The Jesse Tree
What is a Jesse Tree? A Jesse Tree is a visual way of remembering
the human ancestors (fathers, grandfathers, etc.) of Jesus, and so
also of remembering the stories of the Old Testament Christians
waiting for the promised Savior. Most modern Jesse Trees have
symbols to represent important characters and events from the Old
Testament, often on small ornaments to hang on a tree or place on a
picture of a tree.
Why is it called a Jesse Tree?
The prophet Isaiah wrote:
There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch
from his roots shall bear fruit. (Isaiah 11:1)

Isaiah is telling here about Jesus. In Isaiah’s picture language, Jesus
is the shoot or branch that will grow from the roots of Jesse’s
stump. But who is Jesse? Jesse is the father of the great King David,
and as we read in Matthew 1 and Luke 1, both Jesse and David were
ancestors of Jesus.
The prophet Isaiah also wrote about Jesus:
For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government
shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall be called
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince
of Peace. Of the increase of his government and of peace there
will be no end, on the throne of David and over his kingdom, to
establish it and to uphold it with justice and with righteousness
from this time forth and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of
hosts will do this. (Isaiah 9:6-7)

Although Jesse, David, and the other ancestors of Jesus
were sinful men who could not rule righteously forever,
God had promised through the prophet Isaiah that a
child would be born who would rule justly over David’s
kingdom forever. Jesus is that promised child, and He
rules over His Church both now and even after this world
ends forever and ever.

Who came up with the idea of a Jesse Tree? The first Jesse Tree picture we know of was made
around the year A.D. 1000, and for hundreds of years after that Christian artists created many, many
Jesse Trees to decorate churches and other places. From this time period of the Middle Ages, there
are Jesse Trees in stained glass windows, illuminated manuscripts (specially decorated books), wall
paintings, wood carvings, woven tapestries, and even floor tiles. The idea of a free-standing tree
with ornaments is a more recent variation on the picture of the Jesse Tree.
What is the purpose of a Jesse Tree? One reason the Jesse Tree may have been such a popular
subject for artists in the Middle Ages was that it helped all Christians to learn and remember the
story of salvation—the stories of the Old Testament telling of our need for a Savior from sin and of
the faithful believers who trusted in the promise of a coming Savior. During the Middle Ages many
people were illiterate (could not read), but everyone from young children to elderly grandparents
could look at pictures and tell the stories to themselves and others.
In addition to helping Christians review and remember the great events of the Old Testament, the
Jesse Tree gives us a visual way to remember that Jesus is not only God, but also man. He has real
human ancestors who branch back just like a tree. In fact, the practice of illustrating our own family
history with a “family tree” actually comes from the original idea of the Jesse Tree!
What stories are part of the Jesse Tree? Almost every Jesse Tree includes a slightly different
collection of Old Testament people and events. Some of the oldest pictures have only a few (Jesse,
David, then Mary and Jesus), while others might have many dozens (reflecting the 43 generations
which Saint Luke lists between Adam and Jesus). Modern Jesse Trees usually include one story for
each day of Advent, or at least one story for each day from December 1 to December 25.
Although there is such a wide variety, modern Jesse Trees usually include many of these important
people and events: Creation, the Fall, the Flood, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, David, and
Solomon, as well as the New Testament figures of John the Baptist, Mary, Joseph, and Jesus.
Why do we use the Jesse Tree during Advent? During Advent and Christmas, we often focus on
Jesus’ humanity because it is the time we celebrate His birth as a human baby. Thus, it is also a very
good time to remember Jesus’ human ancestors. And it is an interesting connection that Jesse and
David were from the town of Bethlehem—the very place where Jesus was born!
Besides this, Advent is a season of waiting, and in many ways we “count down” until Jesus’ coming
(at Christmas, and also His coming again at the last day). The modern tradition of adding one
ornament to the Jesse Tree each day during Advent is an exciting way to watch the days pass as
Christmas approaches.
[Note: This year we will provide the following Jesse Tree to our Sunday school students for use with
their families: “Advent Jesse Tree Devotional Flexible Magnet Set with Explanation Story Card, 10 1/2
Inch” – From Autom church supplies - Available on Amazon.com or Autom.com] (See attached)

The “O” Antiphons
Special names of Jesus for the week before Christmas.
What are the “O” Antiphons? These are seven short sentences to used each day in the week leading
up to Christmas. Traditionally, they served as the antiphons (short sung sentence before and after a
psalm or Biblical canticle) during Vespers (evening worship).
Where did these come from? We do not know who first collected these titles of Jesus and wrote
these seven antiphons, but we do know that they were being used in Italy perhaps as early as the
A.D. 500s.
But we don’t use these in our worship anymore, do we? Actually, a hymn you probably know comes
directly from the “O” Antiphons! The Advent hymn “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” (LSB 357) is a
translation of the Latin “O” Antiphons, put into the form of a hymn.
The seven stanzas of the hymn “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” use all seven titles of Jesus from the
Latin antiphons, although the order is slightly different from that of the original “O” Antiphons. For
those of us who speak English, that really does not make much difference. Enjoy this wonderful
Advent hymn based on words Christians have been singing for hundreds of years.
However, if you feel up to a little fun in another language, the original Latin order of the seven “O”
Antiphons is quite interesting because it contains secret message! Turn the page over for more . . .

A secret Latin message? Really?! I want all the details!
Here are the seven titles of Jesus from the “O” Antiphons in order, first in Latin then in English:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

(Dec. 17)
(Dec. 18)
(Dec. 19)
(Dec. 20)
(Dec. 21)
(Dec. 22)
(Dec. 23)

O Sapientia
O Adonai
O Radix Jesse
O Clavis David
O Oriens
O Rex Gentium
O Emmanuel

O Wisdom
O Lord
O Root of Jesse
O Key of David
O Dayspring
O King of the Nations
O God with Us

Although in the English hymn version the name “Emmanuel” is the first one we sing, in the original
antiphons, this was actually the last one. One reason is that this name was “saved” to be sung on the
day before Christmas Eve—when we celebrate that God really IS with us through the birth of Jesus.
The other reason, though, is that the seven titles of Jesus are arranged such that the first letter of
each one (after the “O”) read backwards to spell out a secret message. Look at the Latin words
above. You should see those first letters are: S P A R C O R E. Then turn them around: E R O C R A S.
And put in a space to make two words: ERO CRAS. These are the Latin words for “I will be” and
“tomorrow.” Together they make the sentence, “Tomorrow I will be [there].” So, by the time the
church had sung these seven days’ worth of antiphons, they would have revealed the promise of
Jesus, our Emmanuel, “Tomorrow I will be there with you,” and indeed the very next day would be
Christmas Eve!
If you want to read the English translations of the “O” Antiphons during the week before Christmas,
you can find them with hymn 357 in Lutheran Service Book, in the original Latin order and with the
dates to use each one.

“O Come, O Come, Emmanuel”

5

O come, Thou Key of David, come,
And open wide our heav’nly home;
Make safe the way that leads on high,
And close the path to misery.
Refrain

LSB 357

7

O come, Desire of nations, bind
In one the hearts of all mankind;
Bid Thou our sad divisions cease,
And be Thyself our King of Peace.
Refrain

Tune and text: Public domain

6

O come, Thou Dayspring from on high,
And cheer us by Thy drawing nigh;
Disperse the gloomy clouds of night,
And death’s dark shadows put to flight.
Refrain
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T Prayer for the Close of Day T
The sign of the cross may be made by all in remembrance of their Baptism.

In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit.
Amen.
The Lord Almighty grant us a quiet night and peace at the last.
Amen.
It is good to give thanks to the Lord,
to sing praise to Your name, O Most High;
To herald Your love in the morning,
Your truth at the close of the day.

Apostles’ Creed
C I believe in God, the Father Almighty,
maker of heaven and earth.
And in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord,
who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,
born of the virgin Mary,
suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, died and was buried.
He descended into hell.
The third day He rose again from the dead.
He ascended into heaven
and sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty.
From thence He will come to judge the living and the dead.
I believe in the Holy Spirit,
the holy Christian Church,
the communion of saints,
the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body,
and the life T everlasting. Amen.
Lord, now You let Your servant go in peace;
Your word has been fulfilled.
My own eyes have seen the salvation
which You have prepared in the sight of every people:
a light to reveal You to the nations
and the glory of Your people Israel.
Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit;
as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be forever. Amen.
Continued on the back à

Visit our dwellings, O Lord, and in Your great mercy defend us from all perils and
dangers of this night; for the love of Your only Son, our Savior Jesus Christ.
Amen.
I thank You, my heavenly Father, through Jesus Christ, Your dear Son, that You
have graciously kept me this day; and I pray that You would forgive me all my sins
where I have done wrong, and graciously keep me this night. For into Your hands I
commend myself, my body and soul, and all things. Let Your holy angel be with me,
that the evil foe may have no power over me. Amen.
Let us bless the Lord.
Thanks be to God.

Lord’s Prayer
C Our Father who art in heaven,
hallowed be Thy name,
Thy kingdom come,
Thy will be done on earth
as it is in heaven;
give us this day our daily bread;
and forgive us our trespasses
as we forgive those
who trespass against us;
and lead us not into temptation,
but deliver us from evil.
For Thine is the kingdom
and the power and the glory
forever and ever. Amen.
Then go to sleep at once and in good cheer.
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