This hymn finds its origins in the medieval Roman Church of the twelfth century and possibly even earlier. It began as a series of O Antiphons-short statements sung at the beginning of the Psalm or of the Magnificat at Vespers during the Advent season. Each of the Antiphons greets the Savior with one of the many titles ascribed to Him in the Scriptures: Emmanuel, Lord of Might, Rod of Jesse, Day Spring, Key of David. The hauntingly catchy modal melody for this text was originally a Plainsong or Chant, the earliest form of singing in the Church. This mode of Chant traces its roots back to the early Christians, as far back as Gregory the Great, for whom chants in the “Gregorian” style are named. 
While "O come, O come, Emmanuel" is often linked with the 12th century, the earliest surviving evidence of the hymn's text is in the seventh edition of Psalteriolum Cantionum Catholicarum, which was published in Cologne in 1710. That hymnal was a major force in the history of German church music: first assembled by Jesuit hymnographer Johannes Heringsdorf in 1610 and receiving numerous revised editions through 1868, it achieved enormous impact due to its use in Jesuit schools.

During the nineteenth century there were a number of Anglican ministers and scholars, such as John M. Neale, who developed a keen interest in rediscovering and translating into English many of the ancient Greek, Latin, and German hymns. John Neale, born in London England, on January 24, 1818, undoubtedly did more than any other person to make available the rich heritage of Greek and Latin hymns. 
Advent, beginning four Sundays before Christmas, is the season of the church year that emphasizes the anticipation of the first coming of Christ to this earth. His coming as the Messiah was first prophesied in the sixth century B.C. when the Jews were captive in Babylon. For centuries there after faithful Hebrews looked for their Messiah with great longing and expectation, echoing the prayer that He would “ransom captive Israel.” The Tragedy of tragedies, however, is the Biblical and historical fact that He did come “unto his own” to establish a spiritual kingdom of both redeemed Jew and Gentile, “but His own received Him not…” 
Today most hymnbooks use just five of the original statements addressed to different titles of the anticipated Messiah. 

Truly our hearts can rejoice with God’s people of all ages when we realize that Christ the Messiah did come two thousand years ago and accomplished a perfect redemption for Adam’s hopeless race. Yet we wait with the same urgent expectancy, as did the Israelites of old, for the piercing of the clouds-His second advent, when victory over sin and death will be final. 

*Taken largely from 101 Hymn Stories by Kenneth Osbeck and from Wikipedia


