
O Come, O Come Emmanuel – The Story of the Names of Christ 

1. There is a treasured verse in Isaiah that is known and quoted, seen 
on posters and on banners in churches. (Isaiah 9:1-7, especially verse 
6) In the cultures of this time, names were very, very important and 
weighted with history and meaning. They were not casually given. 
These names could be memorized and applied to each listener’s 
situation.

2. One of our most popular carols takes that idea and builds its verses 
around a name or character trait of Jesus and then applies it. It is “O 
Come, O Come Emmanuel.”

3. This carol is around 1200 years old. There is no record of who wrote it 
but that is not surprising as it came from a monastery and the brothers 
who live in such places eschew anything that might reek of narcissism 
or self-promotion. It is a particular kind of song that they would 
beginning singing 7 days before Christmas. Imagine yourself in a hall 
lit only by candles and hearing the monks sing this back and forth to 
each other in antiphonal chants. Hauntingly beautiful.

4. An Englishman, John Mason Neale, gave us this version in English in 
1851. He called it “Draw nigh, draw nigh, Emmanuel.” Later two more 
verses were added and it took off after about 1910. Let’s look at its 
structure and its theology.

5. The first verse: O come, o come Emmanuel and ransom captive Israel 
that mourns in lonely exile here until the Son of God appear.” We start 
with the name “Emmanuel – God with us.” This is what was 
prophesied in Isaiah 7:14 and told to Joseph in Matthew 1:23 (and 
which convinced him to not divorce Mary).

6. One of the most stunning beliefs of Christians is that there is a God 
who loves us and cares about us…and joined us. If you’ve read the 
literature of other faiths and studied mythology, you cannot help but be 
struck by the difference between our God and those found in 
literature, or in statues preserved in museums, or in tales to scare 
children at night. Our God loves us and became one of us so that we 
could one day become like Him.



7. The next verse is almost never sung and is not included in most 
versions of the song today. “O come, o come, o Lord of might who to 
Thy tribes from Sinai’s height in ancient times didst give the law, in 
cloud and majesty and awe.” The Lord of Might – we treasure the 
picture of Jesus as the Prince of Peace and as a loving, good 
shepherd (as we should!), but we take great comfort in knowing that 
our God is a mighty God, awesome in power, a Lord of might who 
gave us law and His presence to free us from the chains of ignorance 
and sin. 
 

8. Shepherds, sometimes, have to become warriors to protect the flock.  
 

9. The third verse is translated different in each of the three major 
sources for this carol. The version I’ve heard sung most often goes 
“O come, Thou Rod of Jesse, free Thine own from Satan’s tyranny; 
from depths of hell Thy people save, and give them victory o’er the 
grave.” 
 

10. In Isaiah 11:1-12. I don’t know why we don’t reference this 
name as often. As you can see, it is a name of hope – of continuance 
and the survival of the community. In our day when atheism and 
agnosticism are on the rise, it would be good to remember that God 
has always left for Himself a remnant. We need to dedicate ourselves 
to being a part of that remnant. It is only here that we gain victory 
over the grave. Jesus will kill death. We need to be on his team. 
 

11. The fourth verse goes: “O come, Thou Dayspring, come and 
cheer our spirits by Thine advent here; Disperse the gloomy clouds of 
night, and death’s dark shadows put to flight.” The word “dayspring” is 
an important one – he is light and he brings us light. (Revelation 
22:16; John 1:4-5). Paul sums this up in 2 Corinthians 4:6.  
 

12. How fitting, then, that light makes its Advent at night…a silent 
night, a holy night.  
 

13. We usually do not find the next verse due, I think, to its archaic 
rhyme. Back when this was written, “high” and “hee” had the same 
sound. So: “O come, Thou Key of David come and open wide our 
heavenly home; make safe the way that leads on high and close the 
path to misery.” This comes from Isaiah 22:22 and Revelation 3:7.  



 
14. Two more verses. “O come, Thou Wisdom from on high, and 

order all things, far and nigh. To us the path of knowledge show, and 
cause us in her ways to go.” At OSHC, we have a firm and consistent 
answer to any confusion, any wrestling with scripture or worry about 
the world – go to Jesus. He is the wise one. He is the counselor. Let 
him put in order all the things in your life (see Sermon on the Mount).  
 

15. Because he is “God with us” we do not use him as we would a 
fire extinguisher, but as a Comforter, a companion, the One with 
whom we walk and to whom we listen.  
 

16. The last verse: “O come, Desire of nations, bind all peoples in 
one heart and mind. Bid envy, strife and quarrels cease. Fill the 
whole world with heaven’s peace.” 
 

17. Where Jesus is preached, slaves are freed, women are valued, 
weapons laid down, and goods are shared. Not immediately and not 
perfectly…but you can see where Jesus has been lived out and 
demonstrated and where he has not. Our part is to make his part as 
easy as possible – drop anything from our hands that keeps us from 
taking his.  
 

18. Do that, and peace is possible.  
 

 
Patrick leads us in the carol, all verses and then the assigned person leads 
us in a closing prayer.  


