We Three Kings

We Three Kings of
Orient Are: A Deep
Dive into the
Christmas Carol

The beloved Christmas carol, "We Three Kings
of Orient Are," instantly conjures images of
camels, frankincense, myrrh, and the journey of
three wise men to Bethlehem. But beyond its
familiar melody and lyrical beauty, this hymn
offers rich theological, historical, and musical
depth that often goes unexplored. This article
will delve into the history, meaning, symbolism,
and lasting impact of "We Three Kings,"
exploring its theological significance and its
enduring place in Christmas traditions.
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Origin of "We Three Kings"

The carol’s origins trace back to the 19th
century. It wasn't penned by a well-known
historical figure, unlike some older carols.
Instead, it was written in 1863 by John Henry
Hopkins Jr., an Episcopal priest and educator.
This fact itself provides a crucial layer to
understanding the carol's message, firmly
rooted in Christian tradition and theological
reflection. Unlike other carols focusing solely on
the nativity scene, "We Three Kings" takes a
more extensive approach, highlighting the
journey and the gifts of the Magi. The *Magi*
themselves, often referred to as the "three wise
men" or "three kings," represent a pivotal part
of the Christmas narrative, expanding the story
beyond the immediate family of Jesus. This
broader perspective is a key element of the
carol's appeal.

Understanding the historical context illuminates
the carol’s enduring relevance. Hopkins wrote
during a time of significant social and religious
change in America, a period reflecting upon the
traditions of Christianity and its meaning in a
changing world. The carol's message of worship
and adoration offered solace and strength
during times of upheaval, mirroring how many
find comfort in its familiar melodies today.

We Three Kings

2



We Three Kings

The Symbolism and
Theological Significance of
the Gifts

The three gifts—gold, frankincense, and
myrrh—are not simply decorative elements in
the carol; they carry profound symbolic weight.
Gold, a precious metal, represents kingship and
royalty, acknowledging Jesus as the King of
Kings. Frankincense, a fragrant incense,
signifies divinity and worship, pointing to
Jesus's divine nature. Myrrh, a fragrant resin
used in embalming, foreshadows Jesus's
sacrifice and death, hinting at the ultimate
purpose of his coming. These carefully chosen
gifts communicate the multifaceted nature of
Jesus - King, God, and sacrificial Lamb. The
selection and inclusion of these gifts are not
accidental; Hopkins cleverly used them to
weave a rich theological tapestry within the
carol.

The specific symbolism of *frankincense* and
*myrrh*, often overlooked, adds another layer of
meaning. These were high-value trade
commodities, signifying that the Magi weren't
mere observers but significant figures
participating in a sacred event. Their journey,
meticulously detailed in the carol, highlights the
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lengths to which people would travel to
encounter the Christ child.

The Musical Structure and
Enduring Popularity of "We
Three Kings"

Musically, "We Three Kings" is characterized by
its majestic and somewhat regal melody. The
use of a repeating motif, particularly in the
verses, lends itself to communal singing. The
carol's structure, with its clear verses and
refrain, facilitates easy memorization and
participation, accounting for its widespread
adoption in churches and homes alike. The
tune’s inherent grandeur perfectly complements
the lyrical content, conveying a sense of awe
and reverence. It's a carol that sounds both
ancient and eternally contemporary. Its
popularity isn't just about its melody; it’s rooted
in the timeless message of hope and faith that
resonates with audiences across generations
and cultural backgrounds. This enduring appeal
contributes significantly to its ongoing
prominence in Christmas celebrations globally.

Furthermore, the carol's adaptability is a factor
in its lasting popularity. It's been arranged for
various instrumental ensembles and vocal
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groups, demonstrating its versatility and
enduring appeal. Its simple yet effective
structure allows for both solo performances and
large choral arrangements, making it a staple in
many Christmas musical programs.

"We Three Kings" in Modern
Culture and its Continued
Relevance

"We Three Kings" remains an integral part of
contemporary Christmas traditions. It is
consistently featured in Christmas services,
concerts, and even secular settings, reflecting
its ability to transcend purely religious contexts.
The carol's universality and simple yet powerful
message have made it a global phenomenon,
sung in countless languages and appreciated by
people of diverse backgrounds. This remarkable
inclusivity is one reason the carol has
maintained its prominence for over a century
and a half. Even in a world increasingly
secularized, the carol's message of hope, faith,
and adoration continues to resonate with people
of various beliefs and perspectives.
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Conclusion

"We Three Kings of Orient Are" is more than
just a Christmas carol; it's a rich tapestry woven
with historical context, theological significance,
musical artistry, and lasting cultural impact.
From the symbolism of the gifts to the majestic
melody, the carol continues to captivate
audiences and provide a moment of reflection
during the Christmas season. Its enduring
popularity underscores the enduring power of
its message: a message of worship, adoration,
and the profound significance of the birth of
Jesus Christ. The carol's enduring legacy is a
testament to its power to transcend time and
connect with hearts across generations.

FAQ
Q1: Who wrote "We Three Kings"?

Al: "We Three Kings of Orient Are" was written
by John Henry Hopkins Jr., an Episcopal priest
and educator, in 1863. His theological
background heavily influenced the carol's rich
symbolism and theological depth.

Q2: What is the significance of the three
gifts?
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A2: The gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh
represent different aspects of Jesus’s nature.
Gold signifies his kingship, frankincense his
divinity, and myrrh his sacrificial death. The
carefully chosen gifts are not coincidental, but
rather thoughtfully selected to represent the
multifaceted identity of Christ.

Q3: Are the Magi actually kings?

A3: The biblical text does not explicitly state
that the Magi were kings. The term "kings" in
the carol is largely a poetic license, emphasizing
their importance and reverence. The term
enhances the celebratory mood and reflects the
carol's message.

Q4: Why is the carol so popular?

A4: The carol's enduring popularity is a result of
several factors: its majestic melody, its readily
memorable lyrics, its universally understood
message of adoration, and its adaptability to
various musical arrangements. Its message
transcends religious boundaries and continues
to resonate with people worldwide.

Q5: What is the historical context of the
carol?

A5: The carol was written during the 19th
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century, a period of significant social and
religious change in America. This context
reflects a reflection upon and reaffirmation of
traditional Christian values within a changing
social environment.

Q6: How has the carol been adapted over
time?

A6: "We Three Kings" has seen numerous
adaptations over the years, including
arrangements for various instrumental
ensembles and vocal groups. It has also been
translated into many languages, further
showcasing its global appeal and enduring
impact.

Q7: What is the theological message of the
carol?

A7: The carol's central theological message is
the adoration and worship of Jesus Christ as the
King, God, and sacrificial lamb. It emphasizes
the journey of faith and the significance of the
Epiphany, celebrating the arrival of the Magi to
Bethlehem.

Q8: How does the carol contribute to
Christmas traditions?

A8: "We Three Kings" is deeply embedded in
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Christmas traditions globally. It is frequently
sung in church services, featured in Christmas
concerts, and included in various Christmas
media and celebrations, becoming an integral
part of the holiday season for millions around
the world.

We Three Kings: A Deeper
Dive into the Carol's
Meaning and Legacy

The familiar carol, "We Three Kings of Orient
Are," enchants audiences holiday after holiday.
But beyond its beautiful melody and
uncomplicated lyrics, lies a complex tapestry of
lore, theology, and symbolism. This piece will
explore these aspects, unveiling the layers of
meaning concealed within this beloved
Christmas standard.

The carol, written by John Henry Hopkins Jr. in
1857, isn't a direct account of a biblical event.
Instead, it's a poetic rendering drawing upon
various theological traditions and historical
contexts. The "three kings," or Magi, are
alluded to briefly in the Gospel of Matthew,
giving gifts to the newborn Jesus. However,
Hopkins' carol expands on this terse biblical
account, imbuing it with importance through
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metaphorical wording.

One of the most impressive aspects of the carol
is its employment of symbolism. Each king,
symbolizing a different continent—Frankincense
from Arabia, Myrrh from Somalia, and Gold
from Europe—offers a unique gift that speaks to
the nature of Jesus. Gold symbolizes his royalty,
Frankincense his divinity, and Myrrh his
humanity and approaching sacrifice. This
powerful triad imagery comprehensively
conveys the layered nature of Christ's being.

Furthermore, the carol's arrangement and
language contribute to its overall effect. The
repetitive nature of the section structure
produces a feeling of processional, emulating
the Magi's extended travel to Bethlehem. The
use of vivid description, conjuring the
unfamiliar lands of the Orient and the grandeur
of the occasion, further enhances the carol's
affective attraction.

The lasting success of "We Three Kings" speaks
to its power to connect with audiences across
eras. Its message of worship and celebration is
widely understood and cherished. It acts as a
remembrance of the sacred meaning of
Christmas, encouraging reflection on the birth
of Jesus and his effect on the planet.
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Beyond its sacred importance, "We Three
Kings" as well contains cultural meaning. Its
existence in countless Christmas celebrations
worldwide proves to its lasting tradition. The
carol's air is readily remembered and hummed
by individuals of various origins, illustrating its
timeless charm.

In summary, "We Three Kings of Orient Are" is
more than just a lovely Christmas carol. It is a
rich composition of tradition, theology, and
symbolism, offering a impactful teaching of
adoration and commemoration. Its perpetual
popularity is a proof to its power to connect
with audiences on diverse levels, causing it a
genuine Christmas standard.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the historical accuracy of "We
Three Kings"? The carol takes significant
creative liberties with the biblical account. The
number of Magi, their origins, and the specific
timing of their visit are not explicitly detailed in
the Bible.

2. What is the significance of the three
gifts? Gold represents Jesus' kingship,
Frankincense his divinity, and Myrrh his
humanity and future sacrifice.
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3. Why is the carol so popular? Its
memorable melody, accessible lyrics, and
powerful symbolism make it a universally
appealing and enduring Christmas tradition.

4. What is the carol's theological message?
It conveys the importance of worshipping Jesus
Christ, celebrating his birth, and reflecting on
his dual nature as both divine and human.

5. How is the carol used in modern
celebrations? It remains a staple of Christmas
services, concerts, and family gatherings
around the world, often sung by both choirs and
individuals.
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