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NBA I/7; BC A45
Sexagesima (BWV 18, 181, 126)
*2 Corinthians 11:19–12:9 (God’s power is made 
perfect in weakness)
*Luke 8:4–15 (Parable of the sower)
Librettist: Unknown. Movement 5, perhaps other 
movements, 
too, based on an earlier work.
FP: 13 February 1724 (Leipzig: St. Nicholas, 
together with BWV 18: see note).
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Instrumentation:
Tromba in D
Flauto traverso (added later, 
doubling Vln I)
Oboe (added later, doubling
Vln I)
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo, Organo
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Form: Aria (B) - Recit (A) - Aria (T) - Recit (S) - Chorus.
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The original printed libretto divides no. 2 into 3 movements: 2a) "O unseliger…", 2b) "Es 
werden…", and 2c) "Es wirkt…",  making this third 6-line section (rhyme scheme ABCABC) 
the central movement in a 7-movement symmetrical work. Bach's restructuring makes the 
		    tenor aria central, changing the focus from the power of Christ's
		    word to a warning that God's word choked by thorns of earthly 
		    concerns (as referenced in the Gospel reading (Jesus' parable of the
			    sower and the seed) will face eternal judgment (see note).
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Martin Petzoldt outlines the symmetrical structure of BWV 181: 

3. T aria: Dornen, Sorgen und irdische Schätze nähren das ewige Feuer
[Thorns, sorrows, and earthly treasures feed the eternal fire.]

4. S recit: Das vorbereitete und genießende Herz
[The prepared and relishing heart]
2. A recit & arioso: Das beraubte und verhärtete Herz
[The robbed and hardened heart]

5. Chorus: Gott mit seiner Allmachtshand und seinem Wort
[God with his omnipotent hand and his word]
1. B aria: Fickle spirits with Belial
[Flattergeister mit Belial]
See Bach-Kommentar 2:581.
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The term "Flattergeister" alludes to Psalm 119:113: I hate double-minded men (Luther 1545: Flattergeister) but I love thy law. The term
              literally means "fluttering spirits." Using poetic license, these people are identified with the birds/devil in Jesus' parable (see note). 
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Patter diction approaching the style of comic opera (see note for
Martin Petzoldt's interpretation).
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Ritornello derived from vocal theme.
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Form (Rhyme: ABCCB)
Ritornello (mm. 1-8) Em
A. Lines 1-2 (3x: 9-23) Em-GM
Rit (23-27) GM
B. Lines 3-5 (2x: 28-38) GM-Bm
Rit (38-41) Bm-Em
A'.Lines 1-2 (2x: 42-51) Em
Rit (52) Em
B'. Lines 3-5 (2x: 53-63) Am-Em
Rit (1-8) Em
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Alfred Dürr writes, "With its nimble staccatos, the opening aria gives a graphic depiction of the ‘frivolous flutter-spirits’ of the text. The introductory instrumental motive, to which the opening words are later set, pervades the entire movement: In the B section, the name ‘Belial’ is sung with fine effect within the caesuras of the instrumental theme. The overall form is not tripartite, as in most arias, but in two halves with the B section also repeated: A B | A' B'." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 236–237.
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Martin Petzoldt writes, "Womöglich erhielt Satz 1 seinen musikalischen Charakter aus dem Gegensatz zu dem bereits vorhandenen und aus einem anders bestimmten Werk parodierten Satz 5; während dort ein preisender Lobgesang erklingt, der schon im Ritornell, dann auch in allen Singstimmen einen langen Halteton auf »(allen) Zeiten« (40) hören lassen wird, erhält Satz 1 seine Besonderheit in den abgehackten kurzen musikalischen Episoden, die zudem in raschem und unstetem Wechsel oben und unten, schnell und langsam, harmonisch und disharmonisch verlaufen und für die knappen Zeiten des andauernd wechselnden Interesses stehen."

[It is possible that movement 1 received its musical character in contrast to the previously existing movement 5, which was parodied from a different work; while a hymn of hymn of praise is heard there, with a long sustained note appearing already in the ritornello, then in all the voices on “(all) times,” movement 1 gets its special character from the choppy, short musical episodes, which furthermore alternate quickly and unsteadily above and below, quickly and slowly, harmoniously and unharmoniously, representing the [person’s] short periods of constantly changing interest.]

See Bach-Kommentar 2:582.
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Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

mpeau
Typewritten Text
Bass is often the
voice of
authority.
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Text painting: Fluttering melody depicts the "superficially-minded fickle spirits." 
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Word painting: Sustained note followed by melisma for "power 
[of the Word]."
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BWV 181 (perhaps a parody) is indebted to the devices of comic opera—quick tempo, syllabic declamation, short motives, staccato articulation, and an abundance of trills.
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A. Lines 1–2.
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Double Cantatas. In his first year in Leipzig, Bach produced two-part or double cantatas for at least 13 Sundays (before and after the sermon): BWV 75, 76, 21, 24+185, 147, 186, 179+199, 70, 181+18, 31+4, 172+59, 194+165, 22+23. See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), p. 269.
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Last changed: 22 December 2025.
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For biblical
background,
see note.
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Psalm 119:113. I hate double-minded men (Luther 1545: Flattergeister)  but I love thy law.
Proverbs 23:9. Do not speak in the hearing of a fool, for he will despise the wisdom of your words.
Proverbs 1:20, 22. Wisdom cries aloud in the street…”How long, O simple ones, will you love being simple? How long will scoffers delight in their scoffing and fools hate knowledge?”
2 Timothy 3:15–17. …The sacred writings…are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness…
Hebrews 4:12. The word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword…
*Luke 8:4–8, 12. [Jesus] said in a parable: “A sower went out to sow his seed; and as he sowed, some fell along the path, and was trodden under foot, and the birds of the air devoured it. And some fell on the rock; and as it grew up, it withered away, because it had no moisture. And some fell among thorns; and the thorns grew with it and choked it. And some fell into good soil and grew, and yielded a hundredfold.” As he said this, he called out, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” And when his disciples asked him what this parable meant, he said, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of God; but for others they are in parables, so that seeing they may not see, and hearing they may not understand …The ones along the path are those who have heard; then the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts, that they may not believe and be saved.” 
2 Corinthians 6:15. What accord has Christ with Belial?
John 8:44 [Jesus]: You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and has nothing to do with the truth, because there is no truth in him.
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Word painting: Fluttering melisma for "fluttering spirits" and flitting instrumental figures.
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For word-for-word English translations, see Unger, Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts.
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Word painting: "Belial" depicted with foreboding repetition in the vocal part,
descending cascades in the continuo arriving on diminished 7th chords.
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The text alludes to Jesus' parable: "The ones along the path are those who have heard; then the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts, that they may not believe and be saved” (Luke 8:12). Belial is identified as the devil in 2 Corinthians 6:15: What accord has Christ with Belial?
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●Word that falls on hard hearts is ineffective (181/2). 
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Matthew 17:17. Jesus answered, “O faithless and perverse (Luther 1546: verkehrte) generation…
*Luke 8:5, 12 [Jesus]: …A sower went out to sow his seed; and as he sowed, some fell along the path, and was trodden under foot, and the birds of the air devoured it…The ones along the path are those who have heard; then the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts, that they may not believe and be saved. 
Matthew 13:19 [Jesus]: When any one hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what is sown in his heart; this is what was sown along the path.
2 Corinthians 2:11. …We are not ignorant of [Satan’s] designs. (Also Genesis 3:4–10.)
2 Corinthians 11:14. …Satan disguises himself as an angel of light.
2 Corinthians 4:3–4. …If (the) gospel is veiled, it is veiled only to those who are perishing. In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ… (Also Isaiah 44:18, Romans 11:8–10, 1 John 2:11.)
John 12:40 [God]: …Their eyes [have been blinded] and [their heart] hardened…lest they should see with their eyes and perceive with their heart, and turn for me to heal them. (Also Isaiah 6:9–10, Exodus 9:12, 10:1, Deuteronomy 2:30.)
*Luke 8:13. The ones on the rock are those who, when they hear the word, receive it with joy; but these have no root, they believe for a while and in time of temptation fall away.
Revelation 3:20 [Christ]: Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if any one hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me.
James 1:19–22. …Let every man be quick to hear [God’s word]… Therefore put away all filthiness and rank growth of wickedness (Luther 1545: Bosheit) and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls. But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves.
Matthew 7:26–27 [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; and the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell; and great was the fall of it. (Also Luke 6:46–49.)
John 12:48 [Jesus]: He who rejects me and does not receive my sayings has a judge; the word that I have spoken will be his judge on the last day.
Hebrews 12:25–26. See that you do not refuse him who is speaking. For if they did not escape when they refused him who warned them on earth [from Mount Sinai], much less shall we escape if we reject him who warns from heaven. His voice then shook the earth; but now he has promised, “Yet once more I will shake not only the earth but also the heaven.” (See Exodus 19:18.)
Matthew 27:50–51. [As Jesus hung on the cross, he] cried [his last words] with a loud voice and yielded up his spirit. And behold, the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom; and the earth shook, and the rocks were split.
Matthew 28:1–2. Now after the sabbath, toward the dawn of the first day of the week [after Jesus’ body had been laid in the tomb], Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to see the sepulchre. And behold, there was a great earthquake; for an angel of the Lord descended from heaven and came and rolled back the stone, and sat upon it.
Exodus 17:5–6. [In the wilderness] the Lord said to Moses, “…Behold I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb; and you shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, that the people may drink.” And Moses did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel. (Also Numbers 20:10–11.)
Hebrews 3:15. …Today, when you hear [God’s] voice, do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion. (Also Hebrews 3:8, 4:6–11.)
Ezekiel 36:26 [God]: A new heart I will give you…I will take out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.
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own  salvation  frivolously-forfeit     their       own  salvation                frivolously-forfeit                         and one-day  be-ruined.
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(Now) works indeed      Christ’s              final           word,                                                              that
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Text painting: Inflexibly repeated notes depict knocking on the unyielding hearts as hard as stone (cf. Revelation 3:20).
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Word painting: "laughing" melisma for "verscherzen" 
("joke about" or "frivolously forfeit.")
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Original printed libretto had "zu 
Trümmern gehen" ("go to ruins"). Bach saves this reference for the Andante.
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Text painting: The reference to the breaking of boulders (as in the apocalyptic earthquake after Jesus' death) is depicted with a jagged bass (see note above). 
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[Jesus' last words: "It is finished."]
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Compare the sequence in "Ich hatte viel Bekümmernis" (BWV 21). Here the progression turns perverse (m. 11).
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●Word sown among worldly thorns, which will burn (181/3). 
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there       out-of       a       mountain        water               bring.       Wouldst  thou,   O    heart,             still        harder   be       (than these)?
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Bach restructured the libretto so that this movement became the center in the symmetrical form (see note at no. 1).
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Alfred Dürr notes that this aria "survives in an incomplete state: in all probability, as demonstrated in the Bach-Jahrbuch for 1960 (pp. 32–6), it lacks a solo violin part." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 237. For more, see note. 

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Text painting: Descending cascade of notes for water.
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The account of an earthquake following Jesus' last words and death is found in the Gospel of Matthew. It is noteworthy that at about this time (Lent 1724) Bach was presumably working on the St. John Passion, in which he interpolated this Matthew account of the earthquake (BWV 245/33).
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Matthew records an earthquake at the resurrection, so Bach continues the continuo's jagged figure, descending 
downwards sequentially at the text's reference to the resurrection. Regarding the significance of the sharps, see note.
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Konrad Küster  writes, "Die anschließende Tenorarie »Der schädlichen Dornen unendliche Zahl« lässt sich nur in Umrissen würdigen, denn zu ihr sind nur Singstimme und Continuo erhalten geblieben, nicht aber die zugehörige Solostimme. Angesichts dessen, wie zurückhaltend der Continuopart geformt ist und welche Freiräume auch der Tenorpart lässt (mit Haltenoten und längeren Melismen, neben die das Soloinstrument wohl treten müsste), lässt sich nur vermuten, dass die verschollene Solostimme, möglicherweise ein Violinpart, reich figuriert und virtuos angelegt war (Dürr, Verstümmelt überlieferte Arien).

[The subsequent tenor aria “Der schädlichen Dornen unendliche Zahl” can only be appreciated in outline, as only the voice part and continuo have survived, but not the accompanying solo part. In view of how restrained the continuo part is and also how much free space the tenor part leaves (with sustained notes and longer melismas, which the solo instrument presumably accompanied), one can only assume that the lost solo part, possibly a violin part, was richly figured and virtuosic.]

See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 229, citing Alfred Dürr's article reproduced in “Verstümmelt überlieferte Arien” in Dürr, Im Mittelpunkt Bach: ausgewählte Aufsätze und Vorträge, ed. Kirsten Beisswenger (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1988), pp. 76–86.

Martin Petzoldt suggests that the rich imagery of the text also invites figuration and virtuosity, the emphasis on thorns and eternal hellfire probably even leading Bach to give the obbligato instrument 32nd notes. See Bach-Kommentar 2:583–584.
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Right hand is editorial. The presumed obbligato part would likely have been very ornate, to depict the "thorns" referenced in the text.
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Eric Chafe regards the cantata's rising tonal structure as positive but also notes, “This ending [BWV 181/2] is but one of the places where Bach associates sharps with cantus durus to allegorize hard-heartedness.” He notes further, “In the F sharp minor arias, ‘Auch die harte Kreuzesreise’ of Cantata 123 and ‘Und wenn der harte Todesschlag’ from Cantata 124, Bach introduces sharp accidentals and salti duriusculi to underscore the hardness.” Chafe then cites two additional examples from the St. Matthew Passion: “Pilate’s sudden modulation on ‘Hörest du nicht, wie hart sie dich verklagen?’ and the biting dissonance followed by an enharmonic change on ‘und muss viel härter sein’ from ‘Erbarm es Gott’).” See Eric Chafe, Tonal Allegory in the Vocal Music of J. S. Bach (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), p. 201.
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This 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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Sticky Note
*Luke 8:7, 14 [Jesus]: And some [seed] fell among thorns; and the thorns grew with it and choked it…[This seed signifies] those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit does not mature.
Matthew 6:19–21 [Jesus]: Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.
Hebrews 6:4, 7–8. It is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once been enlightened…For land which has drunk the rain that often falls upon it, and brings forth vegetation useful to those for whose sake it is cultivated, receives a blessing from God. But if it bears thorns and thistles, it is worthless and near to being cursed; its end is to be burned.
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●Seed lies dormant unless soil is prepared (181/4). 
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●Prayer: Make soil of our heart receptive to thy Word (181/5), 

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Secco

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
By         these             is        (its)  strength       choked,                 the     noble           seed          lies    fruitless

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Whoever himself  not       truly     in-the       Spirit         (devotes),         his      heart          in-good-time        into

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
good           soil            to               prepare,         so-that    our       heart         the           sweetness             tastes,         which

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
    

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
to-us   this    Word          reveals,             the       powers        of-this      and   of-the       future                   life.
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The text alludes to Hebrews 6:4–5. …Those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age to come…
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For Konrad Küster's comments on this movement, with translation, see note. 
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Konrad Küster writes, "Ein knappes Sopranrezitativ leitet über zum Schlusschor “Lass, Höchster, uns zu allen Zeiten,” der eigenartig weit von den Konzeptionen entfernt ist, mit denen Bach in jener Zeit arbeitetete. Es handelt sich um einen Da-capo-Satz. Sein Rahmenteil ist als Doppelfuge angelegt; das eine Thema erklingt normalerweise in Oberstimmen (einmal im Bass), das andere parallel dazu nur in Tenor oder Bass (in jenem Sonderfall im Alt). Das instrumentale Vor- und Nachspiel steht zu dem Vokalteil in keiner näheren Beziehung. Sowohl diese fugische Gestaltung als auch die geringe Verzahnung zwischen den selbstständigen instrumentalen und vokalen Anteilen wirkt in einer Kantate aus jener Zeit erstaunlich (im Mittelteil musizieren lediglich die beiden Oberstimmen und das Continuo). Damit wird der immer wieder geäußerte Verdacht weiter genährt, dass dieser Satz aus einem älteren heraus entwickelt worden ist, möglicherweise aus dem Schlusschor einer weltlichen Kantate."

See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 229.

[A brief soprano recitative leads to the final chorus “Lass, Höchster, uns zu allen Zeiten,” which is strangely far removed from the concepts Bach was working with at the time. It is a da capo movement. Its framing section is arranged as a double fugue; the one theme is normally heard in the upper voices (once in the bass), the other parallel to it in the tenor or bass only (as an exception, once in the alto). The instrumental prelude and postlude are not closely related to the vocal part. Both this fugal arrangement and the minimal interlocking between the independent instrumental and vocal parts are astonishing in a cantata from this period (in the middle section, only the two upper voices and the continuo perform). This further fuels the repeatedly stated suspicion that this movement was developed from an older one, possibly from the final chorus of a secular cantata.]
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Despite the negative sentiment at the beginning, the recitative begins and ends in 
the major mode, moving the focus to those who embrace the Word in Jesus' parable.
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*Luke 8:7–8, 14–15 [Jesus]: Some [seed] fell among thorns; and the thorns grew with it and choked it. And some fell into good soil and grew, and yielded a hundredfold…As for what fell among thorns, they are those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit does not mature. And as for that in the good soil, they are those who, hearing the word, hold it fast in an honest and good heart, and bring forth fruit with patience. 
Psalm 19:9–10. …The ordinances of the Lord are true, and righteous altogether. More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb.
Psalm 119:103. [O Lord,] how sweet are thy words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!
James 1:21. …Receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls. (Also Acts 20:32, 1 Thessalonians 2:13.)
Colossians 3:16. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly…
Romans 1:16. …[The gospel] is the power of God for salvation to every one who has faith…
1 Corinthians 1:18. The word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.
Colossians 1:26–27. The mystery hidden for ages and generations [has] now [been] made manifest to his saints. To them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.
Ephesians 1:13–14. …You…who have heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and have believed in [Christ], were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, which is the guarantee of our inheritance…
Hebrews 6:4–5. …Those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age to come…
1 Timothy 4:8. …Godliness is of value in every way, as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come (Luther 1545: dieses und des zukünftigen Lebens).
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The rich harvest of the Word sown in receptive hearts as referenced in Jesus' parable is depicted with permuta-tional combinations of thematic ideas and with full orchestration. (even though this music evidently existed previously with a different text). This structure presents a clear contrast to the "flightiness" of the first movment.
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The text uses language from Jeremiah 15:16: Thy words became to me a joy and the delight (Luther 1545: Freude und Trost) of my heart…
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*Luke 8:8, 15 [Jesus]: Some [seed] fell into good soil and grew, and yielded a hundredfold…As for that in the good soil, they are those who, hearing the word, hold it fast in an honest and good heart, and bring forth fruit with patience.
Jeremiah 15:16. Thy words became to me a joy and the delight (Luther 1545: Freud und Trost) of my heart…
James 1:21. …Receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls. (Also Acts 20:32, 1 Thessalonians 2:13.)
Matthew 3:8. Bear fruit that befits repentance. (Also Luke 3:8, Romans 7:4.)
John 15:1–2, 5, 8, 16 [Jesus]: I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. Every branch of mine that bears no fruit, he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit…I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in me, and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit…By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit, and so prove to be my disciples…I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide… (Also Jeremiah 17:8, Ezekiel 17:8, 23.)
Galatians 5:22–23. The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control…
Luke 13:6–9. And [Jesus] told this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came seeking fruit on it and found none, And he said to the vinedresser, ‘Lo, these three years I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none, Cut it down; why should it use up the ground?’ And he answered him, ‘Let it alone, sir, this year also, till I dig about it and put on manure. And if it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.’”
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