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Issac Watts (1674-1748) was evidently short and not very handsome. A young lady (Elizabeth Singer) who had fallen in love with him from his writings, asked him to marry her, but when she saw him in person she took back the offer. She wrote later that Issac Watts was "only five feet tall, with a shallow face, hooked nose, prominant cheek bones, small eyes, and deathlike color.....I admired the jewel but not the casket" that contained the jewel. Maybe, he wasn't a looker, but Issac Watts could certainly write. Wanting to write songs based on the Psalms from a New Testament background, Issac Watts wrote Joy To The World from Psalm 98. (Ps 98:4 Make a joyful noice unto the Lord all the earth; make a loud noise and rejoice and sing praise....). Watts was not immediately appreciated. "How dare he take the pslams and try to improve them," was the outcry. 


Many years after Watts' death, Dr. Lowell Mason (1792-1872) took the hymn and placed it to music based on The Messiah by Frederick Handel (1685-1759), a contemperary of Issac Watts. Lowell started composing music in my home state of Georgia where he lived and worked as a banker (Savannah, GA) from 1812 - 1827. When he tried to publish his first set of musical works, it was rejected. Finally, the Handel and Haydn Society of Boston, Massachusetts accepted it. Born in Massachusettes, in 1827 Lowell returned there from Georgia where he eventually became president over the society that finally published his works. He went on to a great music career, composing over 1600 sacred works, including "Antioch" in 1848 which now takes the title of Isaac Watt's work, Joy To The World. 

Joy To The World is now universally sung as one of the most joyous songs of Christmas. Watts' poem, Joy To The World, has also been sung to John Wyeth's tune, "Nettleton", to which is more commonly sung "Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing." However, Lowell's tune remains the most popular. --- Bill Drennon 

“Let the heavens rejoice, let the earth be glad; let the sea resound, and all that is in it; let the fields be jubilant, and everything in them." Psalms 96:11-13

http://www.victorshepherd.on.ca/Heritage/isaac.htm
1674 - 1748
The "father of the English hymn" was unusual in many respects. A short man (five feet tall), his sickly body was capped with a disproportionately large head. Virtually all portraits depict him in a large gown with large folds -- an obvious attempt at having him appear less grotesque.
A working pastor, he wrote a textbook on logic that was used for decades at Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard and Yale.
He wrote a tome on metaphysics (the branch of philosophy that deals with "being") even as his book of children's poetry (the first such book to be published) went through 95 editions within 100 years of publication.
No other thinker has published a major work on astronomy as well as age-graded catechisms for youngsters (the first for five-year olds!).
His hymns have been translated into dozens of languages from Armenian to Zulu.
His voice was thin, and his recurring psychiatric illness (at times incapacitating him) was common knowledge; yet whenever he was well enough to preach crowds hung on words they knew to pour from a heart wrapped in the heart of God.
The eldest of eight children, Watts was born in troubled times. Dissenters (those who refused to conform to the established church) were not only denied access to the universities and suitable employment; they were also liable to prosecution and punishment for no greater "crime" than persistently worshipping God according to their conscience. Watts's father, a Dissenter, was imprisoned one year after he was married. His wife gave birth while her husband was in jail. She regularly nursed the infant Isaac on the jail steps in the course of visiting her husband.
The youngster was plainly precocious. He had learned Latin by age four, Greek at nine, French at eleven, and Hebrew at thirteen. French was not usually studied in English elementary schools during the 1600s, but Watts was raised in Southampton, and Southampton was a city of refuge to hundreds of refugees who were fleeing persecution in France. The boy thought he should know French so that he could converse with his neighbours.
A physician recognized the teenager's intellectual gifts and offered to finance his education at either Oxford or Cambridge. But regardless of his brilliance Watts would be admitted to either university only if he were willing to renounce the convictions that had exacted terrible suffering from his parents. He wouldn't surrender conviction to expediency. As a result he went to a Dissenting Academy, the post-secondary institution for those barred from the universities. While completing his formal education he wrote much poetry, most of it in Latin.
In this era hymns weren't sung in English churches. German Lutherans had been singing hymns for over 100 years. Calvinists in France and Switzerland, however, had not. Calvin had wanted his people to sing only the psalms of scripture. English Protestants of Calvinist parentage had adopted the practice of singing only metrical psalms in worship. These metrical arrangements were awkward ("But we remember will the name/Of our Lord God alone"), the mood was ponderous, the tone of the entire service dreary. One day Watts discovered he couldn't endure any of it a minute longer. Returning from the service one Sunday morning he complained vehemently to his father about the stodgy psalm-singing that put people off worship. "Why don't you write a hymn suitable congregational singing?", his father challenged him. Throughout the afternoon Watts did just that, and at evening worship that day the congregation sang hymn #1, "Behold the glories of the Lamb". Six hundred and ninety-six followed.
Not everyone thanked him. Some of his contemporaries complained that his hymns were "too worldly" for the church. One critic fumed, "Christian congregations have shut out divinely inspired psalms and taken in Watts's flights of fancy!". His hymns outraged many people, split congregations (most notably the congregation whose pastor, years earlier, had been John Bunyan, the author of an English classic), and got pastors fired. Still, the multi-talented thinker knew what his preeminent gift was and why he had to employ it.
Watts, like other hymn-writers of his era, wrote of God's seizure of the human heart and God's transmutation of our understanding. Yet Watts was unique in his emphasis on the backdrop of God's intercourse with the human heart: the cosmos in its unspeakable vastness. Watts sees the drama of the incarnation and the cross, the dereliction and the resurrection, as seemingly small events that are in fact possessed of cosmic significance. Watts's universe is simply more immense than anything other hymn-writers imagined. (Perhaps this is to be expected from an astronomer!)
Convinced of the immensity of God and immersed in the passion of God, Watts himself was possessed of the profoundest experience or God. 
Turn, turn us mighty God,
And mould our souls afresh;
Break, sovereign grace, these hearts of stone,
And give us hearts of flesh.
By age 50 he was a national figure, esteemed now by Anglicans and Dissenters alike. John Wesley (an Anglican) had long acknowledged the genius, discipline and piety of Watts, and when Wesley came to publish his first hymn book, one-third of the its hymns were Isaac's. An able theologian as well, he found 44 pages of his Ruin and Recovery in Wesley's The Doctrine of Original Sin.
As unusual as he was in appearance, gifts, productivity and psychiatric history, Watts was not unusual at all in one important respect. Like all Christians this logician knew that God is to be loved with the mind, and therefore reason must never be discounted in the exercising of faith or the discipline of the Christian life. Yet he knew too that the mystery of God himself, while never irrational, is finally oceans deeper than anything reason can fathom. 
Where reason fails,
With all her pow'rs,
There faith prevails
And love adores.
 

Victor Shepherd 
http://www.isaacwatts.net/
Isaac Watts official biography available 

Isaac Watts was the writer of a larger number of hymns of the first rank than anyone except possibly Charles Wesley.

"When I Survey the Wondrous Cross", "There is a Land of Pure Delight", "Our God our help in Ages Past" … and many other classic hymns are still sung by millions of people today.

This web site tells you about Isaac Watts Remembered 1674 - 1748, the official biography of Isaac Watts. The book has already sold more than 16,000 copies – and a copy even resides in the Royal Library of the British Monarchy at Windsor Castle. You can order your copy too. 

Isaac Watts Remembered was commissioned by Isaac Watts’s much-loved home city of Southampton. The book was written by David Fountain, a non-conformist preacher - like Watts - from Southampton. The introduction was written by Lord Maybray-King, former Speaker of the British House of Commons.

You can also find out more about Watts with links to other web sites.

http://www.holybible.com/resources/living_learning/spring_1999/Issac_watts.htm

In one of his hymn books, Watts summarized his method: 
"Where the Psalmist uses sharp invectives against his personal enemies, I have endeavored to turn the edge of them against our spiritual adversaries, sin, Satan, and temptation. Where the flights of his faith and love are sublime, I have often sunk the expressions within the reach of an ordinary Christian. Thus. Psalm 72, in Watts’ version, became "Jesus shall reign, where’re the sun." The words of Psalm 98 became "Joy to the world." 
In the 250 years since his death, the songs of’ Isaac Watts remain a staple of the Christian repertoire. Simply, he is the best hymn writer that there has ever been." said J. R. Watson, an English professor at the University of Durham. 
"What he does is to take all the elements of’ post- Reformation religious expression - metrical psalms, divine lyrics, the first attempts at hymn writing - and forges them into one magnificent art," Watson said. 
Watts wrote more than 700 psalms and hymns. His contemporary, the lexicographer and critic Samuel Johnson, said Watts "was one of the first who taught the Dissenters to write and speak like other men, by showing them that elegance might consist with piety." 
Watts died on Nov. 25, 1748 at the age of’seventy-four. Still today, in his native Southampton, he is recalled every four hours when the clock in the Civic Center chimes the tune of 0 God Our Help in Ages Past. 
http://www.hymnsandcarolsofchristmas.com/Hymns_and_Carols/Biographies/issac_watts.htm
Watts_Image332.gif
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[There was no copyright noted anywhere on this website that I could find]

1999 is the 250th anniversary of the birth of Isaac Watts, one of the greatest Christian hymn-writers of all time. This page contains material for churches and groups wishing to hold a service of celebration.
 

Material prepared by Dr Jean Silvan Evans
 

PERSPECTIVE 

The importance of Isaac Watts 

  

We have come here tonight to sing some of the greatest hymns ever written. Hymns we all know and love; hymns familiar to us from childhood that can still bring the words of our faith alive for us today. The hymns of Isaac Watts. Wonderful hymns that include such glories as When I survey the wondrous Cross; Jesus shall reign where 'er the Sun, Our God our help in ages past.
 

Isaac Watts died 250 years ago last November, and this whole year following the anniversary of his death, has been declared a Year of Celebration for his life and work by the United Reformed Church. Special services are being held all over the country and three major programmes have been broadcast on national radio. Our own celebration tonight comes towards the end of this very special year for the United Reformed Church.
 

Isaac Watts' hymns long ago crossed all denominational boundaries. But it falls to the United Reformed Church to give a lead to the celebrations because Isaac Watts was a Congregational minister and belonged to the great Congregational heritage that joined with the Presbyterian Church of England to form the United Reformed Church in 1972. So our church is the direct inheritor of his genius.
 

But although we know the hymns of Isaac Watts so well, most of us know very little about the man Isaac Watts. He was a trailblazer! The development of the hymn has been called Dissent' s greatest gift to Christianity. And Isaac Watts was the man who, virtually single-handed, introduced, developed, invented, the hymn as we know it today. He has been called the father of English hymnody.
 

A famous story about Isaac Watts tells how it all began. The teenaged Isaac complained bitterly to his father about the dreary Psalms sung in church - the tunes were tiresome and the words meaningless, he said. His discerning father, who recognised the burden oppressing his son's soul, encouraged him to see what he could do "to mend the matter". Isaac went to his room and wrote his first hymn.
 

The next Sunday that first hymn Behold the Glories of the Lamb was sung in the Congregational chapel to which the Watts family belonged in Southampton. Isaac was about 19 years old at the time. There were to be very many more hymns - almost 700 in all - before he died at the age of 74. Some three centuries later we are still singing them. There are about 40 in Rejoice and Sing. 
  

WRITING FOR CHILDREN 
Watts gift for teaching young people 

  

Young Isaac quickly showed himself at ease with words. He learnt Latin at four years of age, Greek at nine, French at 11 and Hebrew at 13. His mother was astonished by the quality of the poetry he wrote when he was only seven. Once when his father reprimanded him for laughing during family prayers, Isaac pointed to a bell rope by the fireplace, where he had just seen a mouse run up, and speedily explained in verse:
 

There was a mouse, for want of stairs,
ran up a rope to say his prayers.
 

As his father picked up the cane, Isaac sought to save his skin with a second verse: 
 

Oh father, father pity take
and I will no more verses make.
 

Sadly for Isaac it seems he was punished then, but thankfully for us, he did go on to "make verses".
 

Maybe because of such incidents in his own childhood, Watts always communicated well with children. He wrote books for children stressing the love rather than the anger of God. He wrote moral songs and catechisms that appealed to children immensely. His catechisms to teach children simply about the Christian faith were loved by youngsters and used for 100 years. His were the famous lines: 
 

How doth the little busy bee
Improve each shining hour? 
 

that were parodied by Lewis Carroll in Alice in Wonderland to: 
 

How doth the little crocodile
Improve his shining tail? 
 

Specially written for children, his Divine Songs, first published in 1715, had run into almost 100 editions by 1810, nearly a century later. Its simple exposition attracted and charmed the young and highlighted Watts' great gifts as an educator of children. It included such easily remembered gems as: 
 

Let dogs delight to bark and bite
And: 
 

Birds in their little nests agree 
 

and the familiar old warning:
 

Satan finds some mischief still
For idle hands to do ... 
 

Over the years, reaction to such ways of inculcating moral principles and training youngsters has changed. Maybe we would not do it all in quite the same way today. But, overall, his work for the young shows a range of immense accomplishment. And who could not be charmed by Isaac's verse direct to a little child about the Nativity: 
 

Soft and easy is thy cradle: 
Coarse and hard thy Saviour lay;
When his birth-place was a stable,
And his softest bed was hay. 
  

THE COST OF DISSENT 
The persecution of Dissenters 

 

Isaac Watts was a Congregational minister in the early 1 8th century. It was a time when religion cost. The religion of the land was the Church of England. And people who refused to "conform' to the practice of the Church of England - that is take the Anglican communion were denied full civil and educational liberty. They could worship only under strict state regulation. They were harried and harassed and suffered under a harsh penal code.
 

People who refused to "conform" became known as Nonconformists but for much of this period they were known as Dissenters - because, of course, they "dissented" from the practice of the Church of England. Yet despite this oppression, the period of Isaac Watts' life saw a vast increase in the number of chapels built by Congregationalists, Methodists and Baptists for worship outside the established Anglican religion.
 

Isaac was born of solid dissenting stock in Southampton in 1674, the eldest of nine children. His father, who was also called Isaac, was imprisoned twice for nonconformity and the young Isaac was born when his father was in prison. From birth, he was taken down to the jail by his mother, who would sit for hours on a stone by the gate to draw attention to her husband's unfair imprisonment.
 

When Isaac was 16, a local doctor, who had noted his outstanding promise, offered to fund an Oxford education for him. But Dissenters were not allowed to go to Oxford or Cambridge, then the only universities in the land. Isaac Watts could have chosen to "conform" but he resolved, as he said, to "take his lot with the Dissenters". He went to a Dissenting Academy, one of those remarkable institutions set up by Dissenters to educate their own.
 

It was as a direct result of the persecution of Dissenters that his magnificent hymn Our God our help in ages past was written. Queen Anne was on the throne. She was about to sign the Schism Act, which had passed through Parliament and which would have further eroded the rights of Dissenters. But before she could sign it, she died. Queen Anne was dead. The Act was not passed. Many Dissenters saw her death as an intervention by God, a true Deliverance. 
 

There was rejoicing among Dissenters. Isaac gloried in his hymn that they had indeed found "shelter from the stormy blast". That the terrors had flown "forgotten as a dream". Queen Anne's death marked the end of the worst of the persecution although Dissenters were denied full civil liberties for a century after Isaac Watts' death and it was almost 150 years after his death that they could enter the universities of Oxford and Cambridge. 
 

Today the hymn Our God our help in ages past has become a national institution. It was played on radio by the BBC as soon as the Second World War was declared and it is a loved and timeless feature of many Remembrance services. The persecution and fears of more persecution that gave rise to it are long forgotten. But the hymn, based on Psalm 90, still speaks to us today. It is a wonderful example of how Isaac Watts' hymns transcend time and place and denomination. 
 

THE POWER OF HYMNS
How hymns can spread the Word
 

In introducing hymns to his country, Isaac Watts was following in the footsteps of the great Protestant reformer Martin Luther, who introduced hymn singing to Germany during the 16th century Reformation. Luther, too, wrote great hymns, several of which appear in translation in Rejoice and Sing. Just like Watts, he realised hymns were a great way to teach the tenets of the faith and it is often said that Luther accomplished more in setting all Germany singing than he ever did with his preaching. "The whole people," wrote a prominent Roman Catholic of the day, ' is singing itself into this Lutheran Doctrine." 
 

As the gospel story spread through the world, hymns were often among the first things to be translated into the native language. This year' s Rugby World Cup, staged in Cardiff, brought to the country teams from the old missionary grounds of the South Sea Islands - Tonga, Fiji and Samoa. And, of course, an excuse for an old missionary story. 
 

South Sea Island teams are legendary in rugby for their fierce tackling - something that falls into perspective when you realise that less than 200 years ago those islands were peopled by savage cannibals. The Tongans were notably ferocious, and the story goes that in 1821, the natives of Fiji, where many of the inhabitants had become Christian, were terrified by the sight of a Tongan War canoe rapidly approaching the shore. 
 

There was no need to fear. The occupants of the canoe had come not to fight but to buy a Bible. The people of Tonga had heard about the White Man's God and had rowed 250 miles across the open sea in their fragile craft to obtain a copy of the Christian book. They had not for a moment, of course, realised it would be entirely useless to them as none of them could read. The upshot was that a missionary returned with them to their island. 
 

So successful was that mission that on Whit-Sunday 1862 a most remarkable gathering took place. Under the spreading branches of a banyan tree there was a congregation of thousands of natives from Tonga, Fiji and Samoa. The vast assembly was presided over by an old native monarch by the name of George who had declared his islands Christian. The first thing they did was sing a hymn. The hymn, translated into their own tongue, which they had chosen to mark this significant step in their journey with God was the great Isaac Watts hymn Jesus shall reign where 'er the Sun. 
 

THE TRADITION LIVES ON IN THE URC 

Isaac Watts hymn writing competition 

 

As part of the Isaac Watts Year of Celebration, the United Reformed Church launched a hymn writing competition, inviting people to write a new hymn. Watts was a catalyst in his own time and people were invited to write a hymn not in the words of Watts himself, but, as Watts did, in their own language and style; concentrating, as Watts did, on the central theme of the wonder of God's grace in creation and redemption and bringing it alive for the people of today. The hope was to find some new hymns that best captured the pioneering spirit of Isaac Watts at the end of the 20th century. There were some 200 entries, a number of them, of course, from our own corner of the United Reformed Church family. We are going to sing one tonight. It was written by A. N. Other. 
 

At this point a hymn entered by someone from/known to the church/group could be sung and the commentary could give a couple of lines about the person. Or one of the winning hymns printed in Reform could be used.
 

WATTS' MINISTRY
Watts life and work
 

Isaac was a sickly child and as he grew he did not enjoy robust health. Maybe it was something to do with sitting on that stone outside the prison with his mother. He was never strong. Back home in Southampton from the Dissenting Academy, he did not feel ready for ordination and it was in this period, living with his family, that he wrote that first hymn. He then went as tutor to the family of Sir John Hartopp in Stoke Newington. 
 

It was during his time as tutor that he preached his first public sermon on his 24th birthday. And it was with Sir John's help that be became first assistant and then sole minister of an influential London Congregational Chapel. Isaac was 28 years old, a wonderful preacher and determined that music should stir people's souls. The congregation twice outgrew its premises, moving from its original site in Mark Lane to Bury Street. 
 

Isaac continued as minister of the chapel until his death. But little more than 10 years later, ill health overtook him again and he became seriously ill. Wealthy chapel member Sir Thomas Abney invited him to recuperate at his home, a mansion near Cheshunt in Hertfordshire. Thirty years later he was still there! He stayed until his death, an honoured house guest for 36 years. 
 

The illness had affected his nerves and he was never able to minister as he might have wished. A co-minister was appointed and Watts kept in touch with occasional visits and voluminous correspondence. His own work became the work of the pen. He crafted a ministry of hymn writing from the confines of physical weakness and ill-health that was to re-shape the spirituality of the nation.
 

Watts also wrote text books on logic and theology. His book of logic was a standard work at Oxford for more than 100 years and, in fact, he was better known in his own day as a theologian than as a hymn writer. He also wrote fine poetry. But above all for us, of course, he wrote hymns. 
 

And what hymns. Watts wrote to be understood. Everything he touched he simplified. He gave voice to what he believed to be the self-evident truths of the faith in a language that was simple, precise and economic. He presented the great doctrinal truths of traditional Puritanism with simplicity of style and clarity of language. It was an enormous task, never before attempted in the English language. 
 

In his preface to Hymns and Spiritual Songs (1707) he wrote: "I have aimed at ease of numbers and smoothness of sound, and endeavoured to make the sense plain and obvious; if the verse appears so gentle and flowing as to incur the Censure of Feebleness, I may honestly affirm that sometimes it has cost me labour to make it so." This is part of his genius as a hymn writer and explains why his greatest hymns are timeless. Again, with pleasing humility, he noted "blemishes" might awaken "a more successful attempt anon". 
 

The power of his language captured the hearts of people then as they still capture hearts today. But the strong attraction of his pen was not matched by his physical appearance. Neither a handsome man nor a striking figure, he was only five feet tall. The story goes that the poetess Elizabeth Singer was greatly excited by his verse. They met and Watts proposed marriage to her. She declined, saying: " Mr Watts, I only wish I could say that I admire the casket as much as I admire the jewel." Poor Isaac! 
 

But in the annals of English hymnody, Isaac Watts holds a unique place. He believed the part of worship "nearest akin to heaven" was in the singing of praises to God. Before his time, congregations were used only to the singing of metrical psalms. It was largely through his initiative and influence that, on a scale unknown before, they were introduced to the singing of hymns. But, over and above the hymns themselves, Watts set in train a revival of worship as a whole. His work formed part of a fundamental redirection of reformed worship.
 

 

THE PSALMS 

Fitting Jewish psalms for Christian praise 
  

Isaac Watts based many hymns on the Psalms. He was a great innovator, a modernise and he was not afraid to rewrite the words of the Bible in language easily understood in the chapels of his day. In effect, Watts campaigned to evangelise the Hebrew Psalms. He realised early that traditional psalmody blurred the truth of the gospel. In contemporary parlance, Isaac Watts had a dream, a dream that made him a great reviser of the psalms, giving them new life and meaning for the church he served. 
 

His vision was one that used the Hebrew Psalm as a pattern for Christian praise. But he felt that Hebrew worship itself, however much it provided a prototype for the early Church, was nevertheless no Christian song. He made the point acutely: "Where can you find a Psalm that speaks of the miracles of wisdom and power as they are discovered in a crucified Christ?" He was determined to paraphrase and change Hebrew forms of speech into what he called "the language of our Time and Nation". 
 

It was the great doctrinal truths that concerned Isaac Watts and he strove to transpose the sacrificial language of the Old Testament into a clear New Testament emphasis on the love of God in Christ. He believed people should no longer be echoing Jewish worship but breaking through to magnify Christ. He was concerned by the confusion that could result from too narrow an acceptance of David and felt that it could shroud Christian believers with the "veil of Moses". 
 

Whereas worship once involved people in the pew in learning the Psalms of David well-nigh parrot-fashion, Watts, to quote the great Congregationalist minister the Rev R.W. Dale, "redeemed the psalmody of the Congregationalists from Judaism, and made it Christian". He thought nothing of replacing "Israel" with "Great Britain". And what had been commented upon as the "whining, toting, yelling, or screeching" that accompanied the singing of metrical psalms in many a rural chapel gave way to uplifting music. 
 

A conviction that metrical psalms were "almost opposite to the Spirit of the Gospel;" and as often as not "foreign to the State of the New Testament" certainly fired the ministry of Isaac Watts with burning zeal. Old Covenant sacrificial emphases were turned into a New Testament stress on love. But whatever the profundity, Watts spoke with a simplicity and clarity that still captivates the spirit. In the end, he said he could rejoice that a good part of the Psalms had been "fitted for use in church" and David "converted into a Christian". 
  

 

WHEN I SURVEY THE 
WONDROUS CROSS
The greatest of the hymns of Christendom
 

Good hymns, well sung, have always proved inspirational. Carefully chosen, they can make the milestones of life more meaningful, often adding another dimension. Hymns can deepen intimacy in the personal commitment of communion; and on family occasions like baptisms and weddings, funerals and memorial services, they can widen the fellowship of praise and thanksgiving. 
 

Good hymns, favourite hymns, are one thing. But who would like to decide which of the Isaac Watts hymns is the greatest? For many of us it is often the one we are singing at the moment. But some people have claimed that not only is When I survey the wondrous cross the greatest of Isaac Watts hymns but that it is the greatest hymn ever written in the English language. Is it possible, they ask, to sing When I survey the wondrous cross and not come face to face with the "prince of glory"? 
 

In his book Hymns as Homilies, in which Peter Newman Brooks selects only one hymn to represent each of the great hymnists he discusses, for his chapter on Watts he chooses When I survey the wondrous cross. In this hymn, he says, humility and confession of frail humanity is fully realised. He calls it "arguably the most moving, and even perhaps the greatest of the hymns of Christendom" 
 

He describes it as a "challenging homily" on Paul's words to the Galatians when the apostle prayed that he be prevented from boasting "save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ". He says the hymn is "irresistibly powerful in clarity" with verses that made a "profound impression by the very simplicity". He says it will come as no surprise to learn that Watts wrote the hymn for those who came to Communion, those who came to worship at the "Lord's Board". 
 

The writer believes the directness and candour of the hymn, coupled with the way Watts invariably managed to write in unsectarian language, crowns its success as a challenge to simple piety and says the hymn generates all the humbling effects of real evangelism. He points out Watts always sought to focus worship in the congregation. Sublime style was all very well, he says, but Watts never made the mistake of sacrificing clarity to achieve it! 
 

This celebration service has been prepared by Dr Jean Silvan Evans and includes material  adapted from a number of sources including Under God's Good Hand, David Cornick (URC) 1998, Hymns as Homilies, Peter Newman Brookes (Gracewing) 1997, Joy to the World, Cliff Bembridge (Reform Magazine) Nov 1998, additional material supplied by the Revd Irfon James
 

