
Sing We Now of Christmas 
A Carols Bible study 

Part 1 - Advent songs 

 

Warm ups: 

1) How would you describe the music of Christmas? 

    - Is it its own genre / style? 

    - Does it “fit” with any other style of music? 

    - Can / should “Christmas music” be broken down into smaller sub-categories? 

 

2) What is a “carol”? 

     - Are we allowed to dance in Church? 

 

3) What is / was the tradition of Wassailing? 

 

 

I) Advent / Annunciation songs 

    A) Songs, Hymns, and spiritual songs.  Define the following 

1) Christmas song - 

 

2) Christmas hymn -  

 

3) Christmas carol -  

 

                - Pavanne; a slow, formalized, partner dance (precursor to waltz and polka) 

    - Galliard(e); a fast paced dance with lots of jumping and turning 

    - Bransle (Brawl); a circle or square dance with multiple partner changes 

  

4) Some other Christmastide terms 

     - a caroling / wassailing; going through the streets singing for supper / ale 

     - Yule; the preChristian winter solstice celebration (sun’s return / darkness ending) 

     - Gloria in excelsis; never spoken / sung by angels (Gloria in altissimas Deo) 

     - Midwinter; technically not until February 12th  (½ way to equinox) 

  

5) Not all Christmas music is Christian 

 

6) Listen to “Inferior Anglican Christmas Carols”  (youtube share screed, link below) 

     https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dR67HSs4RPI 

 

7) How this study will work: 

     * Week 1, Advent / Annunciation carols and songs (Mary / travel to Bethlehem) 

     * Week 2, Christmas carols and songs (Birth of Christ) 

     * Week 3, Epiphany carols and songs (Wise men, Star of Bethlehem, etc) 

     * Watch / listen to Youtube of selection 

     * Go through lyrics and Biblical references 

     * Author / composer info 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dR67HSs4RPI


     B) Mary did you know?      Pentatonix 2014 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v003OzeBMWo&list=RDv003OzeBMWo&start_radio=1    

 

        1) The text 

 

Mary did you know that your baby boy would one day walk on water? 

Mary did you know, that your baby boy would save our sons and daughters? 

Did you know that your baby boy has come to make you new? 

This child who you delivered, will soon deliver you. 

 

Mary did you know that your baby boy will give sight to a blind man? 

Mary did you know that your baby boy will calm the storm with His hand? 

Did you know that your baby boy has walked where angels trod; 

And when you kiss your little baby, you kiss the face of God? 

 

Mary, did you know?  (Repeats) 

 

The blind will see, the deaf will hear, and the dead shall live again. 

The lame will leap, the dumb will speak the praises of the Lamb. 

 

Mary, did you know that your baby boy is Lord of all creation? 

Mary did you know that your baby boy would one day rule the nations? 

Did you know that your baby boy is heaven’s perfect Lamb? 

The sleeping child you’re holding is the great I AM. 

 

          2) Scriptural tie - ins (going line by line) 

      * Walk on water  - Matthew 14:22-32 

        * Save us - Matthew 1:20-21 

    * Made new - II Corinthians 5:17 

    * Deliverance - II Corinthians 1:10 

    * Blind receive sight (multiple) - Mark 10:46-52 (Bartimaeus) 

    * Rebuke the winds and waves - Luke 8:24 

    * Walked where angels trod - Revelation 21 

    * Kissing the face of God - Colossians 1:15-20 

    * Isaiah interlude - Isaiah 35 & Matthew 11:2-6 

    * Lord / King / Ruler of all creation - Revelation 19 (really the whole chapter) 

    * Heaven’s perfect Lamb - Revelation 5:6-14, John 1:29-34 

    * I AM - John 8:58 

 

        3) Discussion questions 

    * How much do you think Mary knew about what her baby boy would do? 

              * How does this song help us understand the mystery of the Incarnation? 

              * Which line(s) really resonate with you?   Why? 

              * Why isn’t this one in our hymnal? 

 



      4) About the author:  Mark Lowry  1984 

1) He was blessed / cursed with ADHD and found his “relief” on the stage (singer) 

2) Also a great poet and wrote many early Gospel / Christian songs  

3) Asked by his pastor to write a piece for the choir’s Christmas program 

4) Wrote “Mary did you know” - but couldn’t find a suitable tune for it and filed it away 

5) He wrote this in the style of an interview with Mary 

6) Became a member of the Gaither Vocal Band in 1988 & met Buddy Green (see 5) 

7) In 1990, he gave his poem to Buddy as a ½ joke to see if he could do anything with it 

 

      5) About the tune / composer:  Buddy Green 

1) Took about 5 weeks to fit the melody to the text 

2) Originally released by Michael Englih, a Christian Contemporary artist in 1991 

3) Covered by Kathy Mattea (country), Natalie Cole (operatic), Reba (country pop),  

      Pentatonix (a cappella), and many others 

 

   C) The Angel Gabriel from Heaven Came (Gabriel’s Message)     LSB 356  / Sting 

      

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GdeMcOHLHoo&list=RDGdeMcOHLHoo&start_radio=1 

 

        1) The Text 

 

The angel Gabriel from heaven came with wings as drifted snow and eyes as flame 

“All hail to thee, O lowly maiden Mary, most highly favored lady.”    Gloria, 

 

For know a blessed mother thou shalt be, all generations laud and honor thee; 

Thy son shall be Emmanuel by seers foretold.  Most highly favored lady”   Gloria. 

 

Then gentle Mary meekly bowed her head, “To me be as pleaseth God” she said 

“My soul shall laud and magnify God’s holy name.”  Most highly favored lady.  Gloria, 

 

Of her, Emmanuel, the Christ was born in Bethlehem all on a Christmas morn. 

And Christian folk throughout the world will ever say, “Most highly favored lady.”   

Gloria, 

 

      2) Scriptural tie-ins 

* Luke 1:26-38 

* Isaiah 7:14 

 

     3) Discussion questions: 

* How closely do the lyrics match the Biblical text? 

* What part(s) show some “poetic license” or “Cultural adaptation”? 

* What does the name “Emmanuel” mean? 

* Why is Mary the “mos highly favored lady” ? 

* What do we call the part where “My soul shall laud and magnify God’s holy name”? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GdeMcOHLHoo&list=RDGdeMcOHLHoo&start_radio=1


     4) The text  

           * Paraphrased / translated from the Latin by Sabine Baring-Gould in 1892 

    * Originally called angelus ad virginem (angel t virgin) from the 13th Century  

* From the Basque region of Spain / France  (Pyrrenies)  

* Follows Luke 1:26-38, but also includes some parts of the Magnificat (Lk. 1:46-55) 

 

     5) The tune 

* Follows the medeival plainsong (Sarum IV) with syncopation unique to Basque area 

* Tune collected by Charls Bordes in the late 19th Century (Basque revvalism) 

* Put in its current setting by Edgar Pettman which remains the most popular tune 

* The medieval hymn angelus ad virginem has been set to many tunes in the last 600 yrs. 

 

    D) The Cherry Tree Carol   Appalachian  Peter, Paul, & Mary 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y5ClJpQDRRA&list=RDy5ClJpQDRRA&start_radio=1 

 

     1)  The Text 

When Joseph was an old man, an old man was he, 

He married virgin Mary, the Queen of Galilee 

He married Virgin Mary, the Queen of Galilee. 

 

An one day as they went walking all in a garden green 

There were berries and cherries as thick as may be seen 

There were berries and cherries as thick as may be seen 

 

And Mary said to Joseph, so meek and so mild 

Joseph, gather me some cherries, for I am with child 

Joseph, gather me some cherries, for I am with child. 

 

Then Joseph flew in anger, in anger flew he 

“Let the father of the baby gather cherries for thee.” 

“Let the father of the baby gather cherries for thee.” 

 

Then up spoke baby Jesus, from out Mary’s womb 

“Bow down ye tallest branches that my mother might have some” 

“Bow down ye tallest branches that my mother might have some.” 

 

So bowed down the tallest branch for to touch Mary’s hand 

Said she, “Oh look now Joseph, I have cherries at command.” 

Said she, “Oh, look now Joseph, I have cherries at command.” 

 

When Joseph was an old man, an old man was he 

He married Virgin Mary, the Queen of Galilee 

He married Virgin Mary, the Queen of Galilee. 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y5ClJpQDRRA&list=RDy5ClJpQDRRA&start_radio=1


       2) Scriptural tie-ins 

             * This is a “fill in the spaces” type song - a “what if” if you will 

   * Not really based on any Scripture, but a conjecture as to how things might  have been 

 * A little can be gleaned from Matthew 1:18-25 

 * There is an apocryphal account in Psuedo-Matthew of a date tree bending down in  

     Egypt when Jesus was an infant (flight to Egypt) 

 * Luke 17:6 - if a mulbeery tree can be uprooted, a cherry tree can bow down? 

 

      3) Discussion questions 

* How do you think Mary “broke the news” to Joseph? 

* Do berries and cherries grow in Palestine? 

* As Jesus is God, did “the father of the baby gather cherries for thee”? 

* Was Mary “the Queen of Galilee”?  How does that fit with “meek and so mild” 

 

      4) The text 

* This is a carol from Northern England (Northumbria) from the mid 1600’s 

* The text has undergone various subtle changes throughout the centuries, but retains the 

    central themes of Mary informing Joseph, the tree bending down, and the eventual  

    marriage of Mary and Joseph. 

* This was a popular carol in Northumbria and Caledonia and migrated to America 

* In the Appalachians (esp. N. Carolina) it became a Christmas staple by 1800 

 

     5) The tune: 

* “Traditional English” is what’s usually listed 

* No one is credited with authorship - it’s simply an old folk tune 

* There is an English melody and an Appalachian variant (we went Appalachian) 

* Both tunes are set in ¾ time - waltz time!  (Yes, Pastor has waltzed this) 

 

 

Next week:  Christ is born!  (Songs of the nativity) 

 
The Wessex Carol 

 

In the Bleak Midwinter   
 

??? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sing We Now of Christmas 
A study of select carols - part 2 

 
Let’s talk about this: 

1) How would you answer Charlie Brown’s question, “Can’t somebody please tell me what  

       Christmas is all about?” 

2) What is the primary Scripture for the majority of carols and songs? 

 

3) How can the pagan / secular parts of Christmas be “baptized”? 

     - Can you think of any pagan (Yule) imagery that has been given Christian meaning? 

 

 

II) Carols and Songs of the Nativity  
     A) O Holy Night / Cantique de Noel 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m0P8jwXGltc&list=RDm0P8jwXGltc&start_radio=1 

1) The text (Trans. John Sullivan Dwight) 

O holy night, the stars are brightly shining 

It is the night of the dear Savior’s birth. 

Long lay the world in sin and error pining 

‘Til He appeared and the soul felt its worth. 

A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices 

For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn. 

 

Fall on your knees,  O hear the angel voices. 

O night divine.  O night when Christ was born. 

O night, o holy night, o night divine! 

 

Led by the light of faith serenely beaming 

With glowing hearts by His cradle we stand. 

So led by light of a star sweetly gleaming 

Here came the wise men from Orient land. 

The King of kings lay there in lowly manger 

In all our trials born to be our friend. 

 

Chorus 

 

Truly He taught us to love one another 

His law is love and His gospel is peace. 

Chains shall He break for the slave is our brother 

And in His name all oppression shall cease. 

Sweet hymns of joy in grateful chorus raise we; 

Let all within us praise His holy name. 

(Alternate final chorus) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m0P8jwXGltc&list=RDm0P8jwXGltc&start_radio=1


Christ is the Lord!  Then ever, ever praise we. 

His pow’r and glory evermore proclaim. 

His pow’r and glory evermore, evermore proclaim! 

 

    2) Scriptural tie-ins  (going line by line) 

* Luke 2:11  

* John 8:34 / Romans 7:25 

* Psalm 33:18-22 

* Philippians 2:10 (Chorus) 

* Luke 2:14 (Chorus) 

* Matthew 2:1-12  

* John 15:12 

* John 8:36 / Galatians 3:28 

* Psalm 46:9 

* I Corinthians 12:3 (alternate chorus) 

 

     3) Discussion Questions 

* What makes this a “holy” night (why is this night different from all others?) 

* How much is the soul worth?   

* Does the world rejoice with Christ’s coming?   

    - Is there another carol that captures this joy to the world? 

* How do we “stand by the cradle”  (other “cradle hymns”?) 

* What does Orient(al) mean? 

* Does the third verse mess with our Law / Gospel understandings? 

* What abolitionist tendencies do you see sneaking in to this Christmas hymn? 

* What socialist tendencies do you see sneaking in to this Christmas hymn? 

* How is the final chorus both a creed and a call to action? 

 

     4) About the author(s) 

* Placide Cappeau de Roquermaure was a wine merchant and poet, but not a Christian 

* In 1847 the local priest asked him to write a poem for that year’s Midnight Mass 

* On a stage coach trip from Macon to Dijon (6 hrs), he wrote the Cantique de Noel 

* Much of the French original dwelt on original sin and Christ as Liberator 

* Due to its emphasis on God’s wrath fro sin it was deemed “unfit” for Christmas Mass 

* In 1855 American minister John Sullivan Dwight of Boston got a hold of it 

* Dwight translated it to English and gave it a “softer tone” while keeping the abolitionist 

    lines of the orginal French 

* He published it in his magazine “Dwight’s Journal of Music” with the tune below 

* The catholic Church banned the song in 1864, but it had taken hold in the public realm  

    and was being sung in city squares, bars, homes, and even a few protestant churches 

 

     5) About the Composer 

* Adolphe Adam was a Parisian composer well known to Cappeau 

* He had scored a “best selling” opera (Gisele) the year before 

* Though Jewish and not a celebrant of Christmas, he took to marrying a tune to the text 

    B) In the Bleak Midwinter      Rossetti / Holst 



 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cBCYZ9jIJkI&list=RDcBCYZ9jIJkI&start_radio=1 

 

          1) The text (all 5 verses as written by Rossetti) 

 

In the bleak midwinter frosty winds made moan 

Earth stood hard as iron, water like a stone. 

Snow had fallen, snow on snow, snow on snow 

In the bleak midwinter, long ago. 

 

Our God, heaven cannot hold Him nor earth sustain, 

Heaven and earth shall flee away when He comes to reign. 

In the bleak midwinter a stable place sufficed 

The Lord God Almighty - Jesus Christ. 

 

Enough for Him whom cherubim worship night and day 

A breastful of milk and a manger full of hay. 

Enough for Him whom angels fall down before 

The ox and ass and camel which adore. 

 

Angels and archangels may have gathered there 

Cherubim and seraphim thronged the air. 

But only His mother in her maiden bliss 

Worshiped the Beloved with a kiss. 

 

What can I give Him - poor as I am? 

If I were a shepherd - I would bring a lamb. 

If I were a wise man, I would do my part 

Yet what can I give Him - give my heart. 

 

     2) Bible tie-ins 

   * Nothing Biblical in verse 1 

* I Kings 8:27 

* Revelation 21:1 & 2 Peter 3:10-11 

* Luke 2:7 

* Revelation 19:1-8 

* No tie-in from verses 4 or 5 

 

     3) Discussion questions 

* Why are the most theological verses (2, 3, & 4) the most often omitted? 

* How does this hymn show cultural assimilation? 

* How would you portray the mystery of the Incarnation? 

* How does verse 4 show that even archangels have their limitations? 

* “Birthday party for Jesus” is quite a popular children’s ministry activity today.   

      - What would you give Jesus for His birthday? 

     4) About the author  - Christina Georgina Rossetti  (1830-1894) 



* English poet of Italian refugee parents 

* Wrote children’s poetry and stories in the romantic style of Victorian England 

* 2 Christmas poems were set to music 

     - In the Bleak Midwinter (1886) became popular after her death 

     - Love Came Down at Christmas (1885) appeared in Lutheran Worship 

* Was hailed as the successor to Elizabeth Barret Browning 

* Best knwn poem is “When I am dead my dearest”  (1862) 

 

     5) About the composers   Gustav Holst  and Harold Darke 

          * Holst wrote for congregations (hymnist) and his version is most widely known / sung 

            * Darke wrote for performance choirs and is most often often done by choirs / ensembles 

* The poem has an irregular meter making composition difficult 

* Holst wrote “Cranham” which appears in The English Hymnal 1906 

* Darke wrote his setting in 1909 as a student at the Royal College of Music 

* Darke’s version is melodically similar, but has solos and descants for soprano and tenor 

    and an organ interlude.  King’s College Choir is the best example of this 

* Benjamin Britten also wrote a tune for high voices in his Corpus Christi carol, which  

     uses just the first verse of Rossetti’s poem. 

 

C) God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen     Traditional English 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CDcSyaW-tTI&list=RDCDcSyaW-tTI&start_radio=1 

 

     1) The text  - all verses (1760 version) 

 

God rest ye merry gentlemen, let nothing you dismay 

For Jesus Christ, our Savior, was born upon this day 

To save us all from Satan’s pow’r when we had gone astray 

 

Oh tidings of comfort and joy - comfort and joy 

Oh tidings of comfort and joy. 

 

In Bethlehem, in Jewry, this blessed Babe was born 

And laid within a manger upon this blessed morn 

The which His mother Mary did nothing take in scorn. 

 

Chorus 

 

From God our heav’nly Father a blessed angel came 

And unto certain shepherds brought tidings of the same 

How that in Bethlehem was born the Son of God by name. 

 

Chorus 

 

 

“Fear not”, then said the angel, “Let nothing you affright 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CDcSyaW-tTI&list=RDCDcSyaW-tTI&start_radio=1


This day is born a Savior of virtue, pow’r, and might 

So frequently to vanquish all the friends of Satan quite 

 

Chorus 

 

The shepherds at those tidings rejoiced much in mind 

And left their flocks a-feeding in tempest, storm, and wind 

And went to Bethlehem forthwith this blessed Babe to find 

 

Chorus 

 

But when to Bethlehem they came whereat this infant lay 

They found Him in a manger where oxen feed on hay 

His mother, Mary, kneeling unto the Lord to pray 

 

Chorus 

 

With sudden joy and gladness the shepherds were beguil’d 

To see the Babe of Israel before His mother mild 

On them with joy and cheerfulness rejoice each mother’s child. 

 

Chorus 

 

Now to the Lord sing praises all ye within this place 

And with true love and brotherhood each other now embrace 

This holy tide of Christmas all others doth deface 

 

Chorus 

 

God bless the ruler of this house and send him long to reign 

And many a merry Christmas may live to see again 

Among your friends and kindred that live both far and near. 

 

Chorus 

 

    2) Biblical tie-ins 

* The song pretty much follows Luke 2:8-20 

* How does I John 5:19 help us understand “Satan’s pow’r when we had gone astray”? 

* What were the angelic tidings?   How closely does the carol capture this? 

* How were the shepherds to know which baby in Bethlehem was the One? 

* Are verses 1, 8, or 9 tied into the Luke 2 account? 

 

 

    

 

     3) Let’s talk about it: 



          * What brings you comfort?  (Comfort foods?  Flannel p.j.’s? ) 

          * What is joy? 

              - how is it different from happiness? 

          * What do the shepherds each us about how we are to respond to the Good News? 

          * Do you see any cultural adaptations or imagery? 

          * Which lines or phrases don’t resonate with 21st Century American hearers? 

          * Verse 9 is likely a later wassailing addition (not in the 1537 version) 

 

    4) Background to the text 

         * Originally penned by an unknown author in the late 15th / early 16th century (Luther’s day 

         * ALL church music of that day was in Latin (a few German hymns crept up in Wittenburg 

         * The music was somber and dark and the lyrics focused on man’s sin and Judgment Day 

         * This is the best known of these “rebellion” carols  

         * The author knew his Luke 2 story and a bit of theology as well 

         * While outlawed by the Church, it was widely sung by the laity in the streets 

         * Became immortalized in Charles Dickens’  A Christmas Carol 

         * The text has undergone many changes from High English (1350-1500), Elizabethan 

(1550-1620), Georgian (1745-1790)  and Victorian (1840-1905) and the Victorian era 

verbage is most often sung today - even though some Elizabethan and older parts remain 

         * “Merry” in old english mean strong of mighty (Rodin Hood and his merry men) 

         * “Rest” is a stative verb - remain in the state of merry (an object at rest....) 

         * Punctuation matters!  - where to put the comma, if putting one at all 

  “Let’s eat, Grandma” vs. “Let’s eat Grandma, “ 

 

     5) About the tune 

* Based on a carolle - a lively round dance 

* Two tunes exist for this song; both have a quick tempo and upbeat feel 

    - one is in ¾ time (a waltz) 

    - on is in 4/4 or common time (a Bolero) 

* There have been many variations on this tune 

    - a fugue and a phantasia for organ 

    - Covered by many artists in many styles 

 

 

For next week:  We Three Kings; the carols of the Epiphany 

          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sing We Now of Christmas 
Part 3 - the songs of Epiphany 

 
Warm ups: 

1) What is / was your tradition for gift giving / opening?    

2) What is Epiphany / 12th Night? 

3) What were the names of the three “kings”?  

      - Where was each of them from? 

 

III) “Christmas” carols about stars and kings and journeys 

A) We Three Kings 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j1ZOGTPsxng&list=RDj1ZOGTPsxng&start_radio=1 

    1) The text 

We three kings of Orient are bearing gifts we traverse afar 

Field and fountain, moor and mountain - following yonder star. 

 

(Oh) Star of wonder, star of light, star with royal beauty bright 

Westward leading, still proceeding - guide us to Thy perfect Light. 

 

Born a king on Bethlehem’s plain, gold I bring to crown Him again 

King forever, ceasing never, over us all to reign. 

 

Chorus 

 

Frankincense to offer have I, incense owns a deity nigh 

Prayer and praising, all men raising, worshiping God most high 

 

Chorus 

 

Myrrh is mine, its bitter perfume breathes a life of gathering gloom 

Sorrowing, sighing, bleeding, dying, sealed int he stone cold tomb 

 

Chorus 

 

Glorious now behold Him arise - King and God and Sacrifice 

Alleluia!  Alleluia! Sounds through the earth and skies. 

 

Chorus 

 

   

 



   2) Biblical tie-ins 

         * The story of the wise men is in Matthew 2:1-12 

         * The star is a reference to Numbers 24:17 

         * The kings though Jerusalem would be the birthplace, did they not read Micah 5:2? 

         * Where else do we see “signs and wonders in the heavens”? 

         * Gold as a symbol of kingly authority and royal splendor goes back to Genesis 41:42 

         * Frankincense is listed in Exodus 30:34 as an ingredient in the sacred incense 

         * Myrrh was used as a burial spice as well as a pain killer; used as a perfume in Song of  

             Solomon and mixed with the wine at Jesus’ crucifixion - Mark 15:23 

         * The three gifts point to Christ’s threefold office as Prophet, Priest, and King 

 

   3) Things to talk about 

* What do you think was the Star of Bethlehem? 

* How long would it take to travel from Persia to Bethlehem? 

* Were these men “kings”?  (Daniel 2:2-5, 5:7-11) 

* How would they have known of the prophecies of a coming Messiah? 

* How is incense symbolic of God? 

    - what else does incense symbolize? 

* How does the 4th verse take us from Christmas to Easter?  

     - Can cross and cradle ever be separated? 

* How are heaven and earth to respond to the coming of the Messiah? 

 

    4) About the author: 

* John Henry Hopkins Jr. (1820-1891) was a renaissance man 

   - Born in Pittsburgh, PA to an Episcopal bishop father 

   - Received a Master of Arts from the University of Vermont 

   - Received a Juris Prudens degree from Columbia in NYC 

   - Was ordained an Epicopal clergyman in 1850 

   - Spent most of his life as a journalist and editor 

* Had no wife or children, but enjoyed being “the cool uncle” 

* Wrote “We Three Kings” in 1857 as a 12th night present for his nieces & nephews 

    - was published in 1863 

* While not in many hymnals (due to it being mostly fantasy) it remains the  

    quintessential song about the journey of the wise men and the meaning of their gifts. 

 

    5) Regarding the tune 

         * Hopkins also wrote the tune that accompanies it; which has not seen much alteration 

    - written in 6/8 time most often (so it should be a Viennese Waltz) 

    - according to my dance teacher, the tune is “a classic paso doble” 

          * This is often sung with individuals for the verse and a choir for the chorus 

          * Many versions exist with middle eastern instrumentation 

 

   B) I Saw Three Ships 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GD7a0g9uODg&list=RDGD7a0g9uODg&star

t_radio=1 



      1) The text         (1883 version) 

 

I saw three ships come sailing in on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day 

I saw three ships come sailing in on Christmas Day in the morning. 

 

And what was in those ships all three, on Christmas Day on Christmas Day 

And what was in those ships all three on Christmas Day int he morning. 

 

Our Savior Christ and His Lady on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day 

Our Savior Christ and His Lady on Christmas Day in the morning. 

 

Pray whither sailed those ships all three, on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day 

Pray whither sailed those ships all three on Christmas Day in the morning. 

 

O they sailed in to Bethlehem on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day 

O they sailed in to Bethlehem on Christmas Day in the morning. 

 

And all the bells on earth shall ring on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day 

And all the bells on earth shall ring on Christmas Day in the morning. 

 

And all the angels in heav’n shall sing, on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day 

And all the angels in heav’n shall sing on Christmas Day in the morning. 

 

And all the souls on earth shall sing on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day 

And all the souls on earth shall sing on Christmas Day in the morning. 

 

Then let us all rejoice again on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day 

Then let us all rejoice again on Christmas Day in the morning. 

 

     2) Biblical tie-ins 

* Very few direct corollaries with Scripture 

* The travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem occurs in Luke 2:5-6 

    - no mention of ships, donkeys, etc.; few details other than they went there 

    - Matthew’s “nativity” begins with the Holy Family already in Bethlehem and  

       settling in Nazareth after returnin from Egypt 

* While heaven and earth and all the inahbitants therein rejoice at Christ’s birth there is  

    no Biblical passage linking bells or choirs to Christ’s birth 

 

     3) Things to talk about 

           * What are the three ships? 

               - the three wise men is the most popular opinion 

               - 3 ships bore the alleged relics of the Magi to Cologne in the 12th Century 

               - St. Wenceslaus has three silver ships on a field of azure for his coat of arms 

               - The camels (ships of the desert) used by the Magi 

               - the Holy Family (one ship for each person) 

               - the Cardinal Virtues of Faith, Hope, and Love 



             * Bethlehem is not near any body of water that could draft “ships”; so why use these as  

                an image?  (Remember this is an English / Cornish folk song) 

           * What is the main point of the carol (don’t get hung up on the details) 

 * How can a “cultural translation” help us understand a Biblical truth? 

 

     4) About the author        Unknown 

            * We have no idea who wrote this or when it was written 

    * First appears in print in 1646 in Cornwall; “As I Sat on a Sunny Bank” 

            * Popular throughout the 17th and 18th Centuries as a folk song / carol 

* William Sandys published his version in 1833 and that is considered the “standard” 

    - He penned nine verses (3x3) to keep to the symbolic “three”ness of the song 

    - Very often it will be sung / played in 2 sets of three  

* The song migrated with the English to the Americas (esp. Appalachia) 

 

    5) About the tune       “English Traditional” 

* Again, we have no idea where this folk tune originates or its composer 

* The tune is most often set in common time to a Polka meter 

    - if you though Polka was just the chicken dance or beer barrel, you’re dead wrong 

    - Polka was the “ballroom” of the masses 

* Listed as Round dance in the Folk Song Index (#700) 

* It’s lively, toe-tapping melody has made it a favorite Christmas song for almost 400 yrs 

 

 

    C) The Little Drummer Boy     Katherine Davis 1941 

 

     Traditional: (Harry Simeone choir) 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ag4_Z6DsTsc&list=RDag4_Z6DsTsc&start_radio=1 

 

     Contemporary: (Bing Crosby / David Bowie) 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lCpXMy5GalI&list=RDlCpXMy5GalI&start_radio=1 

 

    1) Lyrics 

Come, they told me, pa rum pum pum pum  

A newborn King to see, pa rum pum pum pum  

Our finest gifts we bring, pa rum pum pum pum  

To lay before the King, pa rum pum pum pum 

 Rum pum pum pum, rum pum pum pum.  

So to honour Him, pa rum pum pum pum When we come. 

 

 Little baby, pa rum pum pum pum  

I am a poor boy too, pa rum pum pum pum  

I have no gift to bring, pa rum pum pum pum  

That’s fit to give a King, pa rum pum pum pum  

Rum pum pum pum, rum pum pum pum. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ag4_Z6DsTsc&list=RDag4_Z6DsTsc&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lCpXMy5GalI&list=RDlCpXMy5GalI&start_radio=1


 Shall I play for you, pa rum pum pum pum On my drum? 

 

 Mary nodded, pa rum pum pum pum  

The ox and lamb kept time, pa rum pum pum pum  

I played my drum for Him, pa rum pum pum pum  

I played my best for Him, pa rum pum pum pum  

Rum pum pum pum, rum pum pum pum.  

Then He smiled at me, pa rum pum pum pum,  

Me and my drum Me and my drum  

Me and my drum Me and my drum 

 

   2) Biblical tie-ins 

        * Suppositional song - suppose you were a poor drummer boy at the time of Jesus’ birth 

        * Does speak of the Magi and their bringing gifts as found in Matthew 2:1-12 

        * No mention of a drummer boy in any of the birth accounts, but it’s plausible 

 

   3) Let’s talk about it: 

        * Who is the “they” that invited the drummer boy to come with them? 

        * How does the drummer boy’s poverty foreshadow Jesus’ adult ministry? 

        * Why is the drummer boy’s “gift” the only one to elicit a response from Jesus 

        *  What does Jesus want for Christmas?  What would be on His “Christmas list”? 

        * Is the use of our talents an offering? 

        * How do ox and lamb keep time?  Doesn’t the drummer set the time and tempo? 

 

   4) About the author     Katherine Kennicott Davis (1892-1980) 

        * A teacher and pianist from St. Joseph, Missouri 

        * Studied music at Wellesley College in MA 

        * Inspired by the renaissance carol “Patapan” she wrote “The Carol of the Drum” 

        * Another well known work is “Let All Things Now Living”  (Thanksgiving hymn) 

        * Arranged and published many folk songs from Appalachia and around the world 

        * Wrote over 600 pieces in her lifetime and left all royalties to Wellesley College music  

            department; this endowment is still being used for music scholarships today. 

        * First recorded in 1951 by the Trapp family singers in Stowe, VT 

        * A 1968 stop action animation Christmas special solidified its place in holiday music 

 

   5) About the tune: 

        * Also written by Ms. Davis based on a Czech carol 

        * Onomatopaedic - the words echo the sounds they are meant to represent (pa rum pa pa) 

        * Originally written as a chorale with bass line keeping the drum beat 

        * Has undergone many alterations and variations by various artists 

        * David Bowie and Bing Crosby coupled it with Bowie’s “Peace on Earth” 

        * Remains in the top 20 of Billboard’s Holiday music chart (since 1982) 

 

 
Merry Christmas to all 
And to all a good night. 

 


