THE WRITER’S VOICE

This microcosm of Hymns of the Ages Bible Studies includes why the book was written, general comments, and the last chapter.  General comments include the “Purpose and Scope” and “Introduction”--both of which are at the beginning of the book.  The volume has fifty two chapters in alphabetical order, from A Mighty Fortress is Our God to When I Survey the Wondrous Cross.  The latter is included in its entirety.  

There is a need for this publication which is not being met by other books featuring hymns.  It was written because Christians from many different denominations encouraged the author to write it.  They were in his class when the story of the hymn writer was told and the Word of God studied which prompted the formation of the phrases in the hymn.  The book goes to the heart of classic hymns--God’s Word and the salient Christian truths affirmed and taught in them.  
HYMNS OF THE AGES BIBLE STUDIES

PURPOSE AND SCOPE

Augustus Toplaidy’s Rock of Ages is considered the most popular hymn in the English language.  The “Rock” is Jesus who is for the ages.  Jesus tells us that His word “will not pass away (Luke 21: 33).” Peter, quoting Isaiah, says, “the word of the LORD remains forever (1 Pet 1: 25).”  Rock of Ages, and all classic Christian hymns are for the ages and for all age groups.  These hymns affirm and proclaim eternal truths.  They endure in the hearts and minds of believers because they have been implanted there by God’s Holy Spirit through the Word of the Lord.  The purpose of the Bible studies in this book is to further an appreciation of how God’s Word serves as the foundation for the hymns of the church which have stood the test of time and are loved by many.  Searching the Scriptures which influenced the poets and hymnists will make these hymns even more meaningful and will be spiritually rewarding.  Those who lean toward contemporary Christian music in worship will gain an appreciation of the meaning and depth of these classic hymns.  It is the author’s prayer that those who take this course of study or read the book will be so blessed.  The contents of this book can easily be adapted to serve as a basis for devotionals, sermon illustrations, and selection of hymns for worship services.      

Hymns of the ages have a commonality in that they are based on the word of God.  It is not possible to include all the great hymns in a once-a-week study over the course of a year.  Seventy-five percent of the hymns selected are found in United States Armed Forces hymnals.  Each hymn has a different poet/author or translator and can be covered within an hour’s time frame.  For some of the longer hymns the leader will have to move on at a good pace,  or perhaps use two sessions.  There are three printed segments for the study of a hymn: the introduction which has information pertaining to the writer and background as to why he or she wrote the hymn if known; next, the leader’s guide which contains the written portions of Scripture--fully reproduced--which may have influenced the author of the hymn to write the phrases together with your author’s suggested questions or comments; lastly, there is a participant’s one page hand-out with scriptural references supporting the phrases in each stanza.  When the study of a stanza is completed it is sung.  

SOLI  DEO GLOLRIA
HYMNS OF THE AGES BIBLE STUDIES

INTRODUCTION

A truly great hymn is one in which God’s word is sung back to him to His praise and glory; it is also for our edification and spiritual growth.  The classic hymns of Christianity teach marvelous evangelical scriptural truths.  Over the past few years the author of this study conducted some Bible study/devotions on cruise ships using classic hymns of Christendom and the scriptural basis upon which they were written.  This was so favorably received that a twelve segment series was written which was given at Faith Lutheran Church, Georgetown, Texas, during the winter quarter of 2007.  Participants encouraged the author to publish it so that others in the church-at-large may appreciate some of the classic hymns even more--knowing their scriptural foundation.  While it is not always possible to get into the psyche of the hymn authors, a valid assumption is that over the years these Bible-believing Christians wrote from a mind influenced by the eternal truths they had heard, read, and--through God’s Holy Spirit--believed. Obviously there are countless portions of Scripture which teach the same truths.  The author of the study has given some of the more prominent ones; the leader or participants may come up with others.   

Even as in any other Bible study, the leader will want to begin and close with prayer.  Hymns are taken from Lutheran Service Book, Concordia Publishing House, St. Louis, MO, 2006; this hymnal gives some scriptural references for each hymn, such references are preceded by an asterisk.  Quoted Scripture is from the English Standard Version Bible.  Abbreviations used follow: Lutheran Service Book, LSB; King James Version of the Bible, KJV; New International Version of  the Bible, NIV.  

Your author has spent almost all of his ministry in an environment where he was ministering to Christians from many denominations.   He is affiliated with The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, which maintains that the Holy Scriptures are the inspired, inerrant word of God.   Many Christians affirm this position.  In his preaching and teaching ministries in the Armed Forces, on cruise ships, and in the public square many are receptive to this position.  When it comes to spiritual issues, Christians are not interested in what the preacher or teacher as an individual thinks or believes, they want to know what God’s words says.  The studies in this book are written from this perspective.  When the word “gospel” is used, it always refers to God’s Word through which the Holy Spirit works and touches lives.  Up until the 16th century Eastern and Western Churches, on the basis of God’s word,  have also included within the framework of the gospel the sacraments which Jesus instituted--baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  They are considered means of grace in which the forgiveness of sins is given.  The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod affirms this position.  

SOLI  DEO GLORIA
WHEN I SURVEY THE WONDROUS CROSS
Isaac Watts, 1674-1748

Isaac Watts is universally accepted as the “Father of English Hymnody.”  Prior to the 18th century, hymnody in the English language was dominated by the singing of psalms.  Martin Luther wrote hymns in German and taught his followers to sing them.  John Calvin, father of the Reformed tradition, only permitted the singing of the Bible. 

When Isaac Watts was born in Southampton, England, July 17, 1674, his father was imprisoned for being a dissenter against the established Church of England. A dissenter refused to use the Anglican liturgy and ceremonies which the government felt obliged to enforce. His father was released and became a pastor in a Congregationalist church; young Isaac was raised in this church body.  He was a genius. He learned Latin at age four, Greek at nine, and Hebrew at thirteen.  From early on he was a remarkable poet.  When he was seven he wrote a poem in which the beginning letter in each line spelled his name; it showed a great understanding of original sin, Satan, and God’s grace:




I am a vile polluted lump of earth




So I’ve continued ever since my birth




Although Jehovah grace does give me




As sure this monster Satan will deceive me




Come, therefore, Lord from Satan’s claws relieve me.

After Isaac graduated from grammar school a wealthy benefactor offered to send him to Oxford if he became an Anglican.  He refused to do this and went to a college-level school for dissenters in Stoke Newington, London. He became impatient with the singing of psalms and their paraphrases.  When he voiced his displeasure at the congregational singing in his father’s church, an elder suggested that he come up with something better. The 18 year-old accepted the challenge.  He wrote his first hymn which was sung the next Sunday at an evening service; it met with great approval.  In the next few years he wrote over 200 hymns which were published in the first substantive hymn book in the English language in 1707.  It was called Hymns and Spiritual Songs.  Watts went on to become a clergyman, theologian, philosopher, and writer.  He wrote over 600 hymns and 52 other works to include books on logic, grammar, astronomy, philosophy, and geography.

It would be rare indeed for any Christian denomination to have a hymnal which did not include hymns by Isaac Watts.  Some of his most favorite hymns include: Joy to the World; Alas! And Did My Savior Bleed; Come We That Lord the Lord; Oh, That the Lord would Guide My ways; O God, Our Help in Ages Past; O bless the Lord, My Soul; From All That Dwells Below the Skies; and Jesus Shall Reign Where’er the Sun; and the hymn of our study, When I Survey The Wondrous Cross.

Watts never married but loved children and wrote many nursery rhymes and a beautiful lullaby.  In 1689 he became the assistant pastor of Mark Lane Independent Chapel in London; in 1702 he was its senior pastor.  Watts would serve here until his death, although he left full-time service because of ill health in 1812.  In that year Sir Thomas Abney, a good friend, asked him to spend the week end with them.  He was so endeared to the family that they urged him to stay; and he did--for 36 years!  He died November 25, 1748 at the age of 74 and was buried next to John Bunyon and Daniel Defoe.  There is a monument to his memory in Westminister Abbey, the highest honor that can be bestowed upon an Englishman.  

God used the scripture and thoughts in Watts’ hymns to touch the lives of many.  In 1851,  Fanny Crosby attended a revival service in a Methodist church in New York City.  She was thirty-one and had been blind from her childhood. She wrote that when they were singing the last stanza of Watts’ Alas! And Did My savior Bleed her soul was flooded with celestial light.  Long after Watts’ death, God used one of his hymns to influence a Christian woman who would become a writer of hymns in the 19th century which would inspire millions.  

Then there were was Eric Liddell, a Scottish Olympic hero, who became a missionary to China under the London Missionary Society in the 1920's.  When he left Edinburgh his friends escorted him to the boat train.  There he led them in singing Jesus Shall Reign Where’er the Sun.  Watts’ hymns had influenced him greatly.  Liddell served courageously in China were he died in 1945 in a Japanese prison camp.

When World War II was declared the BBC played O God, Our Help in Ages Past.  It was a favorite hymn of Winston Churchill and was sung at his funeral.

Hymnologists have named When I Survey the Wondrous Cross as the finest hymn in the English language.  Its poetic beauty, scriptural foundation, and theological impetus--all lend to this conclusion. Let us look at the scriptural basis for this great hymn.
WHEN I SURVEY THE WONDROUS CROSS
Isaac Watts, 1674-1748

Bible verses which set the tone:


Heb 12: 2 Christians look to Jesus and his cross for salvation.  What does the writer to the Hebrews say? “looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God.” The cross has become the symbol of Christianity.  Why not the empty tomb or Christ’s ascension?


1 Cor 2: 1-2   The Apostle Paul didn’t mince words about the importance of Jesus’ crucifixion.  “And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come proclaiming to you the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom.  For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.”  Jesus and His cross have become the essence of Christianity.  His resurrection also is indispensable for he had to rise to prove that His Father accepted His work in our behalf  (Paul goes into detail on this in 1 Cor 15).

Stanza 1

“When I survey the wondrous cross On which the Prince of Glory died,”

Phil 2: 5-11 Before time began the Son of God was on his throne in heaven; yet, he became a human being for us. “Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form a servant, being born in the likeness of men.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.  Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”  Jesus left heaven where he was “the Prince of Glory,” to became a baby in Bethlehem who needed the help of Mary and Joseph to survive.  He emptied Himself of His divinity so that it would be possible for him to die on Calvary’s cross for our sins.  God is a spirit.  Our mind cannot grasp the incomprehensible Triune God.  For our salvation Jesus, the God-man, identified with us as we can identify with him.  



1 Cor 15: 3-5 Paul proclaimed the gospel to Jews and Gentiles.  As he reviews his ministry to the Corinthians to what does he give priority?  “For I delivered to you as of first important what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.”

“My richest gain I count but loss And pour contempt on all my pride.”


Is 64: 6 “We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment.”  Our Holy God demand perfections from us (Gen 17: 1).  As sinners we are unable to live a perfect life.  Even our bests efforts cannot earn God’s favor and salvation. 


Ecc 7: 20 “Surely there is not a righteous man on earth who does good and never sins.”

All people sin; if not by deed, then by thought (Matt 15: 18-20).


Col 2: 13-15 Before our baptism and coming to the Christian faith, we were condemned sinners headed for perdition. When God’s Holy Spirit touched our heart the situation dramatically changed.  What does Paul say happened to our sins?  “And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands.  This he set aside, nailing it to the cross.  He disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in him.”  Christ sacrificed himself for our sins.  His Father accepted that payment for those who believe in him. What happened to our sins?  They  were nailed to the cross with Him.

Sing stanza 1

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.

Stanza 2

“Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast Save in the death of Christ, my God;”


Eph 2: 8-9  Paul’s words to Ephesian Christians are also meant for us:  “For by grace you have been saved through faith.  And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.” Is there any latitude for boasting before God or claiming that we merit His favor?  No.


*Gal 6: 14 Paul was a humble Christian who had his priorities right.  “But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.”  Notice how Watts incorporates this thinking into this phrase of his hymn.  Humility is a virtue, but it poses a problem for Christians. The Apostle James writes, “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, (James 1: 17 a).”  This includes our loved ones, health, talents--all gifts from God.   We can take a humble pride in the accomplishments of our loved ones or other blessings which God gives--fully realizing we are to give Him the thanks and praise.  To Him be the glory for all of our blessings and above all,  spiritual ones--forgiveness, heaven, and eternal life.

“All the vain things that charm me most, I sacrifice them to His blood.”

*Phil 3: 7-9 How did Paul consider “all the vain things” which came his way? “But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ.  Indeed, I count everything as a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith--” As a loss, rubbish.


Matt 6:19-21 These are Jesus’ words: “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal.  For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”


Ps 51: 17 What does Watts mean by sacrificing our “vain things” to “his blood?” David knew.  He had committed adultery and murder.  What did he write? “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.”  David had his vanity, and sinful desires, he acted upon these.  He repented, was truly sorry, and trusted in God’s mercy as it would be revealed in the promised Messiah.  He would even become a forefather of the Messiah.  This is how we sacrifice to our Lord.  As Jesus said, “I desire mercy and not sacrifice (Matt 9: 13).”


1 Peter 2: 5   Peter gives us a different perspective of sacrifice which is also true.  Speaking of Christians, what does he say? “you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house,  to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”  Christians reflect the sacrifice Christ made for us in our lives.  With the help of the Holy Spirit, we grow in our spiritual life and continually give more of ourselves in serving our Lord and others.

Sing stanza 2

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.”

Stanza 3

“See, from His head, His hands, His feet”


John 19: 1-2, 16 b-18 On Good Friday our suffering Savior was a pitiful sight--dirty, exhausted, bruised, and bleeding from head to foot.  What does John write?  “Then Pilate took Jesus and flogged him.  And the soldiers twisted together a crown of thorns and put it on his head and arrayed him in a purple Robe...So they took Jesus, and he went out, bearing his own cross, to the place called the place of a skull, which in Aramaic is called Golgotha.  There they crucified him, and with him two others, one on either side, and Jesus between them.”


Is 53: 5   Isaiah prophesied of it all.  “But he was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his stripes we are healed.”


John 19: 33-34   Jesus’ “head,” “hands,” and “feet” were bleeding.  Even his side wasn’t spared.  “But when they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did not break his legs.  But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water.”   What was normally pierced in the victim who was crucified?  Hands and feet by nails.  Does scripture have anything to say about this? Yes, the story of Thomas who doubted Jesus’ resurrection (John 20: 24-29).   

“Sorrow and love flow mingled down! Did e’er such love and sorrow meet” 


Luke 23: 27  Indeed there was great sorrow in the hearts of many who witnessed what Jesus went through for us.  What does scripture say of many who lined the way to Calvary? 

“And there followed him a great multitude of the people and of women who were mourning and lamenting for him.”  


Luke 23: 47-48  Even the officer in charge of the crucifixion was moved. “Now when the centurion saw what had taken place, he praised God, saying ‘Certainly this man was innocent!’  And all the crowds that had assembled for this spectacle, when they saw what had taken place, returned home beating their breasts.”  If spirits can cry, angels must have wept over the event which epitomizes God’s love for us.


John 3: 16 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” 


John 15: 13 In this passage, Jesus gives the perfect definition of love.  What is it “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lays down his life for his friends.”  This is what Jesus did for us.  Watts may well have been reflecting on Jesus blood and water flowing from the spear wound when he penned that sorrow and love were mingled together.

“Or thorns compose so rich a crown?”


Phil 2: 6-9   This was cited previously under stanza 1. In these words Paul takes Jesus from heaven to earth where a crown of thorns awaited him and back to his eternal home.  “who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the pont of death, even death on a cross.  Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name,”

Sing stanza 3

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?

Stanza 4

“Were the whole realm of nature mine, That were a tribute far too small;”


Acts 5: 3   Watts poetically writes that if he owned the entire world and could present it to our Savior, it would be insufficient for what He did. Scripture tells us that some of God’s people got their priorities mixed-up.   Ananias and his wife, Sapphira, sold some property and claimed they gave the proceed to the Lord.  Peter caught them in their lie.  What did he say?  

“Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back for yourself part of the proceeds of the land?” What happened to him? See verse 5.  And what happened to her?  See verse 10.  They both died.


Acts 5: 11 How did this affect the Christians there?  “And great fear came upon the whole church and upon all who heard of these things.”  Ananias and Sapphira may well have died as weak Christians who loved Jesus.  It is obvious that they were not sufficiently willing to give of themselves in His service, and as Peter said, they were lying to God.  That was quite a lesson for those Christians in Jerusalem!  We may not have much to give in response to what Jesus has done, but we can give ourselves, or even the widow’s mites (Luke 21: 2).


2 Tim 4: 10 a   We don’t know much about the man Paul mentions, but he seems to be another Christian who was lacking in his spiritual commitment.  “For Demas, in love with this present world, has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica.”  Did he still have the faith that saves?  What do you think?  Did he later come back to the spiritual roots he had and grow in faith?  We don’t know.

“Love so amazing, so divine, Demands my soul, my life, my all!


Matt 16: 26 How precious is a soul?  Jesus speaks to this.  “For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his life (KJV “soul’)? Or what shall a man give in return for his life?”


Heb 12: 1-3 (We cited verse 2 at the beginning of the study.)  “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted.”  The Prince of Glory has returned to his heavenly throne.  Out of love for him it is incumbent on us to strive tirelessly to live as he taught.


John 14: 15 In this short sentence Jesus gives us our marching orders and reason for carrying them out.”If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”


Phil 1: 21   Through Christ Christians become spiritual winners who are moved by God’s Holy Spirit to live their faith. “For me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.”  We know heaven is ours though faith in our crucified and risen Savior.  We who have this faith can confidently say and sing with humility and resolve what Isaac Watts wrote, “Love so amazing, so divine, Demands my soul, my life, my all!”

Sing stanza 4

Were the whole realm of nature mine, That were a tribute far too small;

Love so amazing, so divine, Demands my soul, my life, my all!

WHEN I SURVEY THE WONDROUS CROSS

Isaac Watts; 1674-1748

Bible verses which set the tone: Heb 12: 2; 1 Cor 2: 1-2

Stanza 1

“When I survey the wondrous cross On which the Prince of Glory died,” Phil 2: 5-11; 


1 Cor 15: 3-5

“Mr richest gain I count by loss And pour contempt on all my pride.” Is 64: 6; Ecc 7: 20;


Col 2: 13-15

Sing stanza 1

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.

Stanza 2

"Forbid it Lord, that I should boast Save in the death of Christ, my God;” Eph 2: 8-9;


*Gal 6: 14

“All the vain things that charm me most, I sacrifice them to His blood.” *Phil 3: 7-9; 


Matt 6: 19-21; Ps 51: 17; 1 Pet 2: 5

Sing stanza 2

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.

Stanza 3

“See, from His head, His hands, His feet” John 19:  1-2, 16 b-18; Is 53: 5; John 19: 33-34

“Sorrow and love flow mingled down!  Did e’er such love and sorrow meet” Luke 23: 27;


Luke 23: 47-48; John 3: 16; John 15: 13

“Or thorns compose so rich a crown?” Phil 2: 6-9

Sing stanza 3

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?

Stanza 4


“Were the whole realm of nature mine, That were a tribute far too small;” Acts 5: 3; Acts 5: 11; 2 Tim 4: 10 a 

“ Love so amazing, so divine, Demands my soul, my life, my all!” Matt 16: 26; Heb 12: 1-3;


John 14: 15; Phil 1: 21

Sing stanza 4

Were the whole realm of nature mine, That were a tribute far too small;

Love so amazing, so divine, Demands my soul, my life, my all!
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