seek out the 
Messiah so that he may worship Him. 

King Herod, who appears in person, unctuously 
instructs the wise men to find the infant and to 
bring him word so that he may worship him 
also.  

The immediately subsequent recitative reflects 
accusingly on Herod's false motives.  



56. 
Du Falscher, suche nur den Herrn zu fällen, 
You cheat, you only seek the Lord to bring him down 
Nimm alle falsche List, 
You use all your false cunning 
Dem Heiland nachzustellen; 
To hunt after the saviour; 
Der, dessen Kraft kein Mensch ermißt, 
But he whose power no man can measure 
Bleibt doch in sichrer Hand. 
Still remains in safe hands. 
Dein Herz, dein falsches Herz ist schon, 
Your heart, your false heart is already, 
Nebst aller seiner List, des Höchsten Sohn, 
With all your treachery, by the son of the Highest, 
Den du zu stürzen suchst, sehr wohl bekannt.  
Whom you seek to cast down, very well-known.

Recitative [Soprano] 
Violino I/II, Viola, Continuo 

A meditation on Herod’s false motives. 

The soprano sings an accompanied recitative 
and aria, rather abstract in its condemnation of 
Herod and its pronouncement of God's power. 



57. 
Nur ein Wink von seinen Händen 
Just a wave of your hand 
Stürzt ohnmächtger Menschen Macht. 
Casts down the powerless strength of men. 
Hier wird alle Kraft verlacht! 
Here all might is derided 
Spricht der Höchste nur ein Wort, 
If the highest speaks one word 
Seiner Feinde Stolz zu enden, 
To put an end to the pride of his enemies, 
O, so müssen sich sofort 
Oh, then at once must  
Sterblicher Gedanken wenden. 
Thoughts of mortals be changed.

Aria [Soprano] 
Oboe d'amore I, Violino I/II, Viola, Continuo 

The aria is a wonderful piece, full of the trickiest 
phrasing and unexpected ideas, very much in 
the manner of the opening chorus.  

The music, basically a minuet in 3/4 time, is full 
of shifting accents and syncopation, confusing 
the listener as to where exactly is the downbeat. 

Bach illustrates the ease with which God can 
deflate his enemies and overturn the vanities 
and pretensions of mankind. 



58. 
Als sie nun den König gehöret hatten, zogen sie hin.  
And when they had heard the King, they went away. 
Und siehe, der Stern, den sie im Morgenlande gesehen 
hatten,  
And see, the star, which they had seen in the East 
ging für ihnen hin, bis dass er kam und stund oben über,  
Went before them, until it came and stood over the place 
da das Kindlein war.  
Where the little child was. 
Da sie den Stern sahen, wurden sie hoch erfreuet  
When they saw the star, they rejoiced greatly 
und gingen in das Haus und funden das Kindlein mit 
Maria, seiner Mutter, 
And went into the house and found the child with Mary, 
his mother, 
und fielen nieder und beteten es an und täten ihre 
Schätze  
And they fell down and worshipped him and opened their 
treasures 
auf und schenkten ihm Gold, Weihrauch und Myrrhen.  
And gave him gold, frankincense and myrrh. 

Recitative [Tenor] 
Continuo 

The moment the star is spotted is inspired… 



59. 

Ich steh an deiner Krippen hier, 
I stand here and your crib 
O Jesulein, mein Leben; 
O Little Jesus, my life; 
Ich komme, bring und schenke dir, 
I come, bring and give you 
Was du mir hast gegeben. 
What you have given to me. 
Nimm hin! es ist mein Geist und Sinn, 
Take it! It is my spirit and mind, 
Herz, Seel und Mut, nimm alles hin, 
Heart, soul and courage, take it all 
Und lass dirs wohlgefallen!  
And may it be pleasing to you!

Chorale [S, A, T, B] 
Oboe I/II e Violino I col Soprano, Violino II 
coll'Alto, Viola col Tenore, Continuo 

The Magi worship him and the chorale which 
follows offers a crib-side prayer to the new 
born.  

Hushed, meditative singing.  



60. 

Und Gott befahl ihnen im Traum,  
dass sie sich nicht sollten  
wieder zu Herodes lenken,  
And God ordered them in a dream  
that they should  
not return to Herod, 
und zogen durch einen andern Weg  
wieder in ihr Land.  
And so they departed by another way  
back to their own country.

Recitative [Tenor] 
Continuo 

The Magi now “leave” the cantata but the 
reflections go on.  



61. 
So geht! Genug, mein Schatz geht nicht von hier, 
Go then! It is enough that my treasure does not depart from here, 
Er bleibet da bei mir, 
He stays here by me, 
Ich will ihn auch nicht von mir lassen. 
I will not let him leave me 
Sein Arm wird mich aus Lieb 
His arm out of love 
Mit sanftmutsvollem Trieb 
With desire full of gentleness 
Und größter Zärtlichkeit umfassen; 
And with great tenderness will embrace me; 
Er soll mein Bräutigam verbleiben, 
He will remain my bridegroom, 
Ich will ihm Brust und Herz verschreiben. 
I will dedicate my heart and prayers to him 
Ich weiß gewiss, er liebet mich, 
I know for certain that he loves me 
Mein Herz liebt ihn auch inniglich 
My heart also loves him ardently 
Und wird ihn ewig ehren. 
And will always honour him. 

Recitative [Tenor] 
Continuo 

Bach abandons the three kings, and in the 
tenor recitative and aria again concentrates on 
the treachery of Herod.  

This long and fine recitative reflects on the 
relationship between the soul and Jesus and 
leads into the final tenor aria in which the 
strength of faith is celebrated. Notice that the 
bridegroom motif returns.  

The quaking, oscillating figure in the upper 
parts describes their trembling in fear before 
God’s power.  



61. 

Was könnte mich nun für ein Feind 
What sort of enemy could now 
Bei solchem Glück versehren! 
Do me harm when I am so fortunate! 
Du, Jesu, bist und bleibst mein Freund; 
You, Jesus, are and remain my friend 
Und werd ich ängstlich zu dir flehn: 
And if I beg you anxiously 
Herr, hilf!, so lass mich Hülfe sehn!  
“Lord, help!”, then let me see your help

Recitative [Tenor] 
Continuo 

Bach abandons the three kings, and in the 
tenor recitative and aria again concentrates on 
the treachery of Herod.  

This long and fine recitative reflects on the 
relationship between the soul and Jesus and 
leads into the final tenor aria in which the 
strength of faith is celebrated. Notice that the 
bridegroom motif returns.  

The quaking, oscillating figure in the upper 
parts describes their trembling in fear before 
God’s power.  



62. 
Nun mögt ihr stolzen Feinde schrecken; 
Now, you arrogant enemies, may try to scare me 
Was könnt ihr mir für Furcht erwecken? 
What sort of fear can you arouse in me 
Mein Schatz, mein Hort ist hier bei mir. 
My treasure, my refuge, is here with me 
Ihr mögt euch noch so grimmig stellen, 
Though you may appear ever so fierce 
Droht nur, mich ganz und gar zu fällen, 
And threatened to cast me down once and for all 
Doch seht! mein Heiland wohnet hier.  
Yet see! My saviour lives here. 

The snorting, arrogant enemies introduced in 
that chorus are now addressed directly.

Aria [Tenor] 
Oboe d'amore I/II, Continuo 

A tenor aria dances with a gallant-style rhythm, 
so lighthearted it seems frivolous, except that 
its meaning is profound: “Mein Heiland wohnet 
hier!” (My Saviour lives here!). 
  
The instrumental scoring, with two oboes 
d’amore and basso continuo, shows off Bach’s 
“ability to develop a few melodic-rhythmic cells 
through constant variation.” These variations 
provide a few drive past moments when the 
singer seems to be lost in thoughts of Jesus. 
Ultimately, he regains his vigorous resolve, 
deflecting the rage of his foes. 



63. 

Was will der Höllen Schrecken nun, 
What will the terror of hell do now, 
Was will uns Welt und Sünde tun, 
What will the world and send do for us 
Da wir in Jesu Händen ruhn?  
Since we rest in the hands of Jesus

Recitative [S, A, T, B] 
Continuo 

The little four-voice recitative is thirty seconds 
of magic and leads into the astonishing final 
chorus, a triumphant trumpet-and-drum affair 
in which is imbedded the Passion Chorale. 

Each of the four soloists in turn sings a fanfare 
motif, each in a different key. 



64. 

Nun seid ihr wohl gerochen 
Now you are well avenged 
An eurer Feinde Schar, 
On the host of your enemies; 
Denn Christus hat zerbrochen, 
Christ has broken in pieces 
Was euch zuwider war. 
What was against you. 
Tod, Teufel, Sünd und Hölle 
Death, Devil, Sin and hell 
Sind ganz und gar geschwächt; 
are weakened once and for all; 
Bei Gott hat seine Stelle 
With God is the place 
Das menschliche Geschlecht.  
For the human race.

Chorale [S, A, T, B] 
Tromba I-III, Tamburi, Oboe I/II, Violino I/II, 
Viola, Continuo 

The Christmas Oratorio begins and ends, 
significantly, with the Passion Chorale, much in 
the manner of many nativity paintings of the 
period which show in the background a little 
sapling growing which is meant to be the tree 
of which the cross will be made. 

What a way to end the cycle! This is one of 
Bach's most splendid creations and easily his 
best and most exciting chorale setting. The 
Passion Chorale is turned into a song of 
triumph.  



Soli Deo Gloria
Bach signed all his work 
“SDG,” shorthand for Soli Dei 
Gloria, which means “to God 
alone the Glory.” Bach knew 
the One true source of human 
creativity and that He must 
work through the composer if 
the art is to be what it should.  

This Christmas, let one of 
history’s greatest artists, 
remind you that all of our work 
should be done to the glory of 
God. Like Bach, our creativity is 
intended to serve the Creator, 
who is the source of our lives 
and our abilities. 



Epiphany cantatas

BWV 65  Sie werden aus Saba alle kommen  

     (They will all come from Sheba) 

BWV 123 Liebster Emmanuel, Herzog der Frommen  

     (Dearest Immanuel, leader of the righteous,)



JS Bach at Christmas (BBC Radio 3)

Monday 19 Dec 12.00:   Leipzig, 1723  

Tuesday 20 Dec 12.00:   Weimar, 1717 

Wednesday 21 Dec 12.00: Cöthen, 1734 

Thursday 22 Dec 12.00:   Leipzig, 1734 

Friday 23 Dec 12.00:    Leipzig, 1734


