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Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/18; BC A51
Oculi: 3. S. in Lent (BWV 54 only). Originally without 
specification (Wolff, "J. S. Bach. The Learned Musician," 163)
*Ephesians 5:1–9 (Exhortation to pure living)
*Luke 11:14–28 (Accusation that Christ drove out 
demons by Beelzebul)
Alfred Dürr suggests this cantata also suits the 
7. S. after Trinity (See Dürr/Jones, 254).
+Romans 6:19–23 (The wages of sin is death but the gift 
of God is eternal life)
+Mark 8:1–9 (Jesus feeds the four thousand)
Librettist: Georg Christian Lehms
Composed in Bach's Weimar period.
FP: perhaps 24 March 1715 (see 
side note)
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●Resist sin or its poison will eventually kill you (54/1).
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Instrumentation:
Vln I, II
Vla I, II
Alto
Continuo

Note: Double viola parts
are typical of Bach's
Weimar cantatas to Easter
1715. See Petzoldt
2:641.
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Form: Aria (A) - Recit (A) - aria (A). Without chorus or chorale, the cantata follows Italian models. It is one of only 12 extant church cantatas for solo voice; and one of only 9 without SATB ensemble or chorus. Solo cantatas include: for S: nos. 51, 52, 84, 199; for A: 35, 54, 169, 170, 200; for T: 55; and for B: 56, 82. Since Bach added chorales to other librettos by Georg Christian Lehms, Martin Petzoldt suggests adding the 16th stanza of the chorale "Jesu, meiner Seelen Wonne," a 19-stanza
             hymn by Martin Jan (ca. 1620–1682), using the tune "Jesu, der du meine
             Seele." (See side note and below at 54/3.)
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B-flat 7 against E-flat pedal with throbbing pulse...
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Text painting: The violin motive (which may suggest a snake as a symbol for sin) clashes against pulsed pedal tones, to portray the idea of "resisting sin," as referenced in the text. See side note.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The text of this cantata is drawn from the cycle Gottgefälliges Kirchen-Opffer of 1711 by the Darmstadt court librarian Georg Christian Lehms. There it is assigned to the Third Sunday in Lent, though the content is of a very general nature, and the sources of the cantata include no reference to a specific liturgical occasion. Nor is there general agreement among scholars as to its date of origin, beyond the general fact that it dearly originated during Bach’s Weimar years. Various possible dates have been put forward in recent years: [footnote 47] 1713, perhaps for use ‘in ogni tempo’ (on any occasion), like most of Bach’s pre-Weimar cantatas 1714, more likely in the summer or autumn than in Lent; and 1715, for the Third Sunday in Lent (24 March). 

Footnote 47. By Christoph Wolff, KB, NBA I/8.1–2 (1998), 89–90, Alfred Dürr. Studien über die frühen Kantaten Johann Sebastian Bachs, 2nd rev. edition of dissertation first published in 1951 (Wiesbaden, 1977), 66, and 170 f., and Klaus Hofmann, 'Neue Überlegungen zu Bachs Weimarer Kantaten-Kalender,' Bach-Jahrbuch 1993, 9–29, respectively."

See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones, 255.

Martin Petzoldt suggests that March 4, 1714, is an unlikely date for the first performance. Just two days earlier, Bach had been appointed Konzertmeister in Weimar, a position that required him to produce one cantata per month. Moreover, he presented Cantata 182 just three weeks later (25 March 1714). Lehms's published libretto specifies the intended Sunday and Petzoldt argues that there is no other instance among Bach's sacred cantatas where a work with an unequivocally specified occasion (and whose content fits that occasion) can be assigned without alteration to a different performance date. See Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2: 641. 

Bach later used the opening da capo alto aria of BWV 54 in his St. Mark Passion, of which only the libretto by Picander (Christian Friedrich Henrici, 1700–1764) survives.

Alto aria text in St. Mark Passion:
Falsche Welt, dein schmeichelnd Küssen,
Ist-der Frommen Seelen Gifft.
Deine Zungen sind voll Stechen,
Und die Worte, die sie sprechen,
Sind zu Fallen angestifft.

[False world, your flattering kissing,
is poison to the pious soul.
Your tongues are full of barbs,
and the words they speak,
instigate downfall.]
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Jesum nur will ich lieb haben,
denn er übertrifft das Gold,
und all’ andre teuren Gaben,
so kann mir der Sünden Sold
an der Seele gar nicht schaden,
weil sie von der Sünd entladen.
Wenn er gleich den Leib ersticht,
laß ich meinen Jesum nicht.

[Only Jesus I shall hold dear,
since he surpasses gold
and all other precious gifts,
therefore the wages of sin
can not harm my soul,
since it is freed from sin.
Though it destroy the body,
I shall not abandon my Jesus.]

Weimar cantatas without chorales include BWV 54, 63, and 152. 

Martin Petzoldt notes instances in which Bach added a chorale to a libretto by Lehms: BWV 16, 32, and 13. In BWV 57, Bach used a chorale different from the one specified by Lehms. See Martin Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:640, 645.
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The text of the opening aria alludes to 
various scriptures (see side note). 
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James 4:7. Resist the devil (Luther 1546: Widerstehe den Teufel) and he will flee from you. 
Sirach (Apocrypha) 21: 2–3. Flee from sin (Luther 1545: Fleuch fur der sünde) as from a snake, for if you approach sin it will bite you. Its teeth are lion’s teeth and can destroy human lives. All lawlessness is like a two-edged sword; there is no healing for the wound it inflicts.
Romans 6:19–22. I am speaking in human terms, because of your natural limitations. For just as you once yielded your members to impurity and to greater and greater iniquity, so now yield your members to righteousness for sanctification. When you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness. But then what return did you get from the things of which you are now ashamed? The end of those things is death. But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the return you get is sanctification and its end, eternal life. (Also Rom. 6:12.)
Hebrews 12:1–4. Let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us,  looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted. In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.
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"Bach found the necessary motive in the double character of sin disclosed in the recitative: it is described as ‘from without wonderfully fair’ but inwardly deadly and the work of the devil. The opening aria, with its ingratiating suspensions, depicts the tempting beauty of sin; but the initial dissonance (a dominant-seventh chord against a tonic pedal-point) already calls for resistance. This harshly dissonant opening has on occasion been viewed as a unique stroke of genius. Around the same time, however, Bach used the same chord to open the recitative ‘Siehe, ich stehe vor der Tür and klopfe an’ from the Advent cantata BWV 61, and here again it represents an awakening out of security and indifference. Note: Dr. Elke Axmacher has pointed out to the author [i.e., translator Richard Jones] that in the semiquaver melody of this movement the serpent might be represented as a symbol of sin (see Genesis 3)." Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, trans. Richard Jones, p. 255.
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Dominant 7th chord tugs like a temptation (see side note for commentary by Alfred Dürr).
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The cantata was notated in Chorton. See side note.
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Chorton (choir pitch): A “pitch standard a tone to a minor 3rd higher than the Kammerton (‘chamber pitch’') introduced from France. Up to the beginning of the eighteenth century the notation of church music was generally based on Chorton. The fact that organs, due to the length of their pipes, could not be retuned in the modern Kammerton induced Bach and his contemporaries to employ double notation in their church compositions: either the woodwind instruments (in Kammerton) received a part notated higher than the rest of the ensemble (Bach’s practice before 1723) or the organ received a part notated lower (Bach's practice in Leipzig). The problems for present-day performance practice that arise from this state of affairs are at times hard to resolve. Evidence of surviving organs at Chorton suggests that they were pitched at an average of d = 465 hertz (the modern pitch standard is a' = 440). By about 1700, the more common level of Kammerton was a' = 415, but a' = 403 and even a' = 390 (known as tief-Kammerton, or deep chamber pitch) were also of frequent occurrence.” (Dürr/Jones, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach), p. 953. 
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The tempting figure rises tantalizingly more than an octave with suspensions adding dissonance.
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B-flat 7 chord against tonic E-flat pedal...
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F7 chord against B-flat pedal.
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F7 against B-flat pedal.
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This type of aria 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. Bach later re-used this aria in the St. Mark Passion to the text "Falsche Welt, dein schmeichelnd Küssen..." (False world, your flattering kissing...). See note above.
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Word painting: Melisma with shuddering rhythm for the poison "seizing" a person.
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Both arias in the cantata begin with a dictum followed by 4 lines in an overall rhyme scheme of A-BCCB.
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"Vokaleinbau" (insertion  of vocal writing into ritornello)
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The cantabile melody is an example of Italian 
influence in Bach's Weimar cantatas.
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Text Box
Sustained F in the voice serves the same symbolic function as pedal in bass ("widerstehe" = resist, stand firm [against sin]).
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B-flat 7 chord against E-flat pedal.
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Sustained E-flat in the voice serves the same symbolic function as previous pedal tones ("widerstehe" = resist, stand firm [against sin]).
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Text painting: Sudden harmonic shift to depict the deadliness of the curse for profaning God's glory, as referenced in the text. See note regarding a possible incorrect text transmission.
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Regarding the original text, Richard Jones writes, "Lehms’s precise words were ‘trifft ein Fluch, der todlich trifft’ (‘strikes a curse that strikes mortally’), so that ‘trifft’ rhymed with ‘Gift’. Either Each wanted to avoid the doubling of the word ‘trifft’ by using the weaker ‘todlich ist’, or else, perhaps more plausibly, this reading results from faulty transmission (the work survives only in MS copies). In the latter case, the appreciably more powerful ‘todlich trifft’ should be sung at the dissonant interrupted cadences of Bach’s cantata. See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones, 255. 

Martin Petzoldt argues that the text was incorrectly transmitted by the copyist, Johann Tobias Krebs (1690–1762), noting that "trifft" (the word in the published libretto) is supported by the biblical passage in Deuteronomy 28:15: "But if you will not obey the voice of the Lord your God or be careful to do all his commandments and his statutes which I command you this day, then all these curses shall come upon you and overtake you (Luther 1545: 'dich treffen')." See Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:642–43.
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Alfred Dürr notes, "The middle section of the aria...is also full of harmonic audacities, among which the repeated deceptive cadence is unfailingly effective as a description of the ‘curse that is deadly.' Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, trans. Richard Jones, 255.
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Petzoldt quotes Konrad Küster, saying the ritornello is given atypical emphasis in that it must compensate for the deceptive cadences. See Bach Kommentar 2: 642.
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The B section alludes to the day's Epistle reading, Ephesians 5:6–8: "Let no one deceive you with empty words, for it is because of these things that the wrath of God comes upon the sons of disobedience…Once you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord; walk as children of light."
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Alto voices crosses
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to emphasize the incredible downfall.
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●Sin outwardly appealing but like a whitewashed tomb (54/2). Bach sets the text without pause so that the recitative is a continuous description of "vile sin."
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Text painting: Sudden harmonic shift to depict the deadliness of the curse for profaning God's glory, as referenced in the text. 
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Martin Petzoldt finds here
an allusion to Hebrews 
11:25–26. See side note.
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Hebrews 11:24–25. By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to share ill-treatment with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin.

See Martin Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:643.
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The da capo is jarring as it moves from G major to B-flat 7 with E-flat pedal.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The recitative, no. 2, is again boldly descriptive. The phrase ‘an empty shadow and a whited sepulchre’ has an immediately graphic effect with its lurid harmony. And the arioso conclusion—a feature of numerous recitatives by the young Bach—here draws its significance from the quick, text-engendered continuo runs, which portray the ‘sharp sword that pierces through our body and soul'." See Dürr/Jones, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 255.
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The reference to "white-washed tombs" is reminiscent of Jesus' words in Matthew 23:27–28: "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for you are like whitewashed tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but within they are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness. So you also outwardly appear righteous to men, but within you are full of hypocrisy and iniquity. (Also Luke 11:44.)
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"Sodom's apples" alludes to Josephus IV:483–485: "It is said that, owing to the impiety of its inhabitants, [Sodom] was consumed by thunderbolts; and in fact vestiges of the divine fire and faint traces of five cities are still visible. Still, too, may one see ashes reproduced in the fruits, which from their outward appearance would be thought edible, but on being plucked with the hand dissolve into smoke and ashes." [Translated by H. St. J. Thackeray. See also BWV 95/2, 179/3.]
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Text painting: Arioso ending with running 16th notes in the continuo that depict the sharp sword piercing body and soul.
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Text painting: Chromaticism and lowest range for "empty shadow and white-washed tomb" and "Sodom's apples." 
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●Sinners are of the devil; resist him and he flees (54/3).
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Martin Petzoldt (Bach Kommentar 2:643) notes that the end of the recitative is reminiscent of Simeon's prophecy that a sword would pierce Mary's soul...brought to mind by the end of the day's Gospel reading where a woman shouts that the womb that bore Jesus was blessed. See side note for the biblical passages.
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Luke 11:27 (from the end of the day's Gospel reading):  …A woman in the crowd raised her voice and said to [Jesus], "Blessed is the womb that bore you, and the breasts that you sucked!"
Luke 2:34–35: Simeon …said to Mary his mother, “Behold, this child is set for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is spoken against (and a sword will pierce through your own soul also), that thoughts out of many hearts may be revealed.”

Compare the Stabat mater text:

Stabat mater dolorósa
juxta Crucem lacrimósa,
dum pendébat Fílius.

Cuius ánimam geméntem,
contristátam et doléntem
pertransívit gládius.

[The sorrowful mother was standing
beside the cross weeping,
while the Son was hanging.

Whose groaning soul,
depressed and grieving,
the sword has pierced.]
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The aria employs permutation fugue (common in Bach's Weimar works) in a 4-part texture: a chromatically descending subject (perhaps the tug of sin), a first countersubject (perhaps the devil as a snake), and a second countersubject rising in scalar fashion (perhaps Satan as the father of sin—rearing sin as his child). 
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(see mm. 20–21)
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Text begins with verbatim quotation of 1 John 3:8a: "He 
who commits sin is of the devil... (compare BWV 40/1, which 
quotes 1 John 3:8b).
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Martin Petzoldt suggests that the chromatically descending subject may depict the tug of sin but also the promise that a descendant of Eve (i.e., Christ) would crush the head of the serpent (Genesis 3:15). See Bach Kommentar 2: 644.
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See side
note.
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Form (Dictum + poem with ABAB rhyme;
permutation-style fugue):
A. Ritornello (mm. 1-8). E-flat major
     Dictum (mm. 9-19). E-flat major
     Line 2 (20-24). E-flat major
B. Lines 3-5 (24-35). B-flat major-Cm
     Rit. (35-38). Cm-GM
     Lines 3-5 (38-50) GM-A-flat major
A'. Rit. (50-53). A-flat major-E-flat major
     Dictum (53-63). E-flat major-B-flat major
     Line 2 (63-68). B-flat major-E-flat major
     Rit. (68-72). E-flat major
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Both arias begin with a dictum followed by 4 lines in an overall rhyme scheme of A-BCCB.
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Why a fugue? Perhaps to depict the rigid enslavement of sin's bonds. See side note.
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Romans 6:20. When you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness. 
2 Peter 2:19. …[Though such men promise freedom] they themselves are slaves of corruption; for whatever overcomes a man, to that he is enslaved. (Also John 8:34, Romans 6:16.)
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Possible allusion to 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. When he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies."
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Martin Petzoldt notes instances in which Bach added a chorale to a libretto by Lehms: BWV 16, 32, and 13. In BWV 57, Bach used a chorale different from the one specified by Lehms. See Martin Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:640, 645

Jesum nur will ich lieb haben,
denn er übertrifft das Gold,
und all’ andre teuren Gaben,
so kann mir der Sünden Sold
an der Seele gar nicht schaden,
weil sie von der Sünd entladen.
Wenn er gleich den Leib ersticht,
laß ich meinen Jesum nicht.

[Only Jesus I shall hold dear,
since he surpasses gold
and all other precious gifts,
therefore the wages of sin
can not harm my soul,
since it is freed from sin.
Though it destroy the body,
I shall not abandon my Jesus.]

Rudolf Lutz recommends the tune "Werde munter, mein Gemüte. See end of his workshop video at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JoD7vrs9K4Y, accessed 14 February 2023.

Sacred cantatas from Bach's Weimar period in which choruses are completely absent, not even appearing as a concluding four-part chorale include BWV 54,152, and 199). 
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Since Bach added chorales to other librettos by Lehms, Martin Petzoldt suggests adding the 16th stanza of the chorale "Jesu, meiner Seelen Wonne," a 19-stanza hymn by Martin Jan (ca. 1620–1682), using the tune "Jesu, der du meine Seele." Rudolf Lutz suggests the tune "Werde munter, mein Gemüte. (See side note .)
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