Precept Upon Precept

KP #4   Spare Your People, Lord




 Lesson 1-Obadiah
When I Survey the Wondrous Cross

[image: image1.wmf]When I survey the wondrous cross
On which the Prince of glory died,
My richest gain I count but loss,
And pour contempt on all my pride.
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Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast,
Save in the death of Christ my God!
All the vain things that charm me most,
I sacrifice them to His blood.

[image: image3.wmf]See from His head, His hands, His feet,
Sorrow and love flow mingled down!
Did e’er such love and sorrow meet,
Or thorns compose so rich a crown?

[image: image4.wmf]His dying crimson, like a robe,
Spreads o’er His body on the tree;
Then I am dead to all the globe,
And all the globe is dead to me.

[image: image5.wmf]Were the whole realm of nature mine,
That were a present far too small;
Love so amazing, so divine,
Demands my soul, my life, my all.
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Isaac Watts, 1674–1748, the Father of English hymnody  

This hymn, labeled by the well-known theologian Matthew Arnold as the greatest hymn in the English language, was written in 1707 for use at a communion service conducted by Watts. Charles Wes​ley re​port​ed​ly said he would give up all his other hymns to have writ​ten this one. 

The eldest of nine children, he was the son of an educated deacon in a dissenting Congregational church. At the time of Isaac’s birth, his father was in prison for his non-conformist beliefs. Young Watts showed an unusual aptitude for study and learned Latin at the age of 5, Greek at 9, French at 11, and Hebrew at 13. He began to write verses of good quality when he was very young.

One of his early concerns was the deplorable state to which congregational singing had degenerated in most English-speaking churches. The singing consisted of slow, ponderous Psalms in which each line was first read by an appointed deacon and was followed by the droning of the congregation. The texts of these Psalm-hymns were often crude and inelegant. Typical doggerel of the time is this:


Ye monsters of the bubbling deep, your Master’s praises spout;

Up from the sands ye coddlings peep, and wag your tails about.
Watts once wrote, “The singing of God’s praise is the part of worship most closely related to heaven; but its performance among us is the worst on earth.” One Sunday after returning from a typically poor service, Watts continued to rail against the congregational singing. His father exclaimed, “Why don’t you give us something better, young man!” Before the evening service began, young Isaac had written his first hymn, which was received with great enthusiasm by the people.

The youthful poet decided to write other hymn settings. For a period of two years Watts wrote a new hymn every Sunday. Because of this bold departure from the traditional Psalms, Isaac Watts was often considered to be a radical churchman in his day.

Watts not only rewrote the Psalms in this way, but he also wrote a number of hymns based solely on personal feelings. These hymns were known as hymns of human composure. Such hymns were very controversial during his lifetime. “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross” is an example of this type of hymn written by Watts. In all Isaac Watts composed more than 600 hymns.
 

One of his early disappointments was the rejection of his only marriage proposal.  The young woman felt she could not be married to one as outwardly unattractive as he. He remained single for life. Watts preached his first ser​mon at age 24. In the next three years, he preached fre​quent​ly, and in 1702 was or​dained as pas​tor of the In​de​pen​dent con​gre​ga​tion .His health be​gan to fail the next year. 

While preparing for a communion service in 1707, Isaac Watts wrote this deeply moving and very personal expression of gratitude for the amazing love that the death of Christ on the cross revealed. In Watts’ day, texts such as this, which were based only on personal feelings, were termed “hymns of human composure” and were very controversial, since almost all congregational singing at this time consisted of ponderous repetitions of the Psalms. The unique thoughts presented by Watts in these lines certainly must have pointed the 18th century Christians to a view of the dying Savior in a vivid and memorable way that led them to a deeper worship experience, even as it does for us today.

His hymns were strong and triumphant statements of the Christian faith, yet none ever equaled the colorful imagery and genuine devotion of the emotionally stirring and magnificent hymn text of When I Survey the Wondrous Cross.
 

In 1712, a fever shattered his constitution and he lived the next 36 years with an eminent English family, until his death in 1748. He is buried in Bunhill Fields Cemetery (Non-Conformist) in London England alongside John Bunyan, John Wesley, Susannah Wesley, John Owen and other strong, faithful believers.
�





8








�Osbeck, K. W. (1982). 101 Hymn Stories.. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Kregel Publications.


�Osbeck, K. W. (1990). Amazing Grace : 366 inspiring hymn stories for daily devotions. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Kregel Publications.





