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Introduction

What a treasure we have been given in the great old hymns! We are
given instructions in Ephesians 5:19-20: “Speaking to yourselves
in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making
melody in your heart to the Lord; Giving thanks always for all
things unto God and the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus
Christ (KJV)” The great hymns of the faith guide us to do just that.

These hymns are full of rich doctrine, blended with uplifting and
often majestic tunes that help cement words of truth into our
minds and hearts. In the very act of singing, we speak the truth to
ourselves — something we must do daily. The world bombards our
minds with untruths and selfish, unhealthy thoughts. Godly songs
rich in the truth supplied in God’s Word function to wash our
minds and hearts and help us to think rightly. Notice how the tunes
and words run through your head even when you are not trying to
think of them. The singing of hymns leads us to meditate on truth.

Isaiah 55:6-13 tells us:

“Seek the Lord while he may be found;
call on him while he is near.

Let the wicked forsake their ways
and the unrighteous their thoughts.

Let them turn to the Lorp, and he will have mercy on them,
and to our God, for he will freely pardon.

For my thoughts are not your thoughts,
neither are your ways my ways,” declares the LORD.
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“As the heavens are higher than the earth,
so are my ways higher than your ways
and my thoughts than your thoughts.

As the rain and the snow

come down from heaven,

and do not return to it

without watering the earth

and making it bud and flourish,

so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater,
so is my word that goes out from my mouth:

It will not return to me empty,
but will accomplish what I desire
and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.

You will go out in joy

and be led forth in peace;

the mountains and hills

will burst into song before you,
and all the trees of the field

will clap their hands.

Instead of the thornbush will grow the juniper,
and instead of briers, the myrtle will grow.

This will be for the LORD’s renown,
for an everlasting sign,
that will endure forever (NIV)”

Singing truth helps us exchange our natural thoughts for God’s

thoughts that guide us every day. Many of our hymns cause us to
worship the one, true, and holy God. In some hymns, we express
praise and thankfulness to God. In others, we meditate on truths
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found in Scripture. As we lift our voices in praise, we receive
encouragement from them. In the very act of singing, we teach,
admonish, comfort, counsel, and guide one another, and thus fulfill
the command of Ephesians 5. It is a commendable practice to make
singing a hymn part of our daily routine. It makes good sense when
you are feeling down to sing a great old hymn of the faith. Needless
to say, it makes good sense to sing when you are feeling joyous.
God takes pleasure in His people offering Him praise!

It is amazing to see how so many of the authors of the hymns wrote
while going through times of great suffering. God delights in using
our trials to bless us and others. He takes what we consider to be
bad and turns it into good for His glory. Knowing their stories
supplies an added depth to the richness of the words and tunes.

Note that some Hymnwriters wrote words only. Some supplied
music only, and some composed both, but all are considered to

be Hymnwriters. It’s amazing to see how so many of their paths
crossed in life and how they encouraged and supported one
another. Isn’'t heaven going to be incredible! We will see how others
influenced our lives in ways we never knew. We will learn how our
lives were used to encourage others. Best of all, we will learn how
God fit all the puzzle pieces together to create a masterpiece of
grace for eternity. Hope you enjoy the stories!
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Love so amazing, so divine, Demands my soul, my life, my all”

Hymn: "When I Survey the Wondrous Cross"




Who Was Isaac Watts?

Isaac Watts was an English Congregational pastor. He grew up
with a special gift from God to produce poetry. From the time he
was a boy, he thought in rhyme and meter. In his day, people sang
only the Psalms in church. Isaac felt the hymns sung were rather
tunelessly and mentioned this to his father. “His father smiled and
suggested that he provide something better”! At 18, he aimed to do
this. His first hymn was “Behold the Glories of the Lamb.” His aim
in producing Christian hymns was to enable God’s people to sing
His Word in the form of beautiful poetry. He composed over 700
hymns in his lifetime. Among his most beloved hymns are: “When I
Survey the Wondrous Cross” and “O God, Our Help in Ages Past.”

The Early Years

Isaac Watts was born on July 17, 1674, in Southampton, England.
His father Isaac Watts Sr. was a Nonconformist deacon at the
Above Bar Congregational Chapel, pastored by Reverend Nathaniel

meter: a basic Robinson. When Isaac was born, his

repeated pattern of father was in prison for failing to conform

gl @ LS to the Anglican Church. The king and
Nonconformist: one
who did not conform
to certain practices

of the established services. First, they established fines.

Parliament were determined to punish
those who refused to attend Anglican

church and was Next, they often seized property or put
therefore restricted

offenders in prison. Some were even put
from many areas of

public life to death by hanging. When married only
Anglican Church: a year, his father served his first prison
the established term. It would not be his last. During this

church in England time, his mother gave birth to Isaac. She
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would sit on a stone block in front of the

Huguenot: French
prison and nurse young Isaac while she protestant

talked with his father through the prison clothier: a maker of
bars. Sarah was the daughter of Alderman  ‘Voolen cloth
Taunton, whose Huguenot ancestors had

escaped to England in 1572 seeking religious freedom. She was no

stranger to persecution.

Early Instruction

When he was not behind bars, Isaac’s father was a clothier. He
also ran a boarding school in their home. His school developed
a reputation for academic excellence. Students would come from
America and the West Indies to receive an education from Isaac
Watts Sr.

Young Isaac was taught at home. His father began to teach him

Latin when he was only four years old. He later mastered Greek,
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distortions: altering Hebrew, and French. His father wanted
something true to protect his children from distortions
of the Gospel, which had crept into
the Anglican church practices. He admonished them, “You
must receive no doctrine, but such is rightly built upon the Holy
Scriptures. My children, pray to God to give you the knowledge of
the truth and to keep you from error, for it is a very dangerous time

you are to live in.”?

Love of Poetry

Love of poetry had been a part of the Watts family for generations.
One evening as his father was leading in family worship, young
Isaac, eyeing a mouse, began laughing. When asked why, he replied
with a rhyme, “There was a mouse for want of stairs; Ran up a rope
to say his prayers.”* His parents were amazed at his early ability to
produce rhymes in his head. His father got exasperated with his
constant rhyming at one point and forbade him to continue. Isaac
forgot and when faced with receiving a switching, he pled,

“O father, do some mercy take; And I will no more verses make.”
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In the future, the talent that often
annoyed Isaac’s parents would
continue to flourish and be used by
God to bless millions of Christians
through his hymns. When he was
only seven years old, he wrote a

poem that was an acrostic of his

acrostic: a poem in

. ] which the first
understanding of doctrine. Young Isaac letters in each line

name. It reflected an incredible depth of

had a sincere love for books. Whenever form a word

he had any money to spend, he begged his

mother to buy another book. Encouraged by his father, he learned
to cherish the Word of God above all books.

Teen Years

Isaac attended the Free School in Southampton as a teen. He sat
under the Reverend John Pinhorne, who trained his students to
know God through a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. One
Sunday in 1690, on the way home from church, Isaac expressed his
disapproval of the “ugly” way the hymns were sung in church. “The
singing of God’s praise is the part of worship highest heaven, but
its performance among us is the worst on earth” His father gently
rebuked him, saying, “If you do not like the hymns, young man,
then give us something better.” That very afternoon, Isaac wrote a
hymn of eight stanzas based on Revelation 5:6-12. When he came
downstairs, he presented it to his father. Very impressed, Mr. Watts
took it to the Independent Chapel that evening. The hymn was
enthusiastically received. Isaac was encouraged to write more. He
wrote a new song for each Sunday for the next two years.

Isaac Watts: The Father of English Hymnwriting 13



Preparing for the Ministry

Isaac attended Newington Academy in London when he was 16
years old. Reverend Thomas Rowe was the director of the academy
and pastor of the Nonconformist church Isaac attended. Isaac
learned to carefully study the Bible and prepare sermons as well as
learning math, history, sciences, geography, rhetoric, ethics, and
anatomy. Isaac loved his teacher and wrote a poem as a tribute to
him. Isaac developed a lot of lifetime friendships while there. He
and his friends sat under many great preachers while in London.
He also spent much time studying the Word of God and writing.

He graduated at 20 years old and returned home for two and

a half years. In 1696, he took the position of tutor in the home

of a wealthy nonconformist. Here, he learned the skill of
communicating truth to children. He loved teaching children.
When speaking to teachers, he said, “Youth is the time for acquiring
knowledge and as you have the important charge laid upon you
of instructing some of the rising generation, let me beg that you
will leave nothing undone to make your pupils love the beauties
of religion. Teach them that religion has nothing in it of a gloomy
nature, for how can that be gloomy which leads to everlasting
pleasures?”’

Isaac also continued to write hymns. On his 24th birthday, he was
called to preach at Mark Lane Chapel, one of the most influential
pulpits at the time. The congregation had been dwindling under
poor leadership, but quickly responded to Watts’ passionate
preaching style. It was not long before they called him to preach
every week. Watts began writing a hymn weekly to illustrate the
message he was preaching. He never entered the pulpit without
bathing his sermon in much prayer. He described prayer as “a
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conversation with God above while
we are here below.”® He loved visiting
his congregation in their homes and
was especially tender to children
and the poor. In 1703, due to his
poor health, the congregation hired
an assistant, Samuel Price, who
helped him for the remainder of his
ministry. The congregation grew
quickly from 75 people to more than
500. Eventually, they had to move to

a larger building on Bury Street.

palatial: splendid

lord mayor: a title of a
Watts Becomes I11 mayor of a major city with

special recognition by the

In 1712, Isaac became so sick with King

a fever, various stomach ailments,

and headaches that he could no longer preach. He had tried many
cures. He visited his home in Southampton and the countryside
in Bath and Turnbridge, hoping the fresh air would help. He

even purchased a horse, and in eight months rode more than 800
miles. He would have brief periods of relief, but the illness always
returned. He was invited to recover in Sir Thomas Abney’s palatial
estate. Abney was the one-time lord mayor of London, and he
appointed Watts to be his personal chaplain and tutor for his
children. The one week of rest and recovery turned into 36 years!
He continued to ride into the city to preach when able, but always
returned to Abney Park to rest and to continue writing. He would
often climb the hill and look out over the vast estate and do his
writing there. They later named the hill Watts Mount.
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Productive Servant

Although burdened by illness, Watts was very productive with his
time. He was determined to use his gift of writing to show others
the glories of his Savior and the forgiveness of sin found in Christ
alone. He wrote more than 50 books during those years. More
importantly, he composed 750 hymns! His best-known work was
Hymns and Spiritual Songs, which was comprised of three books. It
was first published in 1707, although expanded upon in later years.
It was the first real hymnbook in the English language. “Before
this only Psalms were sung in church, but he saw no reason why
Christian praise should be confined to the actual language of the
Bible. Watts sought to make it possible for God’s people to sing His
Word in the form of good poetry” Watts’ hymns have been called
rhymed sermons. Those who sing his hymns are “dazzled with the
splendor of Christ and the Gospel”*
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Isaac Watts — Hymnwriter

The hymns of Isaac Watts set a new pattern for future Hymnwriters.
He interpreted the Old Testament using the knowledge we learn

in the New Testament. He described his method here: “Where the
Psalmist describes religion by the fear of God, I have often joined
faith and love to it. Where he speaks of pardon of sin through the
mercies of God, I have added the merits of a Saviour. Where he
talks of sacrificing goats and bullocks, I rather mention the sacrifice
of Christ, the Lamb of God. When he attends the ark with shouting
into Zion, I sing of the ascension of my Saviour into heaven, or His
presence in His church on earth. Where he promises abundance of
wealth, honor, and long life, I have changed some of these typical
blessings for grace, glory, and life eternal, which are brought to light
in the Gospel, and promised in the New Testament.”"!

Watts became famous for Divine Songs Attempted in Easy Language
for the Use of Children, published in 1719. His purpose as told in
the preface was to teach children to delight in learning the truths
of Scripture. He determined to teach students a song each week

to help them retain precious
truths of the Word. It is

an amazing collection

of instructive songs
teaching children the
blessings of diligence,
obedience to parents,
carefully guarding

the words they speak,
exhortations to be honest,
how to give their best to
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God while still young, and many foundational truths about God.
For example, here is part of one song:

“O may that Spirit teach

And make my heart receive

Those truths which all Thy servants preach,
And all thy saints believe.

Then shall I praise the Lord

In a more cheerful strain,

That I was taught to read His Word,

And have not learnt in vain”*?

His songbook was used by God to shape more than two generations
of children in both America and England. As he stated, “What

is learned in verse is longer retained in memory, and sooner
recollected and may prove to be an effectual means to keep off

some temptation or to incline to some duty”’*

Among the hymns Watts wrote that have remained favorites
throughout the years are: “Alas and Did My Savior Bleed,” “Am I a
Soldier of the Cross,” “Come We That Love the Lord,” “How Sweet
and Awful Is the
Place,” “I Sing the
Mighty Power of
God,” “Joy to the
World, the Lord
Is Come,” “O God
Our Help in Ages
Past,” and “When
I Survey the
Wondrous Cross.”
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Watts’ Influence in America

wadding: pieces of cloth
During the Great Awakening, Watts’ or paper used between
hymns were widely sung and used by =~ the powderand the
bullet to prevent it from
dropping into the powder
George Whitefield used Watts’ charge, holding it in place

God to fuel revival in the colonies.

hymns while preaching outdoors in the barrel

from Georgia through New England.

Jonathan Edwards studied Watts’ sermons and used his hymns
regularly. Preacher Samuel Davies had copies of his hymns printed
and distributed to African slaves in the American colonies. He used
them to teach slaves in his congregation how to read. Davies told
how “his kitchen would be full late into the night with slaves who
had gathered to sing Watts'*

On June 23, 1780, General Nathaniel Greene and his 2,000-man
regiment were in a fierce battle with 6,000 British at the Battle of
Springfield in New Jersey. Suddenly, the New Jersey patriots ran out
of wadding for their muskets. A musket is useless without wadding.
Reverend James Caldwell, a pastor whose wife had been recklessly
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killed by the British just a
few weeks before, ran to
his church. He returned
with his arms loaded
with the well-known
Isaac Watts hymnals.

He began tearing out

the pages of the beloved
hymnals, shouting to

the soldiers, “Give ‘em
Watts! Put Watts into ‘em,
boys!”* The men used

the pages of the hymnals
as wadding and won a victory that day, even though they were

severely outnumbered.

Prepared for Death

Watts struggled with poor health so often that he faced the
possibility of death throughout his life. He felt a compulsion to
prepare others to be ready to face death, as much of the population
died at an early age from disease. Through his hymns, he taught
hope and courage when faced with death. He pointed others to the
dear Christ who conquered death for those for whom He died. He
was always mindful of the poor.

Watts gained very little profit from the books he wrote. Samuel
Johnson in Lives of the Poets tells us that Watts gave to the poor
“the third part of his annual revenues, though the whole was not a

hundred pounds a year”'°
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On his deathbed, Watts told his personal secretary, “The most
learned and knowing Christians, when they come to die, have
only the same plain promises of the Gospel for their support, as
the common and unlearned; and so I find it. They are the plain
promises of the Gospel which are my support.™”

Isaac Watts died peacefully on November 25, 1748, in the Abney
Park home. He was 74. He was buried in the nonconformist
cemetery of Bunhill Fields in London. His hymns are still greatly
loved, and Isaac Watts is honored even today. If you were to visit
Southampton Civic Centre in Watts’ Park today, you would hear the
clock chime the tune of the opening line of “O God, Our Help in
Ages Past” three times a day, at 8 a.m., noon, and 4 p.m.

Isaac Watts revolutionized church music. It may best be told by

his brother Enoch, who had tried to convince the reluctant Isaac

to publish his hymns early on. “There is a great need of a pen,
vigorous and lively as yours, to quicken and revive the dying
devotion of the age”'® Christians from every age now reap the
benefit of such a gifted Hymnwriter. May we all marvel at Christ
and give our devotion to Him as we sing with added understanding
the majestic song for which he is so famous.
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