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NBA I/5; BC A33
2. S. after Epiphany (BWV 155, 3, 13)
*Romans 12:6–16** (Diversity of gifts, exemplary conduct)
*John 2:1–11 (Jesus attends the wedding at Cana)
**End: “men of low estate.”
Librettist: Unknown
FP: 14 January 1725 (St. Thomas)
This cantata belongs to Bach’s chorale
cantata cycle (see note).
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Vln I: sighing motives 

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Bass has "trudging" rhythms, perhaps symbolizing the weary road to heaven.
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●Prayer of lament: the narrow way full of affliction (3/1).
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The flatted seventh is used to modulate in a subdominant (leftward) direction in the circle of fifths.  
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Instrumentation:
Corno/Tbn
Oboe d'amore I & II
Vln I & II
Vla
SATB
Continuo
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2 oboes d'amore in dialogue, accompanied by strings & continuo; trombone doubles chorale 
in bass. Vln I has sighing figures.
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Continuo: tasto solo
for 3 mm.
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Last changed: 1 November 2025.
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The lamenting text relates to the Gospel reading, particularly Mary's statement to Jesus, "They have no wine" (John 2:3)—symbolic of the human condition.
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Sticky Note
Regarding Bach’s chorale cantata cycle, Sven Hiemke writes, “It is…unclear what prompted Bach to take on this ambitious venture. It is possible that the composer wanted to make a connection with the Lutheran tradition of sermons based on hymns. Benedikt Carpzov (1639–1699), the pastor of St. Thomas’s Church, announced a similar project in 1690: He planned to explain a ‘good, beautiful, old, Protestant and Lutheran hymn’ in all his future sermons which Johann Schelle (1668–1701), Bach’s predecessor as Thomaskantor, would, in each case, convey ‘as graceful music’ to ‘be heard before the sermon.’” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 11, p. 10 (Sven Hiemke, translated by David Kosviner). Citation is from Sebastian Knüpfer, Johann Schelle, Johann Kuhnau. Ausgewählte Kirchenkantaten, ed. and introduced by Arnold Schering, Leipzig, 1918 (Denkmäler deutscher Tonkunst, 1st series, vol. 58/59), p. XXXIII.
	On the other hand, perhaps Bach’s cycle was inspired by the two-hundredth anniversary of the first Lutheran hymnal book publications (four published in 1524). Evidently, his aim was to produce a cycle that was textually and formally unified, each cantata being based on a seasonal chorale of the church year. Usually, the first and last stanzas appear verbatim in the opening and closing movements, the other stanzas being paraphrased in madrigalian meter, suitable for the intervening recitatives and arias. In these inner movements, several stanzas are often combined to serve a single recitative or aria, with individual lines of the chorale occasionally retained verbatim. Biblical texts are largely absent altogether. Only one cantata, Was willst du dich betrüben, BWV 107, for the 7th Sunday after Trinity (23 July 1724), is of the per omnes versus type, in which all movements quote the hymn strophes verbatim. Unfortunately, Bach did not complete the cycle, perhaps because the anonymous librettist was no longer available. Still, by that date, Bach had produced an uninterrupted stream of 40 new chorale-based cantatas—the last one was BWV 1 for 25 March 1725 (Annunciation). The result is so impressive that for a long time Bach scholars thought these works were the culmination of his efforts in the genre, rather than the product of a composer who had just turned 40.
	It bears mentioning that the chorale cantatas generally reduce the demands placed on the soprano choirboys, and Bach probably considered this fact. Alfred Mann notes that, after beginning his tenure in Leipzig with demanding, two-part cantatas, Bach realized that he “had overtaxed the abilities of the choirboys.” With the chorale cantatas, “he assigned the choirboys the easiest part, for all that the soprano section now had to sing was the plain hymn melody.” See Alfred Mann, Bach and Handel. Choral Performance Practice (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: Hinshaw Music, 1992), pp. 39–40.
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The underlying chorale by Martin Moller (1547–1606) dates from 1587. It is a paraphrase of the Latin hymn "Jesus dulcis memoria," with just 4 phrases in each of its 18 stanzas. The libretto makes little direct reference to the day's readings, although Mary's statement to Jesus at the wedding in Cana, "they have no wine," is interpreted as a statement about the human condition. See Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar" 2:449.
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Dürr, see note.

Microsoft Account
Sticky Note
Alfred Dürr writes, “Bach sets the opening chorus as a stirring elegy. In the introductory orchestral ritornello, the lead is taken by the two oboes d’amore which, accompanied by a choir of strings, extend broad and expressive melodic arches in concertante duet. Among the strings, the first violin is predominant, often accompanying the oboes with sigh figures, while the other strings form a background of quiescent or briefly interjected chords. The melodic framework of the oboes’ theme, which pervades the whole movement, is a chromatic scale figure falling through the interval of a fourth…. Not only the instrumental music, however, but also the four choral passages, each of which contains a single chorale line, derive their thematic material from the above oboe melody: in each passage, the three upper voice parts enter contrapuntally with its head-motive; and even during the delivery of the chorale—sung by bass, reinforced by trombone, to the melody O Jesu Christ, meins Lebens Licht—the head-motive is heard repeatedly wherever it may be combined with the cantus firmus. The movement is thus all of a piece: a grand, eloquent lament.” 

See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 196.
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Chorale Cantata of Lament over the Human Condition.

Microsoft Account
Oval

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Ob d'am II

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Vla (up 8va)

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Alto introduces the accompanying counterpoint 
for the first 2 chorale phrases (A-S-T).
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Chromatic inflection with cross relations.
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Descending Chromatic Fourth
Bach often used the descending chromatic fourth as the traditional symbol of lament (e.g., BWV 4/6, 12/2, the latter movement restyled for the “Crucifixus” in the B-minor Mass). He also used its inversion to symbolize Christ’s rescue. Thus the ascending chromatic tetrachord occurs in the B-minor Mass, just prior to the “Crucifixus” in the “Et incarnatus est” on the words “et homo est” (see alto, mm. 43–45). See also BWV 28/2 on “Hat dir dein’ Sünd’ vergeben” (“has forgiven thee thy sins”), BWV 43/9 on “zu helfen seinen Knechten” (“to help his servants”), 78/1 on “hast durch deinen bittern Tod” (“hast through  thy  bitter death”), 91/5 on “sein menschlich Wesen machet euch den Engels Herrlichkeit gleich” (“his human nature makes you equal to the angels in splendor”) BWV 99/3 “wenn dir der Kreuzeskelch so bitter schmeckt…obgleich die Süssigkeit verborgen steckt” (“when to you the cross’s cup tastes so bitter…although its sweetness lies hidden”), 96/6 on “den Sinn und all’ Begehren” (“our mind and all our desires [and thoughts be directed towards thee]”). In 112/3 pulsing continuo bass notes ascend the chromatic fourth for “He leads me on the right road of his commandments without ceasing (“ohn Ablaß”). However, in 90/1 the ascending chromatic fourth is used for “sündlichen Verächter” (suggesting that the measure of sinful scorners’ sin is rising to full measure as referenced in the text), and in BWV 113/4 it is used for “quält mich Zittern” (“trembling torments me”) and “[mein Herze] bräche” (“my heart would break”). In BWV 118 it is used for “drückt mich sehr der Sünden Last” (“the burden of sin presses down heavily upon me”). In 126/3, a chromatically ascending continuo line follows the statement about the threat of “false brethren.” In 183/1, Oboe I climbs chromatically to Jesus’ warning of coming persecution: “Sie werden euch in den Bann tun, es kömmt aber die Zeit, daß, wer euch tötet, wird meinen, er tue Gott einen Dienst daran.”
	For the significance of these the descending chromatic fourth in relation to the ascending diatonic fourth, see Melvin Unger, “Chiastic Reflection in the B-minor mass: Lament’s Paradoxical Mirror,” in Exploring Bach’s B-minor Mass, ed. Yo Tomita, Robin A. Leaver, and Jan Smaczny (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).
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Oboe lines built on descending chromatic tetrachord, symbol of lament (see note).
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*Romans 12:12, 14. Rejoice in your hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer…Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.
Job 14:1. Man that is born of woman is of few days, and full of trouble. (Also Job 5:7.)
2 Timothy 3:12. Indeed all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.
John 16:33 [Christ]: I have said this to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you have tribulation…
Acts 14:22. …Through many tribulations Luther 1545: Trübsal) we must enter the kingdom of God.
Matthew 7:14. For the gate is narrow and the way is hard, that leads to life, and those who find it are few.
Matthew 16:24 [Jesus]: If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.
1 Peter 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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Chorale tune in bass; see also 
BWV 135.
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Imitative treatment of ascending "prayer" motive that droops to a lowered scale degree on "Herzeleid."
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Unusual to have the chorale tune in the bass. 
Compare BWV 96/1.
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For word-for-word translations, see Unger, Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts.
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Vln I: Ritornello begins while Bass holds final note.
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Tenor introduces the accompanying counterpoint for the second 2 chorale phrases (T-S-A).
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Text painting: Chromatic ascending line for affliction-filled path to heaven.
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Text painting: Ascending melisma of an octave for "traveling" the path to heaven.
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Compare hidden ascending major scale in viola, mm. 1–2.
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Hybrid Movement: Chorale Stanza & Recitatives tropes. Compare also 41/5, 92/2, 92/7.
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The ostinato bass continuo line, derived from the chorale phrase A in diminution, provides contrapuntal accompaniment to the chordal chorale phrases ("a chorale accompanied by a chorale"). See Petzoldt, "Bach-Kommentar," vol. 2, p. 450). Thus, the continuo ostinato provides additional, repeated commentary: "Wie schwerlich läßt sich Fleisch und Blut."
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●Flesh is recalcitrant, but God became man to help us (3/2).
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Continuo only (realized here by editor). 
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figura corta (see note).
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The figura corta was defined as an ornament by W.C. Printz in 1689 and by Johann Gottfried Walther in his lexicon of 1732. Walther wrote, “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, vol. 2, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), pp. 65–66. Bach’s second cantata cycle (the chorale cantata cycle) has pervasive use of figura corta for joyous texts. In this cantata that association is made in movements 2 and 5.
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Stanza 2 of the chorale rendered in 4 parts with T, A, S, B recitatives interspersed. The first chorale phrase may be an allusion to Matthew 16:17, where Jesus addresses Peter's confession of faith: "Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven."
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The ostinato introduces and accompanies the chorale lines and later also bridges the caesuras in the final, extended bass recitative.
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Matthew 16:17. Jesus answered [Peter], “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jona! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.”
Jeremiah 17:9. The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately corrupt; who can understand it?
*Romans 12:9. …Hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good.
Colossians 3:2. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. 
Mark 10:24. …Jesus said to them again, “Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God!”
Romans 7:15–25. I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good. So then it is no longer I that do it, but sin which dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin which dwells within me. So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand. For I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin which dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I of myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin. (Also Galatians 5:17.)
John 6:68. Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.
Psalm 73:25. [O Lord,] whom have I in heaven but thee? And there is nothing upon earth that I desire besides thee.
Mark 14:38. Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.
1 Samuel 16:7. …Man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart. (Also Luke 16:15.)
John 21:17. …[Jesus] said to him the third time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter was grieved…and he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.”
Proverbs 3:5–6. Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.
Psalm 73:24. [O Lord,] thou dost guide me with thy counsel, and afterward thou wilt receive me to glory. (Also Psalm 33:11.)
*John 2:5. Jesus’ mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.”
Matthew 7:26 [Jesus]: Every one who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house upon the sand.
Romans 8:3. God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh. (Also John 1:12, Hebrews 2:14.)
John 1:14. The Word became flesh…
2 Corinthians 1:5. …Through Christ we share abundantly in comfort…
Romans 5:8. God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us.
1 Peter 3:18. For Christ also died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit.
Psalm 34:8. O taste and see that the Lord is good!…
*John 2:9–10. When the steward of the feast tasted the water now become wine…[he] called the bridegroom and said to him, “Every man serves the good wine first; and when men have drunk freely, then the poor wine; but you have kept the good wine until now.”
Psalm 106:1. O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; for his steadfast love endures for ever!
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Continuo line (from beginning of ritornello, i.e., first
chorale phrase): "Wie schwerlich läßt sich Fleisch und Blut."
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Continuo line (from beginning of ritornello, i.e., first
chorale phrase): "Wie schwerlich läßt sich Fleisch und Blut."
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The ostinato bridges the caesuras in this extended bass recitative.
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Leaping, chromatic continuo line, which is imitated a beat later by the singer, perhaps depicting the flickering flames of hell.
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Da capo aria. Based on Chorale Stanza 6. The Bach Compendium says stanzas 5, 6, & 8.
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●Suffering outwardly; rejoicing inwardly (3/3). 

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C# major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C#7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
This continuo
realization is
editorial.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
The aria is related to
the previous bass
recitative passage. Both
are accompanied by
continuo alone, in
both cases the 
continuo has a quasi-
ostinato line.
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Alfred Dürr notes, “Each of [the] vocal passages (a a1 b b1 a a1) reflects the textual contrast between ‘Hell’s anguish and pain’ and ‘true heavenly joy’ (section a), or between ‘immeasurable griefs’ and ‘a light mist’ (section b), in its melodic line: a syllabic, wide-ranging, highly chromatic opening, followed in each case by a melismatic, figurative, diatonic conclusion.” See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 196–197.
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The aria has employs many sharps (e.g., modulation to G# minor), suggesting a play on the word "Kreuz" (the German word for "cross" but also "sharp." See note for more.
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In the introduction to the Carus edition of BWV 3, Sven Hiemke (with translation by David Kosviner) writes, 
“In the 3rd movement, a continuo aria for bass, Bach contrasts the chromatically tinged and dissonantly harmonized "Höllenangst" (fear of Hell) with the expansive melismas of the vocal soloists which express the hope for help from Jesus.”

See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas and Motets (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 1, p. 164.


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
For biblical
background,
see note.

Microsoft Account
Sticky Note
2 Corinthians 4:16–18. So we do not lose heart. Though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed every day. For this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, because we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen; for the things that are seen are transient but the things that are unseen are eternal. (Also Colossians 3:1–3.)
1 Peter 1:6–7. In this you rejoice, though now for a little while you may have to suffer various trials, so that the genuineness of your faith, more precious than gold which though perishable is tested by fire, may redound to praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. (Also James 1:2.)
John 16:24 [Jesus]: Hitherto you have asked nothing in my name; ask, and you will receive, that your joy may be full.
Psalm 30:5. …Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes with the morning.
Isaiah 35:10/51:11. And the ransomed of the Lord shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 
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Psalm 73:25–26. [O Lord,] whom have I in heaven but thee? And there is nothing upon earth that I desire besides thee. My flesh and my heart may fail Luther 1545: verschmachtet), but God is the strength of my heart and my portion for ever. 
2 Corinthians 4:16. So we do not lose heart. Though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed every day.
1 John 3:1. See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God…
Song of Solomon 2:16 [Bride]: My beloved is mine and I am his… (Also Song of Solomon 6:3.)
Psalm 100:5. The Lord is good; his steadfast love endures for ever, and his faithfulness to all generations. (Also Psalm 106:1, 107:1, 118:1.)
Deuteronomy 7:9. …the faithful God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and keep his commandments…
Isaiah 54:10. For the mountains may depart and the hills be removed, but my steadfast love shall not depart from you and my covenant of peace shall not be removed, says the Lord…
Jeremiah 31:33 [God]: This is the covenant which I will make…I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.
Luke 1:67, 68, 27. Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit, and prophesied, saying, “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has visited and redeemed his people…to perform the mercy promised to our fathers, and to remember his holy covenant…”
Hebrews 2:14–15. …[Christ] himself likewise partook of the same nature, that through death he might destroy him who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong bondage.
1 Corinthians 15:55. O death, where is thy victory? O death, where is thy sting?
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.
Habakkuk 3:17–19. Though the fig tree do not blossom, nor fruit be on the vines, the produce of the olive fail and the fields yield no food, the flock be cut off from the fold and there be no herd in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will joy in the God of my salvation. God, the Lord, is my strength…
Romans 8:18. I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. (Also 2 Corinthians 4:17.)
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Alfred Dürr writes, “In the opening ritornello, in counterpoint with rhythmic complementary figures in the continuo, we hear a highly distinctive melody whose gestures might perhaps be interpreted as cross figures, inspired by the words ‘Jesus helps me to bear my cross’ from the middle section. The same theme is then taken up by the voice parts, which enter in imitation.” See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 187.
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5.
*Romans 12:12, 14. Rejoice in your hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer…Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.
Acts 16:23, 25. And when they had inflicted many blows upon [Paul and Silas], they threw them into prison…But about midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God…
Matthew 10:38 [Jesus]: He who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.
John 19:17. …Jesus…went out bearing his own cross…
Matthew 27:32. As they went out, they came upon a man of Cyrene, Simon by name; this man they compelled to carry [Jesus’] cross.
2 Corinthians 1:5. As we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through Christ we share abundantly in comfort too.
James 1:2–4. Count it all joy, my brethren, when you meet various trials, for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. (Also 1:12, 1 Peter 4:12–14, 5:10.)
Romans 8:28. We know that in everything God works for good with those who love him…
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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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