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J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 153 
Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/4; BC A25
1. S. after New Year (BWV 153, 58, 248-V)
*1 Peter 4:12–19 (Sharing the sufferings of Christ)
*Matthew 2:13–23 (Mary & Joseph’s flight to Egypt)
Librettist: Unknown
FP: 2 January 1724 (Leipzig: St. Nicholas)
This cantata belongs to Bach's
first cantata cycle in Leipzig (see
note).
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●Prayer: Behold my foes; without thy help I am ruined! (153/1). 
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Vla
SATB
Continuo, Organo
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Cantata Cycle I.
Regarding Bach’s first cantata cycle, Karin Wollschläger writes, “For 23 of the altogether approximately 60 cantatas of this annual cycle, Bach fell back on works from his time in Weimar and Köthen, revising them to a greater or lesser extent for the renewed performances in Leipzig. The text models for the new compositions were taken from various poets who, however, can only be identified in very few instances.” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 8, p. 274 (Karin Wollschläger, translated by David Kosviner).
	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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Form: Chorale - Recit (A) - Arioso (B) - Recit (T) - Chorale - Aria (T) - Recit (B) - Aria (A) - Chorale. 
The cantata is in chiastic form. Bach often used chiastic (x-shaped/symmetrical) forms, in which center movements (where the mirror image begins) provide the crux of the matter. There antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted (formal inversion reflects an aspect of reversal or turning in the text).
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This is the first stanza of 10 
in the 1646 chorale by David 
Denicke (1603–1680).
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Martin Petzoldt outlines the symmetrical structure (Bach-Kommentar 2:338)
                5. Chorale. God will not go back
            6. T aria. God comforts me: storms may rage...
          4. T recit. God comforts me: but...
      7. B rect. Take comfort in Jesus
      3. B arioso. Fear not, I am with you
   8. A aria. With tribulation into the kingdom of God
   2. A recit. With fear in life here
9. Chorale. My God prepares me. 
1. Chorale. My enemies are mighty.
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The Gospel's account of Mary and Joseph's flight into Egypt becomes the point of departure for a cantata about the enemies of a Christian.
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The incorporation of 3 chorales in the cantata may have been intended to reduce the demands on the choir boys during a very busy performance season (see note). Martin Petzoldt notes that hymnbooks in Saxony (therefore in Leipzig) did not include "Schau lieber Gott" but the chorale was sung by the Lutheran church in Cöthen. See Bach-Kommentar 2:339. (Note: In Cöthen, Bach worked at a Calvinist court). However, Eric Chafe sees the chorales as significant components in a 3-part architecture, in which modal, minor, and major harmonic progressions have allegorical meaning. See Analyzing Bach Cantatas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 111–126. See note for more.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The opening of Bach’s setting is unorthodox: he begins not with one of his representative choruses but with a plain four-part chorale, the first verse of the hymn by David Denicke of 1646. The cause of this is probably to be sought in external circumstances which may be readily explained. Since the Sunday after New Year in 1724 fell on 2 January, the pupils of the Thomasschule had had to sing Cantata 190 on the previous day, and this after their almost uninterrupted activity on the three Christmas feast-days. With the performance of Cantatas 63, 40, and 64, the Magnificat BWV 243a with its four Christmas insertions, and the Sanctus BWV 238 at the Thomascantor’s first Christmas in his new post, the people of Leipzig were made familiar with a truly overwhelming wealth of new music, which imposed quite exceptional demands upon listeners and interpreters alike. On 2 January, however, Bach found it advisable to spare the productivity of the Thomasschule pupils, for in only four days’ time, at Epiphany, they would have to perform Cantata 65, which opens with one of the most impressive choruses in Bach’s entire output of cantatas.
	In the present cantata, then, the choir is assigned only plain chorale settings, and the rest of the ensemble is restricted to three singers, strings, and continuo. The recitatives are throughout accompanied by continuo only, variety being introduced by the ariosos that conclude the second and third (nos. 4 and 7)."

See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 165.

For an overview of Bach’s packed performance schedule, Christmas 1723–24, see Christoph Wolff, Johann
Sebastian Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), Table 8.6 (p. 265).
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Five traditionally identified enemies of Christ: World, Devil, Death, Hell, and Sin. 
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Chromatic descent for "plunge into disaster."
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Eric Chafe writes, “Behind Bach’s tonal design for the work as a whole lies an allegorical perception of the dominant or one-sharp region (e-G) as strengthening the “natural” or a-C region, while the subdominant or flat region (principally d with elements of g and c in the second recitative) weakens it. The believer is located midway between two worlds, one of which represents the goal of his hopes and trust in God while the other represents all that threatens his stability in the world. With the turn to G and C for the final aria and chorale there are no more flat accidentals of any kind in the cantata.” See Analyzing Bach Cantatas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 123. 
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●Prayer for help in face of lions & dragons (153/2). 
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●Vox Dei: Fear not, I am with thee: Isaiah 41:10 (153/3). 
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My             dearest       God,            ah,              let    thyself   (please)          show-mercy,             ah,               do-help,                 help     (this)
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poor-wretch!         I                  dwell          here    amidst    (many)             lions        and   amidst          dragons,           and       these            seek            -           by
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(their) rage           and                ferocity                                 in           short              (order)              (my)        final-ruin                     fully              to-complete.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F#7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C#7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Secco

Microsoft Account
Text Box
The text is reminiscent of biblical passages such as Psalm 57:4: "I lie in the midst of lions that greedily devour the sons of men; their teeth are spears and arrows, their tongues sharp swords" and Psalm 7:2: "Like a lion they rend me, dragging me away, with none to rescue."
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Here the bass is the vox Dei.
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The ritornello is 
repeated 6 times as
a quasi-ostinato,
cadencing in in Em (8), 
Em (24), Bm (35), 
DM (43), Em (51), 
and Em (58). The vocal 
part is embedded in 
this ritornello 
(Vokaleinbau).
Without any interludes, 
the movment is like an arioso.
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Line 1 (4x with internal repetitions. Leaps to high notes and syncopations emphasize particular words.) 
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Some manuscripts have "Arioso."
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Continuo alone.
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Eric Chafe suggests that cadences to the apparent dominant can raise questions of meaning. See, for example, Analyzing Bach Cantatas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. xii–xiii, 188–189, 221.
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The dance-like
rhythm suggests
carefree assurance. The ostinato bass is sometimes veiled, perhaps suggesting God's hidden hand.
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●Prayer for help in face of growing threat from foes (153/4). 
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Chromatic saturation
in the vocal part in 6 mm.
The cry for help is
clothed in tortured
harmony, including 
many diminished
7th chords.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
C

mpeau
Typewritten Text
C#

mpeau
Typewritten Text
D

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F#

mpeau
Typewritten Text
G#

mpeau
Typewritten Text
A

mpeau
Typewritten Text
A#

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Thou    dost-speak      indeed,             dear               God,             unto                 my                    soul's             rest,                to-me            a
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(word of) comfort            in            my                suffering                  - .                                                      Ah,                             but              my                  trouble 
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D minor
(For signficance, see 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 in the Vocal Music of J. S. Bach (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), p. 39. See also Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 267n33 and p. 98 (where he writes “hypodorian”).
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increases            -         from     day       to           day,                       for              my               foes          are       so           many,           my              life          is        their
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aim,            their                               bows                                          are     against    me             drawn,           they        prepare         their        arrows          for 
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destruction,                  I                 am                                by               their               hands                              to-die;
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God!                My          distress         is     to-thee           known.         The        whole            world     becomes for-me   a        den-of-torture;
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Help,          Helper,          help!                 Deliver                my                                                        soul!
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Circular melisma for "Bogen" ("bows"), then fast upward scales in patter diction for the drawing of the bow and shooting of arrows.
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Chromatic, step-wise descent in continuo and singer's lines for "sterben" ("die").
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Torturous chromatic voice leading in voice and bass (ever higher in the voice) creates tension.
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●God’s purposes prevail despite opposition of devils (153/5). 
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This is stanza 5 of 12 in the 1653 chorale “Befiel du deine Wege” by Paul Gerhardt (1607–1676).
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This is the central (pivot) movement in the cantata’s chiastic form, where antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted (formal inversion reflects an aspect of reversal or turning in the text). Here fear turns to hope.
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The change in
wording from 
"hier" ("here) to "dir" ("you") makes
the statement
forcefully personal.
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The text is 
reminscent of
a variety of biblical
passages that
affirm God's
victory over
the devil
(see note).
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1 Peter 5:8–9. …Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking some one to devour. Resist him, firm in your faith, knowing that the same experience of suffering is required of your brotherhood throughout the world.
James 4:7. …Resist the devil and he will flee from you.
Ephesians 6:12. We are not contending against flesh and blood, but against the principalities, against the powers, against the world rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.
Psalm 37:12–13. The wicked plots against the righteous, and gnashes his teeth at him; but the Lord laughs at the wicked, for he sees that his day is coming.
1 John 3:8. He who commits sin is of the devil; for the devil has sinned from the beginning. The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil.
Psalm 27:1, 3. The Lord is my light and my salvation (Luther 1545: Heil); whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?…Though a host encamp against me, my heart shall not fear; though war arise against me, yet I will be confident. (Also Psalm 118:6.)
Romans 8:31, 35–37. …If God is for us, who is against us?…Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it is written, “For thy sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.” No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.
Isaiah 14:27. The Lord of hosts has purposed, and who will annul it? His hand is stretched out, and who will turn it back?
Isaiah 43:13. I am God…There is none who can deliver from my hand; I work and who can hinder it? (Also Job 9:12, 11:10, 42:2–3.)
Romans 9:19. For who can resist his will?
Numbers 23:19. God is not man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he should repent. Has he said, and will he not do it? Or has he spoken, and will he not fulfill it?
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Eric Chafe suggests that cadences to the apparent dominant can raise questions of meaning. See Analyzing Bach Cantatas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. xii–xiii, 188–189, 121, 221, etc.
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●Storms defied; God has promised to be with me (153/6). 
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The image of our enemies charging in from all sides pervades the first aria, no. 6, which is marked by rapid violin passages and rushing unison strings, by taut dotted rhythms and bold harmonies." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 165,
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The tritone was historically associated with the devil. In the hexachordal system of solmization the way to sing B is as mi in the hard hexachord (the hexachord begun on G). B-F is a tritone, giving rise to the saying “Mi contra fa est diabolus in musica” (“mi against fa is the devil in music”). 
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●Sufferings of Christchild gives us courage (153/7). 
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The reference here is to the day's Gospel: the account of Mary and Joseph fleeing to Egypt (see note).
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*Matthew 2:13–16. When [the wise men] had departed [from Bethlehem after worshiping the Christchild], behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Rise, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there till I tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him.” And he rose and took the child and his mother by night, and departed to Egypt, and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet, “Out of Egypt have I called my son.” Then Herod, when he saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, was in a furious rage, and he sent and killed all the male children in Bethlehem and in all that region who were two years old or under, according to the time which he had ascertained from the wise men.
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The reference to "murderous fists" is reminiscent of the Passion account and also a statement by the Apostle Paul (see note).
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Matthew 26:67. Then they spat in [Jesus’] face, and struck him; and some slapped him. (Also Mk. 14:65.) 
2 Corinthians 12:7 [Paul]: A thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan, to harass me (Luther 1545: der mich mit Fäusten schlage [Luther 1545: who struck me with fists]).
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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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The reference to cross-bearing recalls Jesus' words (Mark 8:34): If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. (Also Matthew 10:38, 6:24, Luke 9:23.)

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Continuo bass up 8va (see full score).

Microsoft Account
Highlight



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 153

13

Microsoft Account
Text Box
comes          he            to          -                  earth,                       then             must        he      already       a                                       fugitive                                    become!

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Come-then,                      with             Jesus                        comfort                     thyself                     and          believe                         steadfastly:                   to-those 

Microsoft Account
Text Box
who    here     with               Christ                                                      suffer,                                             would             he         the        kingdom-of-heaven

Microsoft Account
Text Box
apportion.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
"Andante" is Bach's marking. The arioso relates to the Epistle reading of the day (see note).
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*1 Pet. 4:12–13. Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal which comes upon you to prove you, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice in so far as you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed.
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Imitation between singer and continuo reflects the "Imitatio Christi" referenced in the text.
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Minuet (perhaps from a pre-existing instrumental work or a parody of a movement from a secular work).
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Martin Petzoldt notes that this aria text relates to the theme of Jubilate with its references to Acts 13:22 and John 16:20, 22 (see BWV 12, 103, and 146) See Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 2:342. See the note for the biblical passages.
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Acts 14:22. …Through many tribulations (Luther 1545: Trübsal) we must enter the kingdom of God.
John 16:20, 22 [Jesus]: You will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn into joy…I will see you again and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you.
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Microsoft Account
Text Box
Lines 1–3/Ritornello A (Antecedent).
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Ritornello B (Consequent).
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Alfred Dürr writes, "It is in binary dance form: each section is first stated by the instruments alone, after which the voice part is incorporated in its slightly expanded reprise. Only towards the end of the second reprise ... [m. 71] does a new ‘allegro’ theme enter, forming a spirited conclusion to the vocal part of the aria. Thereafter, the instruments take up the interrupted reprise once more, bringing it to an end in the form of a postlude." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, p. 166.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B(7)

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Form (Rhyme: ABABCC)
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Lines 1–3/Ritornello B'. 
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Text painting: At "Cross and tribulation will nevertheless cease in heaven" the sound stops. Then the transformation of sorrow into jubilation is signaled with a modulation.
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Word painting: At the reference to sorrow transforming into (exchanged for) joy, the poetic meter changes from trochaic to amphibrachic. The tempo changes to allegro, a new musical theme is introduced, and a "reversing" motive is used for "verwechselt" ("exchanges/transforms"). 
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●Prayer: Help me to live faithfully until I reach heaven (153/9). 
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These are the last 3 stanzas of 18 in the 1587 chorale “Ach Gott, wie manches Herzeleid” (1587) by Martin Moller (1547–1606) in its eighteen-verse version, which was written to the Latin hymn "Jesus dulcis memoria." Including 3 stanzas of chorale makes the movement unique among Bach's cantatas. 
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The chorale is replete with allusions to various biblical passages and themes (see note). 
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Mark 8:34 [Christ]: …If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. (Also Matthew 10:38, 16:24, Luke 9:23.)
2 Timothy 2:3, 11–12. Share in suffering as a good soldier of Christ Jesus…The saying is sure: If we have died with him, we shall also live with him; if we endure, we shall also reign with him; if we deny him, he also will deny us.
Hebews 12:11. For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant; later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it. (Also Romans 5:3–5, James 1:2–4.)
Romans 8:28. We know that in everything God works for good (Luther 1545: alle Dinge zum Besten dienen) with those who love him, who are called according to his purpose. (Also Psalm 18:30.)

2 Timothy 4:6–8. I am already on the point of being sacrificed; the time of my departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race (Luther 1545: Lauf vollendet), I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing. (Also 1 Peter 5:4, James 1:12, Revelation 2:10.)
Mark 14:38 [Christ]: Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak. (Also Matthew 26:41.)
Galatians 5:16–17. …Walk by the Spirit, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you would. (Also Romans 8:9–11.)

Psalm 86:11. Teach me thy way, O Lord, that I may walk in thy truth; unite my heart (Luther 1545: erhalte mein Herz) to fear thy name.
1 Thessalonians 5:23. May the God of peace himself sanctify you wholly; and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.
Jude 1:24. Now to him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you without blemish before the presence of his glory with rejoicing…
Romans 14:7–8. None of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.
2 Corinthians 5:8–9. …We would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord…Whether we are at home or away, we make it our aim to please him.
Philippians 1:21. For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.
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Bach sets the chorale
in triple meter, continuing the joyful mood of the previous minuet (by contrast, compare BWV 58/5 and BWV 3/1&6). 




