
Day 12: The First Noel  Dec. 9 
 

1 The first Noel the angel did say  
was to certain poor shepherds in fields as they lay;  
in fields where they lay keeping their sheep,  
on a cold winter's night that was so deep.  

 
Refrain: Noel, Noel, Noel, Noel,  
born is the King of Israel.  

 
2 They looked up and saw a star  
shining in the east, beyond them far;  
and to the earth it gave great light,  
and so it continued both day and night. [Refrain] 

 
3 And by the light of that same star  
three Wise Men came from country far;  
to seek for a king was their intent,  
and to follow the star wherever it went. [Refrain] 

 
4 This star drew nigh to the northwest,  
o'er Bethlehem it took its rest;  
and there it did both stop and stay,  
right over the place where Jesus lay. [Refrain] 

 
5 Then entered in those Wise Men three,  
full reverently upon the knee,  
and offered there, in his presence,  
their gold and myrrh and frankincense. [Refrain] 

 
  8 Then let us all with one accord 
  Sing praises to our heavenly Lord; 
  That hath made heaven and earth of naught, 
  And with His blood mankind hath bought.  
 
In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the 
East came to Jerusalem, 2 asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? 
For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.” (Matthew 2:1-2) 
 
 The First Noel is an English Christmas carol whose author is unknown.  It likely emerged 
in the late middle ages in the form of a troubadour song.  Troubadours were traveling minstrels 
who went from town to town providing entertainment.  But one of their other chief functions was 
to bring the news from surrounding communities to which they had traveled.  One message they 
always passed along was news of a birth, especially of an “important” person. 
 The hymn opens, as a troubadour might enter a town, with the exciting announcement of 
“the first Noel.”  (Noel translates the Latin term for birth.)  The carol rolls through nine verses 



telling the story of Jesus’ birth.  (Most hymnals delete various verses, some for brevity’s sake, 
others that are of inferior poetic quality, while still others offer poor theology.) 
 The first stanza focuses on the angelic announcement to the shepherds of Jesus’ birth.  
But there is a quick turn to the wise men, beginning in the second verse and continuing almost to 
the end.  This is an interesting change from classical hymnody.  Most of our Christmas hymns, 
when it comes to Biblical characters, almost always focus on the shepherds.  Although The First 
Noel starts with the shepherds (as noted), it mostly centers on the wise men.  Rich, powerful, 
autonomous, exotic – the wise men were everything the local villagers were not.  But again, 
troubadours tended to focus on the rich and famous. 
 These wise men were led all the way to Bethlehem by a star that shined bright “both day 
and night.”  At last in verse 5, when they’d come to the place where Jesus lay, the wise men are 
“full reverently upon the knee, and offered there, in his presence, their gold and myrrh and 
frankincense.”  They had at last found the truly important person, the one for whom we sing, 
“Noel, born is the King of Israel.” 
 The true climax of the hymn is verse 8, which bids us: “all with one accord sing praises 
to our heavenly Lord.”  He is not born to the rich and powerful and exotic alone, but to us all.  
Indeed, he “that hath made heaven and earth of naught, and with His blood mankind hath 
bought.”  He is OUR Savior. 
 
Questions 
 

1. How do you pass along good news?  How do you pass along the best news the world has 
ever heard: “Born is the King of Israel!” 

2. What were the things that led you to Christ?  
3. What gifts do you plan to give to the newborn King in celebration of his birthday this 

year? 
 
Prayer 
 
 Jesus, we sing of your birth all these centuries later because we have come to believe that 
you are our King.  You have come to us with a purpose: to forgive our trespasses and provide us 
with new life.  We, like countless wise men and shepherds through the ages, kneel before you in 
humble worship.  You are Lord.  Amen. 


