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Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. 

Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel. 
 

(Isaiah 7:14, ESV) 

 
1. SINFONIA (OVERTURE) 
 

ISAIAH’S PROPHECY OF SALVATION 

 
2. ACCOMPANIED RECITATIVE 

 
Comfort ye, comfort ye my people, saith your God; 

speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem, and cry unto her,  
that her warfare is accomplished, that her iniquity is pardoned. 

The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness,  
“Prepare ye the way of the Lord,  
make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”      

                                 Isaiah 40:1-3 
 

3. AIR 
 
Every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain and hill made low,  

the crooked straight, and the rough places plain.                    
 Isaiah 40:4 

Aaron Cates, tenor 
 

4. CHORUS 
 
And the Glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it 

together; for the mouth of the Lord hath spoken it.             
 Isaiah 40:5  

 

THE LORD’S RIGHTEOUS JUDGEMENT 
 

5. ACCOMPANIED RECITATIVE 
 
Thus saith the Lord of Hosts; Yet once, a little while and I will shake the 

heavens, and the earth, the sea, and the dry land; And I will shake all 
nations, and the desire of all nations shall come.      

 Haggai 2:6,7 
 
The Lord, whom ye seek, shall suddenly come to His temple, even the 

messenger of the covenant, whom ye delight in: Behold, He shall come, 
saith the Lord of Hosts.          

 Malachi 3:1 
 

6. AIR 
 
But who may abide the day of His coming, and who shall stand when He 

appeareth? For He is like a refiner’s fire.         
Malachi 3:2 

Jacob Will, bass-baritone 
 

7. CHORUS 
 
And He shall purify the sons of Levi, that they may offer unto the Lord 

an offering in righteousness.     
Malachi 3:3 

THE PROPHECY OF CHRIST’S BIRTH 
 

8. RECITATIVE 
 
Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a Son, and shall call his name 

Emmanuel, God with us.              
Isaiah 7:14 (Matthew 1:23) 

 

9. AIR AND CHORUS 
 
O thou that tellest good tidings to Zion, get thee up into the high 

mountain; O thou that tellest good tidings to Jerusalem, lift up thy 
voice with strength; lift it up, and be not afraid; say unto the cities of 
Judah, behold your God!             

Isaiah 40:9 
 

Arise, shine; for thy light is come, and the glory of the Lord is risen upon 
thee.               

Isaiah 60:1 

Daniel Bubeck, counter-tenor 
 

10. ACCOMPANIED RECITATIVE 
 
For, behold, darkness shall cover the earth, and gross darkness the 

people; but the Lord shall arise upon thee, and His glory shall be seen 
upon thee. And the Gentiles shall come to thy light, and kings to the 
brightness of thy rising.       

 Isaiah 60:2,3 

 
11. AIR 

 
The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light: and they that 

dwell in the land of the shadow of death, upon them hath the light 
shined.                   

Isaiah 9:2 (Matthew 3:16) 

Jacob Will, bass-baritone 
 

12. CHORUS 
 
For unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given: and the government 

shall be upon His shoulder: and His name shall be called  
Wonderful, Counsellor, the mighty God, the everlasting Father, 
the Prince of Peace.              

Isaiah 9:6 
 

13. PIFA (PASTORAL SYMPHONY) 
 

THE GOOD NEWS PROCLAIMED TO THE SHEPHERDS 
 

14. RECITATIVE 
 
There were shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their 

flocks by night.                
Luke 2:8 

 

     ACCOMPANIED RECITATIVE 
 
And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the 

Lord shone round about them: and they were sore afraid.           
 Luke 2:9 

 

15. RECITATIVE 
 
And the angel said unto them, “Fear not; for, behold, I bring you good 

tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born 
this day in the city of David a Savior, which is Christ the Lord.”   

Luke 2:10,11 
 

16. ACCOMPANIED RECITATIVE 
 
And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host 

praising God, and saying,           
  Luke 2:13 

Victoria Boyce, soprano 
 

17. CHORUS 
 
“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward 

men.”              
Luke 2:14 

 

18. AIR 
 
Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; shout, O daughter of Jerusalem! 

Behold, thy King cometh unto thee. He is the righteous Savior; and he 
shall speak peace unto the heathen.    

Zechariah 9:9,10 (Matthew 21:5) 

Lyndsey Greene, soprano 
 

CHRIST’S WORK OF RECONCILIATION AND REDEMPTION 

 
19. RECITATIVE 

 
Then shall the eyes of the blind be opened, and the ears of the deaf 

unstopped. Then shall the lame man leap as a hart, and the tongue of 
the dumb shall sing.       

Isaiah 35:5,6 

Victoria Boyce, soprano 
 

20. AIR 
 
He shall feed his flock like a shepherd; and he shall gather the lambs with 

His arm, and carry them in His bosom, and gently lead those that are 
with young.         

Isaiah 40:11 
 

Come unto Him, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and He will give 
you rest. Take His yoke upon you, and learn of Him; for He is meek 
and lowly of heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls.       

Matthew 11:28,29 

Victoria Boyce, Holly Cole, sopranos 
 

21. CHORUS 
 
His yoke is easy, and His burden is light.     

 Matthew 11:30 
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George Frideric Handel’s oratorio Messiah is an extraordinary musical work in 
many ways. Other than being the most frequently performed sacred work in the 
English-speaking world (and arguably the best loved), the oratorio was distinctive 
for its time.  The first performance of Messiah was conducted by the composer on 
April 13, 1742, in Dublin.  The proceeds of this initial performance were to 
benefit three local charitable causes – the relief of prisoners, the fledgling 
Mercer’s Hospital, and the Charitable Infirmary in Inns Quay.  Its subsequent 
performances in London raised funds for the newly-established Foundling 
Hospital for deserted and abandoned children.   
 
Composed in a little over three weeks in the summer of 1741, Messiah is a theatre 
work.  Like Mozart (and very much unlike Bach), Handel was an opera composer.  
The design of Messiah as a dramatic work in three parts was typical of Italian opera 
seria.  Handel’s London audiences, for whom Handel was likely writing Messiah 
despite its premiere in Dublin, would have expected a dramatic theatre work on a 
secular or sacred topic to last approximately three hours.1 
 
Messiah’s aristocrat librettist, Charles Jennens, was a patron of the arts, an editor of 
Shakespeare’s works, a poet, theologian, musician, and an avid Handel enthusiast 
and collector (as evidenced by his collection of nearly 400 Handel manuscripts), 
as well as the author of texts for five of Handel’s oratorios.  He is also known to 
have been a “devout, evangelizing Christian.”2  While it is well known that Handel 
took an active role in the collaborative process with his librettists, there is little 
evidence that this was the case with Messiah.  It is quite likely that Handel set 
Jennens’ text to music as designated in Jennens’ initial submission.3  The nature of 
Jennens’ libretto is what sets Messiah apart from almost every other oratorio that 
Handel composed, specifically that the libretto calls for no dramatis personae 
(dramatic characters).  The text also contains no rhymed or metrical verse or 
paraphrases.  While there was a precedent for a strict setting of biblical texts in 
Handel’s Israel in Egypt (the libretto also likely by Jennens), Messiah is unique in the 
use of both Old and New Testament texts.  In essence, Messiah is a musical 
apologetic about the work of salvation in the person of Jesus Christ.   
 
Other than the standard vocal devices of dramatic, virtuosic arias, ariosos, and 
recitatives, there are a few subtle “operatic” occurrences in the structure of the 
first part that dramatically set the scene for the biblical narrative.  The opening 
sinfonia is divided into two parts – a French overture, representing the arrival of a 
king, followed by a fugue, whose combattimento musical figures depict the epic 
spiritual battle that the prophesied Messiah was born to fight and win.  Another 
subtle change of scene occurs following the chorus, “For Unto Us a Child is 
Born.”  Handel’s brief Pifa paints the pastoral backdrop of the fields outside of 
Bethlehem in which the shepherds are tending their sheep.  It is a brilliant, but 
understated, and seamless transition from the Old Testament prophecies into the 
New Testament fulfillment of the Savior.  The concluding chorus of the 
“Christmas” portion, quoting Matthew 11:30, is a summation of what the birth of 
the Christ child represents.  As described eloquently by Roger Bullard: 
 

Part I of the oratorio began with the promise of comfort to God’s 
people. It now ends with the fulfillment of the prophecy. A burdened 
people have been relieved; a yoke has been lifted from our shoulders–the 
yoke of sin and guilt–and another yoke assumed, the yoke of God’s grace.  
The Law is not abrogated; we are not free of demands on us. But we have 
been set free to live a life of the Kingdom here and now. By our doing so, 
the burden of earthly kingdoms and worldly care is lifted. The yoke of 
Messiah’s kingdom is a yoke of grace.4 


