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Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/26; BC A155
22. S. after Trinity (BWV 89, 115, 55)
*Philippians 1:3–11 (Paul’s prayer for the church at Philippi)
*Matthew 18:23–35 (The parable of the unforgiving servant)
Librettist: Unknown
FP: 24 October 1723 (Leipzig: St. Nicholas). This cantata is
part of Bach's first cantata cycle in Leipzig (see note).
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Instrumentation:
Corno da caccia (ad lib.)
Ob I, II
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo
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89/1.
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●Voice of God: Israel deserves no mercy: Hosea 11:8 (89/1). 
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Form: Aria (B) - Recit (A) - Aria (A) - Recit (S) - Aria (S) - Chorale.
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This type of aria is called a “Devisenarie” (a term coined by Hugo Riemann) or “motto aria.” After the ritornello, the singer presents the first phrase of the aria as a kind of motto. This is followed by a short instrumental bridge before the aria proper begins. The motto sets the tone (and the literary perspective) for the movement.
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The cantata explores themes in Jesus' parable in the Gospel reading: the immensity of human guilt, 
humanity's ironically common unforgiving spirit, and God's grace.
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The oscillating ostinato bass 
figure may be interpreted as 
God's apparent indecision 
(see m. 36; also BWV 55/1 and 
105/3 (vacillation) and 150/6
(wavering determination). Alternatively,
it may suggest God's rumbling anger.
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Concerning the names Ephraim, Admah, and Zeboiim, see note.
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Sticky Note
Martin Petzoldt writes, “»Ephraim«, sonst Bezeichnung des wenig zahlreichen Stammes, der im Norden Palästinas siedelte, tritt in der prophetischen Überlieferung oft an die Stelle des ganzen Nordreiches, bzw. als Synonym für Israel. »Adama« und »Zeboim« sind zwei Städte der transjordanischen Pentapolis (Gen 10,19; 14,2.8; Dt 29,22), die wahrscheinlich in der elohistischen Überlieferung an die Stelle von Sodom und Gomorra der jahwistischen Überlieferung traten (Jes 1,9-10).”

[“Ephraim,” otherwise the name of the small tribe that settled in the north of Palestine, is often used in the prophetic tradition in place of the entire northern kingdom, or as a synonym for Israel. “Admah” and “Zeboiim” are two cities of the Transjordanian Pentapolis (Genesis 10:19; 14:2, 8; Deuteronomy 29:22), which the Elohist transmission probably took in place of the Yahwist source’s “Sodom and Gomorrah” (Isaiah 1:9–10).]

See Martin Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 1:614.
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Ob I & II play sighing figures in parallel 3rds.
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Cantata Cycle I.
For common text forms in Bach’s first Leipzig cycle, see side note. 
Christoph Wolff writes, “We can trace the emergence of three favorite text forms [in Bach’s first annual cantata cycle], although they may not be related to three different authors: (1) biblical dictum (from the Gospel lesson)—recitative—aria—recitative—aria—chorale in BWV 136, 105, 46, 179, 69a, 77, 25, 109, 89, and 104 for the eighth, fourteenth, twenty-first, and twenty-second Sundays after Trinity and for Misericordias Domini; (2) biblical dictum—recitative—chorale—aria—recitative—aria—chorale in BWV 48, 40, 64, 153, 65, and 67 for the nineteenth Sunday after Trinity, four Christmas season feasts, and Quasimodogeniti; and (3) biblical dictum—aria—chorale—recitative—aria—chorale in BWV 83, 144, 66, 104, 166, 166, 86, 37, and 44 for Purification, Septuagesimae, Easter Monday, and Misericordias Domini to Exaudi.” See J. S. Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), p. 270. 
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4 motivic
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With BWV 89, Bach began a string of 4 cantatas that employ SATB chorus only in the closing chorale (BWV 89, 163, 60, 90).
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(Vokal insertioni)
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The music falters as the question is
emphasized with a pause.
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Word painting: Sustained note, then long melisma for schützen" ("protect").
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(Vocal insertion)
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The music falters as the question
is emphasized
with a pause.

Microsoft Account
Text Box
The music falters as the question is emphasized with a pause.
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But            my    heart   is of-different                     mind.
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The idea that God is of a different mind, offering love instead of harsh judgment, is portrayed with a harmonic progression that travels in a different direction.
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Tritone interval between singer and
bass signals reversal.
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(vocal insertion)
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Oscillating figure for "anders Sinnes" ("different mind").
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Text painting: Wandering melisma for "different mind."
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Word painting: Long, flickering coloratura for "brünstig" ("ardent").
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●Judgment well-deserved; man himself shows no mercy (89/2). 
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Chromatic saturation in
the vocal part in 9 mm.
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The references to "God's proffered kindness" and "pressing your neighbor over his debt" refer directly to the Gospel reading (see note).
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*Matthew 18:23–35 [Jesus]: The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. When he began the reckoning, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents; and as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, “Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.” And out of pity for him the lord of that servant released him and forgave him the debt. But that same servant as he went out came upon one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him by the throat he said, “Pay what you owe.” So his fellow servant fell down and besought him, “Have patience with me, and I will pay you.” He refused and went and put him in prison till he should pay the debt. When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. Then his lord summoned him and said to him, “You wicked  servant! I forgave you all the debt because you besought me; and should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” And in anger his lord delivered him to the jailers, till he should pay all his debt. So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.

See also:
Romans 2:4–5. Or do you presume upon the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience? Do you not know that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? But by your hard and impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God’s righteous judgment will be revealed.
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voice of faith.
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Harsh chromaticism for "vengeance must be kindled."
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89/3.
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●Judgment like that of Sodom falls on the unmerciful (89/3). 
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This type of aria is called a “Devisenarie” (a term coined by Hugo Riemann) or “motto aria.” After the ritornello, the singer presents the first phrase of the aria as a kind of motto. This is followed by a short instrumental bridge before the aria proper begins. The motto sets the tone (and the literary perspective) for the movement.
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Text Box
The text paraphrases James 2:13: "Judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy; yet mercy triumphs over judgment" but also alludes to the Gospel reading.
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Quasi-ostinato bass employed segmentally.
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Ritornello (quasi ostinato bass) derived from vocal theme.
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[D minor]
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Compare subject in
Fugue in G minor in
Well-Tempered Clavier I.
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Text painting: Wave-like melodic arches "will fall upon you." 
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Head motive in diminution (up 8va)—see full score.
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Overlapping entries of the headmotive reflect the inflexibility of the unforgiving 
disposition and the inevitability of judgment referenced in the text.
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Dramatic coloratura for "Rache" ("vengeance").
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Descending (flat-ward) tonal sequence associated with downfall of Sodom: Am/CM-FM-Gm-Cm-A♭M.
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A longer melisma featuring 3 against 2 increases the tension.

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G minor



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 89

10

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Greatly modified da capo (modulating back to D minor from C minor).
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●Sins’ debt forgiven in Jesus who is the end of the law (89/4). 
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●Sin’s account paid by Jesus’ drops of blood (89/5). 
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The reference to "Jesus as the end of the law" comes from Romans 10 (see note).
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Romans 10:4. Christ is the end of the law (Luther 1545: Gesetzes Ende), that every one who has faith may be justified.
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Word painting: Change to arioso with long melisma for "gläubig wende" ("turn [to Jesus] in faith").
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Ritornello (an ornamented version of the vocal line).
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Ritornello (mm. 1-8) B♭M
Lines 1-3 (9-23) B♭M-FM
Rit (24-27) FM
Line 4 (28-31) D7-Cm
Rit (32-33) Cm
Lines 5-6 (34-39) Cm-Gm
Rit (40-43) Gm
Lines 4-6 (44-51) F7-B♭M
Rit (1-8) B♭M
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This type of aria is called a “Devisenarie” (a term coined by Hugo Riemann) or “motto aria.” After the ritornello, the singer presents the first phrase of the aria as a kind of motto. This is followed by a short instrumental bridge before the aria proper begins. The motto sets the tone (and the literary perspective) for the movement.
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A dance-like theme with syllabically  declaimed text suggests the image of "counting" referenced in the text and child-like confidence of reconciliation with God.
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Before repeating lines 5 & 6, Bach goes back to line 4: "Ah, put to my account that sum [of droplets of Jesus' blood]." In this way, he emphasizes the doctrine of substitutionary atonement.
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●Shortcomings acknowledged; adequacy in Christ’s blood (89/6). 
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This is the 7th stanza of 11 in the 1630 chorale "Wo soll ich fliehen hin" by Johann Heermann (1585–1647).
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(see note).
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Five Enemies of Christ. 
Martin Petzoldt notes that tradition named 5 enemies of Christ: World, Devil, Death, Hell, and Sin. See Bach Kommentar 1:550, 2:915.
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suggesting a child-like
faith.




