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Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com. Bach uses 2 chorales: one cited instrumentally in 48/1 and sung in 48/7, another in 48/3.
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NBA I/24; BC A144
19. S. after Trinity (BWV 48, 5, 56)
*Ephesians 4:22–28 (Exhortation to put on the new nature)
*Matthew 9:1–8 (Jesus heals the paralytic)
Librettist: Unknown 
FP: 3 October 1723 (St. Thomas)
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●Wretched man that I am, who will deliver me? Romans 7:24 (48/1).
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Instrumentation:
Tromba (trumpet or horn*)
Oboe I, II
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo 
(*Title page has "Corno,"
score in no. 1 has "Tromba,"
part has "Clarino." See
note and Dürr/Jones, 576.)
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		Form: Chorus - Recit (A) - Chorale (SATB) - Aria (A) - Recit (T) - Aria (T ) - Chorale
Bach uses 2 chorales: one cited instrumentally in 48/1 and sung in 48/7, another in 48/3.
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In Das privilegirte vollständige und vermehrte Leipziger Gesangbuch, 1758, the first stanzas of the two chorales, respectively, are:

Herr Jesu Christ! du höchstes Gut,
du Brunnquell aller Gnaden!
sieh doch, wie ich in meinem Muth
mit Schmerzen bin beladen,
und in mir hab' der Pfeile viel,
die im Gewissen ohne Ziel
mich armen Sünder drücken.

(Lord Jesus Christ, thou highest good,
thou fount of all grace!
See how in my spirit 
I am burdened with sorrows.
and in me have many arrows.
which in my conscience without limit
press down on me, a poor sinner.)

Herr Jesu Christ! ich schrey zu dir
aus.hochbetrübter Seele;
dein' Allmacht laß erscheinen mir,
und mich nicht also quäle:
Viel größer ist die Angst und Schmerz.
so anficht und betrübt mein Herz,
als daß ichs kann erzählen.

(Lord Jesus Christ, I cry to thee
with highly troubled soul:
let thy almighty power appear to me,
and not torture me in this way:
Far greater is the fear and pain
that challenges and saddens my heart
than I can describe.)

As Martin Petzoldt notes, movements 1 to 4 do not do not name the one being referred to (the instrumental chorale citation alone provides the answer). Movements 5 to 7 name him: "Savior," "Jesus," "Jesus Christ," and "God." See Bach-Kommentar, vol. 1, p. 538. 
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Soprano and Alto in Canon =
Allusion to the "law of sin" (see above).
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Motive is similar to Chorale Phrase 5.
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Bach often uses canon to depict law. In the opening chorus (which quotes Romans 7:24), Bach alludes 
to the larger context of the verse. Romans 7:22–8:2 (RSV): "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. There is therefore now 
				no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law
				of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law 
						   of sin and death." Evidently, Bach is 
						   using canon to reference the 2 laws described here, providiing the biblical answer to the sung question with the canonically treated instrumental chorale: "Herr, Jesu Christ."
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Chorale in Canon = Allusion to the "law of Spirit of life in 
Christ Jesus" (see above)
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Vln I motive = first 4 notes of "mich armen Sünder" in last chorale line of "Herr Jesu Christ, 
du höchstes Gut," stanza 1," reaching upward sequentially.
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Bach effectively captures
the anguished cry of the 
text with Violin I and chorus
motives in which a pickup beat
in triple meter reaches upward 
followed by sighing resolution.
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Jones, 576 
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Ritornello
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In Bach's first Leipzig cycle of cantatas, instrumentally rendered chorale tunes—an additional hermeneutical layer introduced by the composer—appear in 25/1, 48/1, 70/9, 75/8, and 77/1, as well as in the second movement of the audition cantata, BWV 23. 
	A common formal pattern in the first cycle is Biblical passage (usually set for chorus) - Recitative - Chorale - Aria - Recitative - Aria - Chorale, with slight variations : BWV 48, 40, 64, 153,  65. Despite its greater deviations from the pattern, BWV 67 should perhaps also be included here.
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Rhetorical emphasis: Leap of 6th for "elender" followed by sighing duples (note the reference to sighing ["Seufzen"] at 
the end of the next movement). The theme pervades the entire opening movement.
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For word-for-word translations, see Unger, Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts.
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background,
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Romans 7:15, 18–19, 22–25. I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate…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…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.
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Instrumental quotation of chorale adds a hermeneutical layer, presumably added by Bach. Most commonly associated words were "Herr Jesu Christ, du höchstes Gut," but could also be "Herr Jesu Christ, ich schrei zu dir," used in the final movement.
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Thematically Independent Ritornello treated in ascending sequence 
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Ritornello's opening  phrase becomes counterpoint to vocal theme.
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For Alfred Dürr's comments on the 
cantata's libretto, see note.
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Alfred Dürr writes, “The text of this cantata (the work of an anonymous librettist) is related to the Sunday Gospel. Jesus’s words to the man sick with the palsy, ‘Your sins are forgiven you’, turn our thoughts to our own sinfulness, which is in need of forgiveness. The starting point is a saying of Paul’s from Romans 7:24 (no. 1). The following recitative compares sin with a poison that leads to death: though the body ends in death under torment, the death of the soul in sin is still more ruinous. Therefore the poet prays to God that the Christian might be spared, if not in the body, then at least in the soul. This prayer is first uttered in the words of the fourth verse of the hymn Ach Gott und Herr by Martin Rutilius (1604), then again in the following aria, no. 4. Now, however, the poet finds consolation in the Gospel story, for since Jesus ‘works wonders even among the dead’ (cf. Psalm 88:10) and ‘shows His power in the weak’ (cf. 2 Corinthians 12:9), He will also— contrary to all appearances—‘make the body healthy, the soul strong’ (nos. 5 and 6). The cantata ends confidently with the twelfth verse of the hymn Herr Jesu Christ, ich schrei zu dir (Freiberg, 1620).” See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 575.
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Cantata About Sickness & Healing of Body & Soul.
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In the introduction to the Carus edition of BWV 48, Frieder Rempp (with translation by John Coombs) writes, “It is uncertain which brass instrument played the chorale melody in the 1st, 3rd and 7th movements, because in the original sources three different terms are used, Tromba, Corno, and Clarino,[1] the last named instrument probably indicating the first trumpeter (horn player) rather than the (high) clarino range. The present edition adopts the first-named designation of the autograph score, although it is not intended to rule out another instrument, especially since it appears possible that tromba refers to a slide trumpet (tromba da tirarsi). The notation (as sounding, with a key signature) and the required range argue against the normal natural trumpet or natural horn; certain notes are required which lie outside the confines of the natural tones, so that the part could not be played on either of those instruments without adaptation. The vague terminology and the appearance of notes outside the natural tones is typical of brass instrument parts written during Bach’s early years of service at Leipzig.”

See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas and Motets (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 4, p. 438.
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first movement,
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In the introduction to the Carus edition of BWV 48, Frieder Rempp (with translation by John Coombs) writes, “The extensive first movement, with its self-accusing text from Romans 7:24, is structured in three layers and it progresses in three sections: the two upper parts intone, line by line, the chorale “Herr Jesu Christ ich schrei zu dir” (whose melody can also be sung to different hymn words) as a two-voice canon at the lower fourth; the three string parts play a twelve-measure prelude with a theme of its own, which as an interlude frames the imitative voice parts, with its characteristic leap of a minor sixth. The thematic introduction and later also the last four measures of the instrumental prelude serve as a counterpoint to the vocal parts and the chorale. The first section of the movement (mm. 1–44) is introduced by the 12-measure instrumental section which is continued in imitation by the so-pranos and altos, interrupted by an instrumental ritornello, to end in close four-part imitation on the dominant. The second section of the movement is a varied repetition of the first, beginning with the tenors and basses in imitation, the cadence (m. 88) being in the dominant minor. The final section is dominated by the four voices, sometimes in strict imitation, accompanied by contrapuntal string writing, and interrupted only by a six-measure instrumental interlude. In the process, the opening interval of the vocal theme is extended from a minor sixth via the seventh to the octave, finally returning to the minor sixth.”

See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas and Motets (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 4, p. 438.
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For text and translation of the first chorale stanza, see note.
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Herr Jesu Christ ich schreie zu dir
Mit ganz betrübter Seele:
Dein Allmacht laß erscheinen mir
Und mich nicht also quäle.
Viel grösser ist die Angst und Schmerz.
So anficht und turbirt mein Herz,
Als daß ich kan erzählen.

Lord Jesus Christ, I cry out to you
With a deeply troubled soul:
Let your omnipotence be revealed to me
And do not torment me thus.
Much greater is the fear and pain
That assails and troubles my heart
Than I can express.
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Romans 5:12, 17, 19. Therefore…sin came into the world through one man and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all men sinned…Because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man…By one man’s disobedience many were made sinners…
1 Corinthians 15:21–22. …By a man came death…In Adam all die…
Romans 6:23. The wages of sin is death…
Romans 8:19–24, 26. …Creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of him who subjected it in hope; because the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning in travail together until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved…Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words.
*Ephesians 4:22–24. Put off your old nature which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through deceitful lusts, and be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and put on the new nature, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.
Colossians 3:5–6, 9. Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. On account of these the wrath of God is coming…[Put off] the old nature with its practices.
Romans 7:24. …Who will deliver me from this body of death?
Matthew 16:24 [Jesus]: If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. (Also Matthew 10:38.)
Galatians 5:24. Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.
Mark 10:38–39. But Jesus said to them…”Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” And they said to him, “We are able.” And Jesus said to them, “The cup that I drink you will drink; and with the baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized…” (Also Matthew 20:20–22.)
Romans 8:23, 26. We…groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies…the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words.
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Alfred Durr writes, “The following aria, no. 4, takes us aback with its melodlc charm. No threatening sentence of punishment, no contrition is uttered here, but


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
10.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
13.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
48/3.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
●Sin’s wage is suffering: I would rather suffer now (48/3). Chromatic 
voice leading depicts painful effects of sin and the struggle to repent. 


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
1.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
5.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C#

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D#

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# dim,7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat 7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat major


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Extreme chromaticism for "repentance"

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
cross relation

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Instruments double
the voices.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
G minor

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B-flat 7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B-flat 7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F minor

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E-flat minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Melody is drawn out so bass can
color the sentiment with chromaticism.


Microsoft Account
Highlight

mpeau
Text Box
This is stanza 4 of 10 in the 1604 chorale "Ach Gott und Herr" by Martine Rutilius (1550–1618). (In the Dresden hymnal of 1725/36, no. 238, p. 175f; Johann Goeldelius, a 17th-century Silesian author, is given as the author.) This stanza relates directly to the sentiments of the preceding aria. For that reason, Martin Petzoldt argues that it should not be considered a separate movement, revealing a more balanced architecture for the work as a whole (see Bach-Kommentar 1, p. 538, 541). 

mpeau
Typewritten Text
For biblical
background,
see note.

mpeau
Sticky Note
Genesis 2:16–17. The Lord commanded the man [Adam], saying, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.”
Romans 6:23. The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Also Romans 1:18.)
Romans 1:18. The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men who by their wickedness suppress the truth.
Romans 8:12–13. So then, brethren, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh—for if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body you will live. (Also Galatians 6:8.)
Revelation 3:19 [Christ]: Those whom I love, I reprove and chasten; so be zealous and repent.
1 Corinthians 11:32. When we are judged by the Lord, we are chastened so that we may not be condemned along with the world. (Also Hebrews 12:7–11.)
1 Peter 4:1–2. …Whoever has suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin, so as to live for the rest of the time in the flesh no longer by human passions but by the will of God.
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rather a childlike meekness in the prayer that at least the soul should be spared. The obbligato oboe melody, with its almost dance-like swing, is also taken
over by the voice, so that alto and oboe form a homogeneous duet over an unthematic continuo part.” See Alfred Dirr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and
translated by Richard Jones Oxfgrd: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 576.
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●Jesus heals our body and soul by faith, as Jesus did for the paralytic in the Gospel reading (48/6). The rhyme scheme is ABCCBA.
	Bach divides the text into 2+4, then conludes by repeating the first 2 lines. Alto and top instrumental line (2 Ob + Vln I) 
	move together (the rhythm derived from the ritornello), often parallel to each other, except for certain important words,
		     where the voice becomes immobile.
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the voice departs from this material, the instruments continue with it. The resulting structure goes beyond "Choreinbau" (choral part embedded in an instrumental fabric). See Petzoldt 1:542, quoting Konrad Küster, “Bach-Handbuch,” 214
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Minuet rhythm with constant hemiolas suggests comfort, joy, and the health referenced in the text. Oboes double Vln I. Tonal transformations are suggestive of the spiritual and physical transformation mentioned in the text. 
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*Matthew 9:2–7. Behold, they brought to [Jesus] a paralytic, lying on his bed; and when Jesus saw their faith he said to the paralytic, “Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven.” And behold, some of the scribes said to themselves, “This man is blaspheming.” But Jesus, knowing their thoughts, said, “Why do you think evil in your hearts? For which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise and walk’? But that you may know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—he then said to the paralytic—“Rise, take up your bed and go home.” And he rose and went home.
Psalm 88:10. [O Lord,] dost thou wonders for the dead?…
Matthew 19:25. When the disciples heard [Jesus’ words] they were greatly astonished, saying, “Who then can be saved?” But Jesus looked at them and said to them, “With men this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.” (Also Mark 10:26–27, Luke 18:26–27.)
Mark 2:16–17. The scribes of the Pharisees…said… “Why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners?” And when Jesus heard it, he said to them, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.”
Ephesians 2:1–2. And you [Christ] made alive, when you were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once walked…
2 Corinthians 12:9. [Christ] said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”…
Isaiah 59:1. Behold, the Lord’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save, or his ear dull, that it cannot hear. (Also Isaiah 50:2, Numbers 11:23.)
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*Matthew 9:4–6. Jesus…said, “…Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise and walk’? But that you may know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—[Jesus] then said to the paralytic—“Rise, take up your bed and go home.” And he rose and went home.
1 Thessalonians 5:23. May the God of peace himself sanctify you wholly; and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound…
John 10:10 [Jesus]: …I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.
Ephesians 2:4–5. …Even when we were dead through our trespasses, [God] made us alive together with Christ…
Luke 4:18–19 [Jesus]: …[The Lord] has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.
2 Corinthians 12:9 [Christ]: …My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness…
James 5:15–16. [Your] prayer of faith will save [a] sick man, and the Lord will raise him up; and if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed…
Galatians 3:8–9, 14, 26, 29. The scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, “In you shall all the nations be blessed.” So then, those who are men of faith are blessed with Abraham who had faith…that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come upon the Gentiles, that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith…for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith…And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.
Deuteronomy 7:9. Know therefore that the Lord your God is God, the faithful God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him…
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Alfred Dürr writes, “The second aria, no. 6, separated from the first [aria] only by a brief secco recitative, resembles it in its rhythmic swing, which is here still more perceptible in the constant alternation between hemiola 3/4 (a disguised form of 3/2) and standard 3/4 time. The compact string texture (with oboe I doubling violin I) lends the aria a confident character that accords with the text and stands out in relief against the tenderness of the previous aria.” See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 576.
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The constant cross accents serve to symbolize the opposition of life against death, as referenced in the text. See German video lecture by Rudolf Lutz
(41:00 mark) at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X7pn6Q8KhAg, accessed 7 November 2025.

Contrast between soft voice dynamic and louder string response reflects the contrast between human weakness and Jesus' strength.
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Martin Petzoldt suggests 4 successive biblical allusions: Romans 4:17, 2 Corinthians 12:9, Deuteronomy 7:9, Psalm 3:9 (3:8 in English bible). 
See "Bach-Kommentar" 1:537, 542.
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The constant cross accents serve to symbolize the opposition of life against death, as referenced in the text. See German video lecture by Rudolf Lutz (41:00 mark) at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X7pn6Q8KhAg, accessed 7 November 2025.
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Stephen Crist writes, "More surprising, however, is the sequence of tonalities in the B section. The first vocal passage (bars 45–57) modulates to the super-tonic minor (A minor), a move outside the normal range of tonal relationships in Bach's arias. But the medial ritornello (bars 58–63) then confounds all expectations by abruptly modulating a semitone upwards to the mediant, B-flat major. This remarkable passage is nothing less than a musical representation of resurrection, suggested by the words 'Er kann die Toten lebend machen' ('He can raise the dead')." See J. S. Bach. Oxford Composer Companions, ed. Malcolm Boyd (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 228. 
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The voice pauses twice, departing from the ritornello-derived material 
while the instruments continue with it (except for m. 77). 
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The voice pauses, then departs from the ritornello-derived material 
while the instruments continue with it. 
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This is the 12th stanza in the chorale “Herr Jesu Christ, ich schrei zu dir” by an anonymous author (Freiberg hymnal, 1620). In the 1725/36 Dresden 
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hymnal, p. 404, no. 528, it is stanza 11 (of 147?). In Das privilegirte vollstandige und vermehrte Leipziger Gesangbuch (1758), it is the 11th stanza of 14.
In Bach'’s time, the chorale was attributed to Johann Schindler (1613-1681). See Martin Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 1:538.
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The return of the chorale tune from the opening movement provides cyclical unity and provides the answer to the question raised in the first movement as if in catechismal response. See Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 1:543. (In the first movement, the answer was suggested by the instrumentally played chorale.) The reference to Christ as "Trost" may allude to Haggai 2:8. 
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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, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion for ever. 
2 Corinthians 1:3–5. Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. For as we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through Christ we share abundantly in comfort too.
1 Peter 4:19. Therefore let those who suffer according to God’s will do right and entrust their souls to a faithful Creator.
Job 23:10. [God] he knows the way that I take; when he has tried me, I shall come forth as gold.
Matthew 26:39. Going a little farther [in the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus] fell on his face and prayed, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as thou wilt.”
1 Peter 5:10. And after you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, establish, and strengthen you.
1 Corinthians 15:58. Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord…
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hymnal, p. 404, no. 528, it is stanza 11 (of 14?). In Das privilegirte vollständige und vermehrte Leipziger Gesangbuch (1758), it is the 11th stanza of 14. In Bach’s time, the chorale was attributed to Johann Schindler (1613–1681). See Martin Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 1:538.
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