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THE STORY BEHIND A BELOVED CAROL: UNDERSTANDING THE WORDS FOR THE
FIRST NOEL

Every  December,  as  the  winter  air  fills  with  the  scent  of  pine  and  cinnamon,  a  familiar  melody
echoes through homes, churches, and shopping centers. It is a song of angels, shepherds, and a
bright star. For centuries, Words For The First Noel have carried a message of hope and wonder,
telling the story of Christ's birth in a way that feels both ancient and new. But what do these words
truly mean? Where did they come from, and why do they continue to resonate so deeply with
listeners around the world?
This article explores the rich history, theological depth, and linguistic beauty of this classic carol.
Whether you are a music lover, a student of history, or someone looking to understand the lyrics on
a deeper level, you will find a treasure trove of insight in the verses of this timeless hymn. We will
journey from the fields of Cornwall to the courts of kings, uncovering the layers of meaning woven
into every line.

The Mysterious Origins of the Carol
Tracing the exact origin of The First Noel is a challenge that delights music historians. The carol is
believed to have originated in Cornwall, England, likely as early as the 15th or 16th century. The
word Noel itself comes from the French Noël, meaning Christmas, which in turn derives from the
Latin natalis, meaning birthday. This connection immediately frames the song as a celebration of a
birth—a very special birth.
Unlike many hymns written by known composers, The First Noel likely began as a folk song, passed
down orally through generations. This oral tradition explains the variations in lyrics and melody that
exist  in  early  versions.  The first  printed version of  the carol  appeared in  1833 in  Christmas Carols
Ancient and Modern, a collection by William B. Sandys. Another early publication came in the same
year from Davies Gilbert, titled Some Ancient Christmas Carols. These collections helped preserve
the Words For The First Noel for future generations, ensuring that a folk tradition would become
a global treasure.

A Lyrical Walkthrough: Verse by Verse
The beauty of this carol lies in its narrative simplicity. It tells the Christmas story in a sequence of
vivid scenes. Let us walk through the verses to appreciate the craft and meaning of the lyrics.
The First Verse: The Announcement
"The first Noel the angel did say / Was to certain poor shepherds in fields as they lay"
The  carol  begins  by  immediately  identifying  its  source:  an  angel.  The  word  Noel  here  is
interchangeable  with  the  message  of  Christ's  birth.  The  shepherds  are  described  as  poor,
emphasizing the humble circumstances of the first witnesses. The image of shepherds lying in fields
evokes a pastoral, nighttime scene, setting a quiet and sacred mood.
The Second Verse: The Guiding Light
"They looked up and saw a star / Shining in the east, beyond them far"
This verse transitions from the angelic announcement to the celestial sign. The star is described with
a sense of awe, shining beyond them far. The Words For The First Noel here create a visual of
distance and grandeur, suggesting that this event has cosmic significance. The star is not merely a
light; it is a guide, a beacon of hope for the entire world.
The Third Verse: The Journey of the Magi
"And to the earth it gave great light / And so it continued both day and night"
While the first two verses focus on the shepherds, this verse hints at the journey of the Magi, who
followed the star from the East.  The idea that the star shone both day and night suggests a
supernatural  quality,  a  miracle  designed  to  lead  travelers  to  a  specific  destination.  This  weaving
together of  the shepherd and Magi narratives is  a hallmark of  the carol,  blending two Gospel
accounts into one coherent story of wonder.
The Refrain: The Heart of the Carol
"Noel, Noel, Noel, Noel / Born is the King of Israel"
This refrain is the emotional and theological climax of every verse. The repetition of Noel four times
is a burst of pure joy. It is a proclamation, a celebration, and an invitation all at once. The phrase
Born is the King of Israel grounds the carol in its Jewish context while also pointing to the Christian
belief that this King is for all people. The refrain is simple enough for a child to sing yet profound
enough to move a theologian.

Theological Themes in the Lyrics
Beyond the surface narrative, the carol is rich with theological meaning. Let us examine a few key
themes that emerge from the Words For The First Noel.

DIVINE REVELATION TO THE HUMBLE

The  choice  of  shepherds  as  the  first  recipients  of  the  news  is  significant.  In  first-century  Judea,
shepherds were often marginalized. By choosing them, the carol echoes the biblical theme that God
reveals divine truths to the humble and lowly. This is a radical idea: the announcement of the King of
Israel comes not to a palace or a temple, but to a field where ordinary people are working.

LIGHT IN THE DARKNESS

The star imagery is central to the carol and to Christian symbolism generally. Light overcoming
darkness is a powerful metaphor for hope, truth, and salvation. The Words For The First Noel
emphasize that this light is not hidden but gives great light to the earth. It is a public, undeniable
sign.

THE UNIVERSALITY OF THE MESSAGE

Though the refrain declares the birth of the King of Israel, the carol itself has been embraced by
people of all nations. The journey of the Magi (implied in later verses, though not always included in
modern hymnals) represents the worship of Christ by non-Jewish peoples. This gives the carol a
universal, inclusive dimension from its very beginning.

Linguistic and Poetic Devices
The  carol  is  also  a  masterpiece  of  simple,  effective  poetry.  Analyzing  the  Words  For  The  First
Noel reveals several interesting literary techniques.

Repetition: The refrain Noel, Noel, Noel, Noel is a powerful use of repetition. It reinforces the
central theme and makes the song easy to remember, a key feature of oral tradition.
Imagery: Vivid images like fields as they lay, star shining in the east, and great light create a
cinematic quality. Listeners can easily picture the scenes.
Simple Rhyme Scheme: The AABB rhyme scheme (say/lay, far/star) gives the carol a folk-
song quality. It feels natural and unforced, like a story told by a fireside.
Archaic Language: Words like Noel and phrases like as they lay give the carol an antique
charm. This language connects modern listeners to centuries of tradition.

The simplicity of the language is deceptive. While the vocabulary is straightforward, the concepts it
conveys are anything but. The Words For The First Noel  manage to be both accessible and
profound, a rare combination in any form of writing.

Musicality and the Spoken Word
It is worth noting that the words of this carol were designed to be sung, not just read. The rhythm
and stress patterns of the syllables are carefully crafted to fit the melody. When we speak of Words
For The First Noel, we must consider how they sound when sung.
The melody itself is modal, typical of folk music from the British Isles. This gives the carol a slightly
melancholic yet hopeful quality. The words Noel are held over several notes, allowing singers to
dwell on the joy of the proclamation. The rising and falling phrases mimic the movement of the star
and the journey of the travelers.
When spoken aloud, even without music, the words retain a rhythmic quality. The repeated Noel at
the end of each verse creates a sense of crescendo, building toward the triumphant declaration of
the  King's  birth.  This  is  why  the  carol  remains  so  effective  in  congregational  singing:  it  is
participatory  music  that  invites  everyone  to  join  in  the  proclamation.

Modern Interpretations and Uses
Today, The First Noel is performed by artists of every genre, from classical choirs to pop stars. The
Words For The First Noel  have been adapted into countless arrangements, yet they remain
recognizable. This adaptability is a testament to the strength of the original text.
Many  modern  listeners  find  new  meaning  in  the  carol  when  they  examine  the  words  closely.  For
example, the line born is the King of Israel can be seen as a political as well as a spiritual statement.
In  a  world  of  empires  and  rulers,  the  birth  of  a  different  kind  of  king  offers  a  counter-narrative  of
peace and justice.
Churches often use the carol during the season of Advent and on Christmas Eve. The progression
from the angel's message to the star to the birth of the King mirrors the journey of faith that many
believers experience. The Words For The First Noel serve as a reminder that the Christmas story
is not just a historical event but a present reality.

Common Misconceptions and
Clarifications
Over  time,  some confusion has arisen about  the lyrics.  Here are a  few clarifications regarding the
Words For The First Noel.

Noel vs. Nowell: Both spellings are used historically. Nowell is an older English spelling. Both1.
mean the same thing: Christmas or a Christmas carol.
Shepherds and Magi: The carol blends the accounts from Luke (shepherds) and Matthew2.
(Magi). This is a poetic choice, not a historical error. The carol prioritizes the spiritual truth
over chronological precision.
The Number of Verses: Different hymnals include different numbers of verses. The core3.
story, however, remains consistent. The most commonly sung version has three or four verses
plus the refrain.

Understanding these nuances helps us appreciate the carol as a living tradition rather than a fixed
text.

Why These Words Endure
What is it about the Words For The First Noel that has allowed them to survive for centuries? The
answer lies in their ability to communicate universal truths in a simple, beautiful way. The carol
speaks to the human longing for hope, for guidance, and for joy.

Hope: The message of the angel is one of good news. In a world that often feels dark, the
announcement of light is powerful.
Guidance: The star represents direction and purpose. Many people feel lost, and the story of
a guiding star offers comfort.
Joy: The refrain is pure celebration. The repetition of Noel is an invitation to rejoice, to set
aside worries, and to join in the wonder of the moment.

These emotional touchpoints are timeless. They resonate as strongly today as they did centuries
ago. The specific cultural context may have changed, but the human heart remains the same.
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Teaching and Sharing the Carol For  educators,  parents,  and  church  leaders,  the  Words  For  The  First  Noel  offer  a  wonderful
teaching


