
I HEARD THE BELLS ON CHRISTMAS DAY 

Sunday, December 18 
 

 
[1] I heard the bells on Christmas day    [2] I thought how as the day had come  
Their old familiar carols play     The belfries of all Christendom 
And wild and sweet the words repeat    Had rolled along the unbroken song 
Of peace on earth goodwill to men     Of peace on earth goodwill to men 

 

 [3] Till ringing, singing on its way     [4] And in despair I bowed my head 
 The world revolved from night to day    “There is no peace on earth” I said 
 A voice, a chime, a chant sublime     For hate is strong that mocks the song 
 Of peace on earth goodwill to men     Of peace on earth goodwill to men 
 

      [5] Then peeled the bells more loud and deep 
      “God is not dead nor doth He sleep” 
      The wrong shall fail, the right prevail 
      With peace on earth goodwill to men 

 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882) was an American poet well known for epic poems like “Evangeline,” “The Song of 

Hiawatha,” and “Paul Revere’s Ride.” His life is full of tragic turns. He married his childhood friend Mary Potter in 1831but she died 

four years later after a miscarriage at the age of twenty-two. Her death deeply saddened Longfellow and he would write several poems 

about her through the years. In 1836 he fell in love with Frances (Fanny) Appleton. She was an independent young woman and 

refused to marry him. After a 7-year pursuit and courtship she finally agreed to marry Longfellow. (She was 24. He was 36). 

Longfellow wrote his only love poem for Fanny. They would have 5 children together (plus one that died in infancy).  
 

Tragedy would strike again on July 9, 1861 when Fanny’s dress accidently caught on fire. Henry tried to put out the flames using his 

own body but his wife was too badly burned and she died the next day. Henry himself was too badly burned to even attend her funeral. 

Longfellow never fully recovered from Fanny’s death. “The first Christmas after Fanny's death, Longfellow wrote, "How 

inexpressibly sad are all holidays." A year after the incident, he wrote, "I can make no record of these days. Better leave them wrapped 

in silence. Perhaps someday God will give me peace."
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Earlier that same year the Civil War broke out. Longfellow supported the abolitionist cause and wrote openly about his desire to see 

reconciliation between the North and the South. In March of 1863, the Longfellow’s oldest child Charles (Charley) joined the Union 

army. In November news arrived that Charley had been severely wounded during battle at New Hope Church in Virginia.
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rushed to his son’s side. On Christmas Day in 1863 Longfellow heard the bells in the church steeples ring and was inspired to write 

the poem “Christmas Bells.” It would be published two years later. After the Civil War John Baptiste Calkin put the poem to music 

(1872) but omitted the two verses that referred directly to the Civil War. 
 

Then from each black, accursed mouth   It was as if an earthquake rent   

The cannon thundered from the South   The hearthstones of a continent 

And with the sound the carols drowned   And made forlorn the household born 

Of peace on earth goodwill to men   Of peace on earth goodwill to men 

 

This Christmas song is unique in that it does not mention the birth of Christ. But each verse concludes with the message of 
the angels – “peace on earth goodwill to men.” It expresses the gloom of this sinful world tempered with the promise that 
God will prevail and bring the peace the angels sang about. Sometimes it feels like those “old familiar carols” are stale. We 
need a new look at the Child in the manger who came to save the world. We need to keep “the unbroken song” of the 
gospel going. Listen on these words from Psalm 121:3 

1 I lift up my eyes to the mountains— where does my help come from? 

2  My help comes from the LORD, the Maker of heaven and earth. 

3  He will not let your foot slip— He who watches over you will not slumber; 

4  indeed, He who watches over Israel will neither slumber nor sleep. 

5  The LORD watches over you— the LORD is your shade at your right hand; 

6  the sun will not harm you by day, nor the moon by night. 

7  The LORD will keep you from all harm— He will watch over your life; 

8  the LORD will watch over your coming and going both now and forevermore. 
 

Listen to ‘I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day” @ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ktHlOOFtB_I 
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  https://www.whatsaiththescripture.com/Fellowship/Edit_I.Heard.the.Bells.html 

2  
Charley would survive and become a world traveler like his father had done early in life. 

3  
This psalm is not a promise that God will keep us from all harm. It is a declaration of our trust that God is control and nothing can happen to us  

  without His knowing and allowing it. He watches over our life and always does what is best, even when we may think otherwise. 
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