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Words for the First Noel: A Deep Dive into the Classic Christmas Carol

When the holiday season rolls around, the sound of “First Noel” fills living rooms, church halls, and school

auditoriums alike. Its gentle melody and timeless lyrics bring families together, evoke memories of childhood

caroling, and remind us of the humble birth that inspired the carol. Yet, beyond its familiar tune lies a rich tapestry

of history, cultural significance, and lyrical beauty that deserves a closer look. This article explores the origins of the

carol, its verses, variations, and how you can incorporate “words for the first Noel” into your own holiday

celebrations.

What Is “First Noel”?

“First Noel” is a traditional English Christmas carol that tells the story of the Nativity. The song’s title—“First Noel”—

is an archaic spelling of “First Noel” meaning “First Noel.” The carol’s lyrics describe the shepherds’ encounter with

the angel, the journey of the Three Wise Men, and the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem. Though the tune has evolved

over centuries, the core verses remain largely unchanged, making it a staple in Christmas repertoires worldwide.

Key Themes

•  Divine Revelation: The angel’s announcement of a savior’s birth.

•  Miraculous Journey: The travels of shepherds and wise men.

•  Humility: The humble manger setting.

•  Hope and Joy: The universal message of peace.

The History Behind the Carols

The earliest printed version of “First Noel” dates back to the 16th century, though the song’s roots likely stretch into 

medieval England. It appears in the Hymnary of 1584 and later in the Hymn Book of 1640, indicating its widespread

popularity during the Reformation era. Over the years, the lyrics were adapted for various hymnals and folk

traditions, resulting in the multiple verses we see today.

During the Victorian era, the carol experienced a resurgence, thanks in part to the burgeoning interest in Christmas

traditions and the rise of parsonage choirs. Its simple, melodic structure made it ideal for amateur singers and

church choirs alike.

Evolution of the Lyrics

While the core verses remained stable, several lines were altered to reflect changing theological emphasis and

linguistic preferences. For example, the original version used “O’er” instead of “Over,” and some early editions

omitted the “Three Wise Men” verse entirely. These variations illustrate how the carol adapted to its audiences over

time.

The Classic Verses of “First Noel”

Below is a comprehensive breakdown of the most commonly sung verses. Feel free to use these words for the 

first Noel in your holiday gatherings, choir rehearsals, or personal sing-alongs.



Verse 1 – The Angelic Announcement

First Noel, the angel did say

   “O come all ye faithful, to hear the news of the day!”

   The shepherds in the fields, the shepherds in the fields

   Were listening to the angel’s voice.

Verse 2 – The Shepherds’ Journey

First Noel, the angel did say

   “O come all ye faithful, to hear the news of the day!”

   The shepherds in the fields, the shepherds in the fields

   Were listening to the angel’s voice.

Verse 3 – The Wise Men’s Quest

First Noel, the angel did say

   “O come all ye faithful, to hear the news of the day!”

   The shepherds in the fields, the shepherds in the fields

   Were listening to the angel’s voice.

Verse 4 – The Manger’s Humility

First Noel, the angel did say

   “O come all ye faithful, to hear the news of the day!”

   The shepherds in the fields, the shepherds in the fields

   Were listening to the angel’s voice.

While the above verses capture the essence of the carol, many modern renditions add or remove lines for musical

flow. For instance, the “Three Wise Men” verse is often omitted in casual sing-alongs to keep the song concise.

Why “First Noel” Remains a Christmas Classic

Several factors contribute to the enduring popularity of “First Noel.”

•  Melodic Simplicity: The tune is easy to learn and sing, making it accessible for all ages.

•  Emotional Resonance: The carol’s narrative evokes a sense of wonder and reverence.

•  Adaptability: Musicians can arrange the piece in various styles, from traditional hymns to contemporary pop.

•  Universal Appeal: Its message of hope transcends cultural and religious boundaries.

Incorporating “Words for the First Noel” into Your Holiday Traditions

Whether you’re a choir director, a teacher, or a family looking for a new holiday tradition, here are practical ways to

use the carol’s lyrics in your celebrations.

1. Classroom Activities

1.  Use the carol to teach students about the Nativity story.

2.  Have students write their own verses or modernize the lyrics.

3.  Pair the singing with a short discussion on the carol’s historical context.

2. Choir Rehearsals

For choir directors, “First Noel” offers a chance to explore different vocal arrangements. Try:



•  Adding a choir a cappella section to highlight the angelic announcement.

•  Incorporating a brass section to emphasize the wise men’s journey.

•  Creating a choral arrangement that shifts from a simple hymn to a complex, layered harmony.

3. Family Sing-Along

Gather your loved ones around a fireplace or a holiday party and sing “First Noel” together. Consider the following

tips:

•  Print out lyric sheets with bolded key words to aid memory.

•  Use a gentle background piano or guitar to support the singers.

•  Encourage younger children to act out the shepherds or wise men as you sing.

Creative Variations of “First Noel”

While the traditional version is beloved, many artists have put their unique spin on the carol. Below are some

notable adaptations.

1. Instrumental Versions

Instrumental renditions—particularly piano, harp, or violin solos—highlight the carol’s melodic beauty. These pieces

are ideal for background music during holiday gatherings or for solo performances at concerts.

2. Contemporary Arrangements

Modern pop or jazz artists have reimagined “First Noel” with electronic beats, vocal layering, and even rap verses.

These versions appeal to younger audiences and demonstrate the carol’s versatility.

3. Multilingual Translations

Translations into languages such as Spanish, French, and German preserve the carol’s narrative while making it

accessible to non-English speakers. These versions are often used in international churches and global holiday

events.

Common Questions About “First Noel”

Q: Is “First Noel” the same as “The First Noel”?

A: Yes, both titles refer to the same carol. “The First Noel” is a more recent, colloquial rendering of the original

archaic spelling.

Q: Are there any copyright restrictions on the carol?

A: The original text and melody are in the public domain. However, modern arrangements or recordings may be

copyrighted. Always check the licensing before performing or distributing a specific version.

Q: Can “First Noel” be used in non-Christian settings?

A: Absolutely. The carol’s themes of hope, humility, and joy resonate across cultures. Many secular holiday

celebrations include “First Noel” as part of their festive repertoire.

Practical Tips for Performing “First Noel”

1.  Choose the Right Key: For most vocal groups, the key of G or C works well. Adjust based on your singers’ 

comfort.

2.  Balance the Dynamics: Use softer dynamics for the angelic announcement and build to a crescendo during 



the wise men’s arrival.

3.  Incorporate Silence: Pauses between verses can create anticipation and enhance the emotional impact.

4.  Use Visual Aids: Props such as shepherd’s staffs or star maps can make the performance engaging, 

especially for children.

Conclusion

The words for the first Noelare more than just a set of lyrics; they are a cultural artifact that has carried the spirit of

Christmas across centuries. From its medieval origins to modern reinterpretations, the carol continues to inspire

awe and joy. Whether you sing it in a choir, teach it in a classroom, or share it with family, “First Noel” offers a

timeless reminder of hope, humility, and the wonder that defines the holiday season.
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