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NBA I/3; BC A132. Day of Christmas (BWV 40, 121, 57, 248-II)*Tit. 3:4–7 (The mercy of God appeared in Christ)*Lk. 2:15–20 (The shepherds go to the manger)This day also celebrated as the festival of St. Stephen the Martyr:Acts 6:8–7:2 & 7:51–59 (The stoning of Stephen)Mt. 23:34–39 (Jesus’ lament: Jerusalem kills the prophets sent to her)Librettist: UnknownFP: 26 December 1724 (St. Thomas in the morning & St. Thomas at afternoon Vespers. 
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(Chorale Verse 1)●Christ’s birth: Praise Son of Mary to theends of the earth! (121/1).
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Typewritten Text
	             Form: Chorus/fantasia - Aria (T) - Recit (A) - Aria (B) - Recit (S) - Chorale. The	             underlying chorale is Luther's 1524 German translation of a Latin hymn by the 5th-century writer Coelius Sedulius. The libretto is typical of Bach's Leipzig chorale cantatas in that it retains the first and last stanza verbatim and paraphrases the inner stanzas with 2 aria-recitative pairs. Unlike Cantatas 40 and 57, the libretto addresses the readings of the 2nd day of Christmas rather than those of St.  Stephen's Day (also celebrated on 26 December). While the outer movements are exhortations to			        praise God in archaic musical style, the inner pairs of  movements expound the unfathomable wonder of the Incarnation and the response at Jesus' manger, respectively.				      The arias are in a distinctly light, modern style, perhaps to				       indicate the childlike faith required as response to the 				       wonder of the Incarnation, as referenced in no. 2. See note					         for more.
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For a list of Bach cantatas based on a Latin hymn, or on a psalm or canticle, see side note.
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Sticky Note
Chorales based on Latin Hymns(See Martin Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:160.)Christ lag in Todesbanden, BWV 4Easter Sunday, 24 April 1707Victimae paschali laudesHerr Gott, dich loben alle wir, BWV 130Michaelis, 29 September 1724Dicimus grates tibiHerr Christ der einig Gotts Sohn, BWV 9618. S. after Trinity, 8 October 1724 Corde natus ex parentisNun komm, der Heiden Heiland, BWV 621. S. of Advent, 3 December 1724Veni redemtor gentiumChristum wir sollen loben schon, BWV 121 2. Day of Christmas, 26 December 1724A solis ortus cardineChorales based on a Psalm or CanticleAch Gott vom Himmel sieh darein, BWV 22. S. after Trinity, 18 June1724Psalm 12Meine Seel erhebt den Herren, BWV 10 Visitation of Mary, 2 July 1724Luke 1:46–50Wo Gott, der Herr nicht bei uns halt, BWV 178 8. S. after Trinity, 30 July 1724Psalm 124Aus tiefer Not schrei ich zu dir, BWV 38 21. S. after Trinity, 29 October 1724 Psalm 130Mit Fried und Freud ich fahr dahin, BWV 125 Mary’s Purification, 2 February 1725Luke 2:29–32Der Herr ist mein getreuer Hirt, BWV 112 Misericordias Domini, 8 April 1731Psalm 23Wär Gott nicht mit uns diese Zeit, BWV144. S. after Epiphany, 30 January 1735Psalm 124Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott, BWV 80Reformation, 31 October 1729/1730Psalm 40Regarding the hymn underlying Cantata 121, Martin Petzoldt writes, “Interessant ist der Gebrauch der verschiedenen Melodiefassungen des Liedes, die sich teilweise in vereinfachter Form, teilweise in Anlehnung an die Melodie des lateinischen Hymnus darstellen. Bach wird die kompliziertere Fassung des lateinischen Hymnus benutzen, von der schon das Babstsche Gesangbuch, Leipzig 1545, sagt: ‘Der Deutsch text singt sich auch wol unter die latinischen noten.’”(Interesting is the use of the different melodic versions of the hymn, some of which are in simplified form, others following the melody of the Latin hymn. Bach will use the more complicated version of the Latin hymn, of which the [Valentin] Babst hymnal, Leipzig 1545, already says: “The German text also works well with the Latin notes.”) As Martin Petzoldt explains, the Latin hymn underlying Cantata 121, “A solis ortus cardine,” is an “alphabetical hymn” of 23 stanzas about the life of Christ. Luther used the first part of the Latin hymn for “Christum wir sollen loben schon” and four stanzas from the second part (letters H, I, L, N) for his Epiphany chorale, “Was fürcht’st du, Feind Herodes, sehr.” See Martin Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:160.Text of the first 7 stanzas (those dealing with the Incarnation):A solis ortus cardinead usque terrae limitemchristum canamus principem,natum maria virgine.(From lands that see the sun arise,To earth’s remotest boundaries,The virgin born today we sing,The Son of Mary, Christ the King.) Beatus auctor saeculiservile corpus induit,ut carne carnem liberansnon perderet quod condidit.(Blest Author of this earthly frame,To take a servant’s form He came,That liberating flesh by flesh,Whom He had made might live afresh.)Clausae parentis visceracaelestis intrat gratia;venter puellae baiulatsecreta quae non noverat.(In that chaste parent’s holy womb,Celestial grace hath found its home:And she, as earthly bride unknown,Yet call that Offspring blest her own.)Domus pudici pectoristemplum repente fit dei;intacta nesciens virumverbo concepit filium.(The mansion of the modest breastBecomes a shrine where God shall rest:The pure and undefiled oneConceived in her womb the Son.) Enixa est puerperaquem gabriel praedixerat,quem matris alvo gestiensclausus ioannes senserat.(That Son, that royal Son she bore,Whom Gabriel’s voice had told afore:Whom, in his Mother yet concealed,The Infant Baptist had revealed.)Foeno iacere pertulit,praesepe non abhorruit,parvoque lacte pastus estper quem nec ales esurit.(The manger and the straw He bore,The cradle did He not abhor:A little milk His infant fareWho feedeth even each fowl of air.)  Gaudet chorus caelestiumet angeli canunt deum,palamque fit pastoribuspastor, creator omnium.(The heavenly chorus filled the sky,The angels sang to God on high,What time to shepherds watching loneThey made creation’s Shepherd known.)See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_solis_ortus_cardine. Accessed 7 September 2023. For a comprehensive discussion of how the mode of the chorale melody affected Bach's design in Cantata 121, see Eric Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), chapter 6 (pp. 139–160).
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Coelius Sedulius's alphabetical hymn "A solis ortus cardine"
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Instrumentation:Oboe d'amoreCornettTbn I, II, IIIVln I, IIVlaSATBContinuo
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Sticky Note
Alfred Dürr writes, "Bach’s librettist divides up the ideas of the text more clearly than Luther’s hymn translation, making a rhyming sermon out of an original oriented towards glorifying adoration. The first half (nos. 1–3) celebrates the unimaginable wonder of the Birth of God’s Son; the second (nos. 4–6) gives the response of man, who approaches the crib in adoration…Even in Bach’s day there must have been something archaic about the melody of the chosen chorale. Though a simplified version of the ancient hymn melody, it reproduces its obscure tonality: the beginning leads us to expect a Dorian melody, but it closes in the Phrygian mode. Bach’s setting of the opening movement underlines this antiquated impression by taking the form of a chorale motet. " See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 112.Frieder Rempp writes, "In movements 1–3, the unfathomable miracle of Christ’s birth and the immeasurable grace connected therewith is praised; in movements 4–6, the devout human replies with songs of thanks and praise as he turns towards the manger—or towards Divine grace." See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 11, p. 356 (Frieder Rempp, translated by David Kosviner). 

Microsoft Account
Text Box
In keeping with the 5th-century origin of the underlying hymn, the opening movement is in archaic motet style, each line of the chorale prepared by the lower three voices in imitation (with doubling instruments), before being presented in longer note values by the soprano. At that point the lower voices accompany with imitative but unthematic material and the continuo (which has been independent before) joins the vocal bass, so that the texture never exceeds 4 parts. Alla breve meter and the use of cornett and trombones as doubling instruments underscore the movement's archaic character. 
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Chorale Line 1(T-A-B-S).
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Diagram of movement 1 by Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 112. Martin Petzoldt suggests that Bach's structural emphasis on 4 (4 chorale phrases, a texture that never exceeds 4 lines) symbolizes the created world and alludes to the the first lines of the Latin hymn, which—an exhortation to sing praises to the ends of the earth (see above for text and translation). See Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:162.
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The runs of 8th notes are related to the continuo bass at the beginning.
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The running 8th notes in the continuo (later associated with "loben" (praising) are derived from the chorale line's opening; in a sense, they "reinterpret" the line. Later, they furnish the material for the "unthematic" sections of the accompanying voices, even for later chorale phrases, and thus provide unity, while reminding one of the opening chorale line.
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The first movement contrasts greatly with the modern-sounding fantasias written for the days before and after (BWV 91 on Dec. 25, 1724 and BWV 133 on Dec. 27).
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Two sharps suggests F# Phrygian. Eric Chafe notes that medieval hymn begins in Dorian and ends in Phrygian and that Bach's harmonization mirrors this harmonic progression. As for cantata's overall tonal design, Chafe views it as a "descent-ascent tonal dynamic that mirrors the meaning of [the] work on several levels." See Tonal Allegory in the Vocal Music of J. S. Bach (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), pp. 140–141, 148–149.
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The language of the first line is derived from Psalm 147:1: Praise the Lord! For it is good to sing praises to our God; for he is gracious, and a song of praise is seemly (Luther 1545: solch Lob ist lieblich und schön). 
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Chorale Line 2(A-T-B-S).
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Last note of the chorale phrase is held as a pedal.
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Chorale Line 3(T-B-A-S).
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Last note of the chorale phrase is held as a pedal.
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Text painting: Long melismas to depict praise reaching "like the rays of the sun, to the ends of the earth," as referenced in the text.
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Last note of the chorale phrase is held as a pedal.
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Last note of the chorale phrase is held as a very long pedal, presumably symbolizing praise reaching the ends of the earth, as referenced in the text.
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(Based on Chorale Verse 2) ●Incarnation: Creator exalts us by becoming flesh (121/2).
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Oboe d'amore is indialogue with thetenor, supported bycontinuo. The rest here is editorial realization.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The second movement begins the ‘modern’ part of the cantata. Noteworthy here is the irregular periodic structure of the opening ritornello (3 + 3 + 2 + 2 + 2 bars) and its cadence in the relative major, D. In order to reach a conclusion in the home key of B minor, it has to be substantially modified when repeated at the end of the main section. This tendency towards the remodeling of thematic material is also noticeable elsewhere in the aria. It leads to a happy avoidance of the stereotype of pure da capo form and lends the movement an unconventional character." See Alfred Dürr, "The Cantatas of J. S. Bach," translated by Richard Jones				   (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 113.
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Ritornello foreshadowssinger's material, text lines mm. 1–3.
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Phrase structure is unusual: 3+3+2+2+2.
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Text Box
The syncopations at the beginning of lines (even emphasizing the normally weak syllable in "begreife") is similar to unusual accents in movement 4, where they are used to describe John the Baptist jumping in his mother's womb at the recognition of Jesus in Mary's womb. For Albert Schweitzer's objections, see side note.
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Editorial additions are greyed out to make the oboe d'amore line more visible.
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O       thou                 by      God                            exalted                                         creature,
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comprehend                                       not,        no,      no,         marvel
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only 

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
God  would   by         flesh                             flesh's      salvation      purchase,
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Text Box
It is noteworthy that the singer's tessitura is high (sometimes the notes are higher than those of the oboe d'amore), a fact that appears to be related to the text's emphasis on God's lofty position and his exaltation of human beings.
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Albert Schweitzer writes, “The barbarous declamation in the tenor aria is in itself sufficient to show that the music has been taken from another source; it is incomprehensible how Bach could listen to it.” See J. S. Bach, trans. Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries, 1962), vol. 2, p. 358.
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Text painting: Melisma with cross figuresfor the word "erwerben" (purchase [ofhumankind's salvation]).
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A descending octave scale at the end of the ritornello, appears to represent the central concept of the Incarnation, as referenced in the text.

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
The exaltationof humanbeings referenced inthe textalludes to Psalm 8(see note).The moodis playful,suggestingsimplewonderat the babe in the manger, as referencedin the text.
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Psalm 8:3–5. [O Lord,] when I look at thy heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars which thou hast established; what is man that thou art mindful of him, and the son of man that thou dost care for him? Yet thou hast made him little less than God, and dost crown him with glory and honor. (Also Psalm 144:3, Hebrews 2:5–8.)
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Word painting: Melisma treated sequentially for "begreife" (grasp/comprehend).
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Lines 4–6.
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The syncopated leap up reverses the direction of the opening interval of the first 3 lines. The opposing directions correspond to the contrast between a lofty God and his lowly (yet exalted) creatures, as referenced in the text. 
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Text painting: Melisma with cross figures for the word "erwerben" (purchase [of humankind's salvation]).
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Phrase structure: 3+3.
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Creator                                of all                   things,                                                         and      how             art      thou    despised 
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Word painting: Melisma for""retten" (save/rescue).
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Word painting: Melisma for""retten" (save/rescue).
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Word painting: Melismas with dramatic leaps for "retten" (save/rescue).
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(Based on Chorale Verses 3 & 4.)●Incarnation: Incomprehensible mystery of grace (121/3).
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Ob. d'amore tacet.
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The text alludes to passages such as 1 Kings 8:27 (King Solomon at the dedication of the temple): Will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain thee; how much less this house which I have built! (Also 2 Chronicles 2:6, 6:18, Isaiah 66:1, Acts 7:48–49, 17:24.)
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Martin Petzoldt notes that Bach often uses the alto voice to represent faith, the church, or the Holy Spirit. See, for examples, Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar, vol. 1, p. 541, 694; vol. 2, p. 824; vol. 3, pp. 101, 143. 
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Text painting: The bold harmonic turn to C major expresses theamazing manner in which God turned to humans in the Incarnation.
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praise,       so as      to           humankind   himself         in         marvelous            manner         to        turn.
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In the original Latin hymn, this passage forms the central stanza of the 7-stanza section dealing with Christ's birth, acting as a bridge between the theological doctrine of the Incarnation (Latin hymn, stanzas 2–3) to the historical events (Latin hymn, stanzas 5–6). See note at no. 1. 
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Domus pudici pectoris		The domicile of the chaste breasttemplum repente fit dei;		becomes a shrine where God shall rest:intacta nesciens virum		untouched by manverbo concepit filium.		conceived by word the Son.
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C seems to represent Christ for Bach. Eric Chafe writes that C minor “is the burial key of Christ in the Passions and the preferred key of the ‘sleep of death’ of Lutheran eschatology” (see Tonal Allegory, 139). Compare the key of the central recitatives in Bach’s matching debut cantatas when he started in Leipzig in 1723, BWV 75 & 76 (see Melvin Unger, “Bach’s First Two Leipzig Cantatas: the Question of Meaning Revisited” in Bach – Journal of the Riemenschneider Bach Institute (Spring-Summer/Fall-Winter 1997): 87–125. In BWV 12, the C scales ascend in the violin, descend in the bass, to provide a chi (cross) figure and “illustrate the antithesis behind the text” (Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas, p. 57). In BWV 47/2, high Cs in the obbligato and a cadence in C major at m. 54 are associated with Jesus’ example and kingdom. Compare also the significance of C and line inversion in the riddle canon BWV 1077 (“Symbolum: Christus coronabit crucigeros”) and the (apparently) related title of the Chaconne in manuscript, with its circled “i” and 3 grouped Cs: “Iesu Christus coronabit crucigeros”: Christ crowns the cross-bearers. Compare also the prevalence of C major in the Easter cantata, BWV 31.	Concerning the Ionian mode (C major), Johann Mattheson wrote, “It is the most natural, innocent, and not the least among the modes.” See Das Neu-Eröffnete Orchestre (Hamburg 1713), Pars III, Tertia, Caput Secundum (“Von der Musicalischen Tohne Eigenschafft und Würckung in Ausdrückung der Affecten” (Regarding the Properties and Effects of Different Keys in Expressing the Affections), p. 234. See also pp. 240–241 for more on C major (Ionian) specifically. 
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In the cantata movement's sequence of keys, C major is central: 1. Em-F#m, 2. Bm, 3. DM-CM, 4. CM, 5. GM-Bm, 6. Em-F#m. In the libretto, this passage represents the turn from theological aspects of the Christmas story to historical ones. For the significance of C, see side note. Martin Petzoldt argues that this passage marks a thematic turn in the libretto with respect to the relationship between God and human beings. Whereas humans could only stand in awe of God before (movement no. 2), they can now become children of God through faith because God became human. See Bach Kommentar 2:161.
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The concept of the Incarnation (i.e., God choosing a pure body as his temple) is generalized to include all believers, alluding to passages such as 1 Corinthians 3:16. Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? (Also 1 Corinthians 6:19.)
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"Bach...illustrated the closing words, ‘So that He may turn to mankind in a wondrous manner’, with an exceedingly bold and surprising harmonic twist: a sixth-chord of C# major is followed not by the expected F# minor but by an abrupt turn, via a diminished seventh, to C major. In Bach’s instrumental works we hardly find unprepared progressions of this kind. Here it is justified by the text, which speaks of the ‘wonder’ of the Birth of Jesus." Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 113. 
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The reference to grace being poured into a pure heart alludes to biblical passages such as the Epistle of the day, Titus 3:4-6: But when the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us…in virtue of his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit, which he poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior. Also Romans 5:5: God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us. This movement and the following aria suggest that recognition of the Incarnation is beyond reason and is possible only by a movement of the Holy Spirit.
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(Based on Chorale Verse 5) ●Response at manger: Recognizing Messiah through the power of the Holy Spirit, as John did in the womb; also Simeon in the temple and the shepherds at the manger (121/4). See side note for the biblical accounts being		 referenced. 
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For the significanceof C, see note above.
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Use of figura corta suggests joy (see side note).
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The figura corta was defined as an ornament by W.C. Printz 1689 and by Johann Gottfried Walther in his lexicon of 1732. “Figura corta consists of three fast notes, one of which by itself is as long as the other ones.” (Johann Walther, Lexikon, 1732. p. 244, translated). It could be long-short-short or short-short-long. Albert Schweitzer interpreted it as a “joy motive.” See Albert Schweitzer, J. S. Bach, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), vol. 2, pp. 65–66. Bach’s second cantata cycle (the chorale cantata cycle) has pervasive use of figura corta for joyous texts.
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Luke 1:39–44. In those days Mary arose and went with haste…and she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth [her kinswoman, who had conceived a son who would be John the Baptist]. And when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the babe leaped in her womb; and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit and she exclaimed with a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb: And why is this granted me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For behold, when the voice of your greeting came to my ears, the babe in my womb leaped for joy.”Luke 2:27–31. When the parents brought in the child Jesus…[Simeon] took him up in his arms and blessed God and said, “Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word; for mine eyes have seen thy salvation which thou hast prepared in the presence of all peoples.”*Luke 2:16. [The shepherds] went with haste, and found Mary and Joseph, and the babe lying in a manger.
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For Alfred Dürr's comments, see side note.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The text of the fourth movement turns towards the human sphere, towards the spectator of the miracle, and this finds expression in Bach’s setting too. It is a bass aria, fully scored for strings, and the most approachable piece in the whole cantata. Its uncomplicated diatonic melody and clear, simple harmony contribute to this impression, as does its method of joining together in a mosaic-like, oft-changing fashion parts of themes stated in the ritornello, so that throughout we repeatedly encounter what we have already heard. Despite its elaborate thematic material, built on frequent motivic imitations, the aria creates the impression of predominantly homophonic euphony, distinguished by motion in thirds and sixths." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 113.
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Movement 4 begins the second half of the cantata. Written in the first person, it focuses on the human response to the Incarnation. Eric Chafe suggests that the opening melodic gestures in contrary motion "foretell the outcome of the cantata, the elevation of humankind to God's children." See Tonal Allegory in the Vocal Music of J. S. Bach (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), p. 145.
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Syncopation in parallel thirds (compare mm. 46, 82–83, 91–92).

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Vln I

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
V.II

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Vla

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Continuo

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Concerto-like writing with close imitation among the string instruments and  specified dynamic contrasts. Eric Chafe writes, "In striking contrast to the archaic dimension of the two chorale settings, the two arias…are modern in style, especially the second, whose ritornello features a periodic phrase construction with piano/forte echo devices, sequential features , and a tonal design that modulates to the dominant at the midpoint and returns to the tonic over the second half." See Tonal Allegory in the Vocal Music of J. S. Bach (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), p. 142. These features, along with patter diction, suggest galant style.
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G pedal (this pedal figure is later associated with the steadfast "arm of faith" (see mm. 71–74).

mpeau
Text Box
Form (Rhyme: ABCCA)Ritornello (mm. 1-19) CMA. Lines 1-2 (2x) (19-27) CM-GMRit (27-35) GMLines 1-2 (2x) (35-53) GM-CMRit. (53-71) CM [Fine]B. Lines 3-5 (2x) (71-81) AmRit. (81-85) Am-BMLines 3-5 (85-90) BM-EmRit. (90-93) EmLines 3-5 (2x) (93-106) Em-GMda capoNote: 3/4 of the aria is devotedto the first 2 lines (the A section).



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 121

21

Microsoft Account
Oval

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Text painting: John the Baptist's joyful leap in his mother's womb is depicted with rising figure and figura corta. Note: 4/5 of the aria is devoted to the first 2 lines of text.
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The 4th movement "is characterized by a clear harmonic structure in connection with a predominantly diatonically shaped melodic line. The instrumental prelude is in two sections. It supplies the thematic material which, in manifold variations of shape, determines in particular the da capo section of the aria; however, this also appears—alongside new motives—in the second section. The multifaceted combination of fragments of subjects and motives creates the impression of a sophisticated and ingenious simplicity. See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 11, p. 356 (Frieder Rempp, translated by David Kosviner). 
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Text painting: Strings play the leaping material, while singer sustains a note, then sings a long melisma for "joyful leaping," which is perhaps also indicative of the Holy Spirit's role in John and his mother's recognition of Jesus, as referenced in the biblical allusion (see above for biblical passage). See Martin Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:166–167. 
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Text painting: Sweet parallel 6ths between singer and Vln I to depict holding Jesus (as Simeon did).
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E pedal suggests that the "arm of faith" is steadfast...
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Syncopation (compare mm. 11–12, 46, 91–92). Here it suggests the shepherds' uncoordinated haste to reach the manger, as referenced in the text.
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Syncopation in parallel thirds (compare mm. 11–12, 46, 82–83).
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A long, sequential melisma in which the singer stresses off-beats against the firstviolin's down-beats for the word "world" suggests a "left-right" progression from theworld (and, presumably, worldly pursuits) to the manger, as referenced in the text. 
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(Based on Chorale Verses 6 & 7)●Response at manger: Wonder that Christ is so lowly (121/5).
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Text painting: Octave leap up for "boundless/unmeasurable" followed by descent via tritones to low D#.
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D minor (for the significance of D minor, see side note).
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D minor is of particular interest, since Martin Luther equated the second tone (secundus tonus—apparently referring to the hypodorian mode) with “poor, weak sinner.” Eyolf Østrem documents various iterations of Luther’s statements. See Østrem, Eyolf, “Luther, Josquin and des finken gesang” in The Arts and the Cultural Heritage of Martin Luther (special issue of the journal Transfiguration, Nordic Journal of Christianity and the Arts, replaces issue 4/1), ed. Nils Holger Peterson (Museum Tusculanum Press, 2002): 61. Eric Chafe understands Luther’s term in this way, writing simply that Luther “called the Dorian mode an analog of ‘poor weak sinner’ because of its use of the variable B fa/mi.” See Tonal Allegory, 39. See also Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas, p. 267n33 and p. 98 (where he writes “hypodorian”).
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The text of the recitative references the Gospel reading of the day, which recounts the shepherds' journey to the manger. It also alludes to Hebrews 13:15: …Let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name.
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Martin Petzoldt suggests that the shepherds' suprised reaction is depicted with the singer's late entrance (an exclamation) on "doch" (yet), frequent pauses, and sighing figures. See Bach Kommentar 2:168.
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Text painting: Sighing figures for "my heart sighs."
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God,    who  so       unmeasurable       was,        assumes   servant's form      and   poverty.
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"Welt" (world) is colored with a dim. 7 chord, suggesting that it is something to be avoided—as suggested in biblical passages such as 1 John 2:15: Do not love the world or the things in the world. If any one loves the world, love for the Father is not in him. (Also James 4:4.) Yet the musical style is galant, i.e., "worldly."
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(Verse 8: Luther added the German "Gloria Patri" to his translation of the first 7 stanzas of the Latin hymn. In its exhortation to praise God, it points back to the opening chorus, and alludes to the end of the Gospel reading.) ●Response at manger: Worshipful doxology to Christ, along with Father and Holy Spirit, i.e., the Trinity.
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The final lines of text ("So let, with the angel choirs, a jubilant song of praise and thanksgiving be heard") allude to the day's Gospel reading (And [the shepherds] went with haste, and found Mary and Joseph, and the babe lying in a manger…And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen) and point to the closing chorale. 
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There is ambiguity about the reading of this text line. See side note.
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Michael Marissen and Dan Melamed write, "In modern editions, these lines are sometimes given as "So lasset mit der Engel Chören ein jauchzend Lob- und Danklied hören" ("So let there be heard with the choirs of angels a jubilant song of praise and thanks [to Christ]"). The reading "So lass[e] ich mit der Engel Chören ein jauchzend Lob- und Danklied hören" ("So I, together with the choirs of angels, will let be heard a jubilant song of praise and thanks [to Christ]"), however, perhaps has greater claims to being what Bach went with in his performances. Bach’s own score and five original separate vocal performing parts survive for this cantata. In the handwriting of Bach’s assistant copyist, there is one part each for soprano, alto, tenor, and bass. There is also a second (nearly identical) separate soprano part that is in Bach’s handwriting. This is often often described as a "doubling part," but whatever the reason for another soprano part’s having been produced, it seems unlikely in the extreme that movement 5, a recitative, would ever have been sung in unison by several sopranos. Not only Bach’s own score and the soprano part in his handwriting but also a recently discovered 1728 book of librettos (apparently based on the mostly now lost printed text booklets that were made available to Bach’s church audiences) agree in reading "so lass ich mit der Engel Chören." Only the assistant copyist’s soprano part reads "so lasset mit der Engel Chören." His part was clearly copied from Bach’s score, and this copyist’s text at first was (mistakenly) written out as "so lass ich der Engel Chören," i.e., without the word "mit" and thus having one too few syllables for Bach’s particular musical setting. When and by whom the copyist’s text was fixed up within this part by adding "et" to "lass" and by altering "ich" to "mit" is not entirely clear.See https://bachcantatatexts.org/BWV121.htm#n20, accessed 7 September 2023.
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Word painting: Arpeggio to highest note for "jubilant."
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Biblical allusions include passages such as Philippians 2:7: [Christ] emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men, and 2 Corinthians 8:9: You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich.
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The final 2 lines of text ("So let, with the angel choirs, a jubilant song of praise and thanksgiving be heard") point to the closing chorale. 
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Text painting:Frequent ascendingpart-writingsuggestspraise to God.The movementpoints back to theopening movementand alludes to theend of the Gospelreading: "And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them(Luke 2:20).
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 For Christmas, it is appropriate that Christ is mentioned first.
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Last note of the chorale phrase is extended, suggestive of the last word ("Ewigkeit"=eternity).
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