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When I Survey the Wondrous Cross:
Singing at the Cross

Exodus 12:1-14; Matthew 26:17-30

Had he used pigments and a brush, Isaac Watts could not have painted
a clearer picture of why we are here tonight than he did with the beautiful and
evocative words of his hymn.  The frail preacher who lived three hundred
years ago and got tired of the monotonous psalm-singing that was the
tradition of the day, changed forever the character of congregational worship. 
He gave voice to the faith of believers through hymns with meaningful texts
and singable tunes.

A precocious child, by the age of fourteen he had already studied Latin,
Greek, French, and Hebrew.  Early on he exhibited a proclivity for poetry and
tended to speak in rhymed verse; however, his father grew weary of hearing
his son talk in rhyme all the time and forbid him to converse in this way. 
Nevertheless, young Master Watts would not cease his rhyming.  It is said
that to “enforce the prohibition, his father resorted to a spanking.  Through his
tears the boy cried: 

‘O father, do some pity take,
     And I will no more verses make.’”1

Perhaps to his father’s dismay, but certainly for our benefit, Isaac Watts
did continue to rhyme and provided for us some of the most beautiful and
meaningful of hymns, chief among them, “When I Survey the Wondrous
Cross.”

Having just sung those words, we are transported to Calvary itself and
find ourselves standing there with John and Mary the mother of Jesus.  Some
of the other women are present along with the Roman soldiers, an excited
crowd, the thieves on the other crosses, and whatever other curiosity seekers
happened by.  We are there beholding Jesus and the cross on which he is
crucified.  Certainly it is a horrific scene, one we would not really want to see

1Tedd Smith, “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross: A Hymn Story,” in Crusader Hymns and Hymn
Stories (Chicago: The Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, 1966), 45.



first hand.  But beyond the horror of this unbelievable violence, Isaac Watts
helps us glimpse something else.

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.

Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast,
save in the cross of Christ, my God:
all the vain things that charm me most,
I sacrifice them to his blood.

Earlier this afternoon I stood and looked out over my back yard.  Just
a few days ago, it was littered with weeds and bare spots.  Tree branches
were empty and everything was soggy and cold.  It all looked dead.  Now,
only a few days later, grass is springing up thick and green.  Tree branches
are filling out with leaves and all the azaleas are joining the dogwood and
Bradford Pear and daffodils in displaying the brightest colors of spring.  We
live in a beautiful and amazing world of mountains and oceans, deserts and
savannahs.  It is populated with creatures that delight and amaze and with a
rainbow of people who are beautiful and creative and gifted with the capacity
to do phenomenal things.  And yet, when we gather at the cross, all of that
beauty and wonder pales in comparison to what God has done through Jesus
Christ.  In his verse, Isaac Watts allows us to confess that there is nothing we
have, nothing that is a part of who we are, that is worthy of comparison to the
love of God so unselfishly given through Christ.

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?

While we might all shudder at the images of blood associated with the
cross, Watts helps us to see that from God’s point of view it is the sorrow of
our sin and the immense love of the divine which flow from the head, hands,
and feet of Jesus.  His wounds are inflicted by us and yet are the source of
our own healing.

2



Were the whole realm of nature mine,
that were an offering far too small;
love so amazing, so divine,
demands my soul, my life, my all.2

Finally, as we stand before the cross with Jesus’ family and friends, with
his fiercest enemies and indifferent onlookers, indeed with the entire world,
we recognize that such a lavish gift as God has given to us can only be met
with complete devotion and commitment.  “Love so amazing, so divine,
demands my soul, my life, my all.”

When she was a seminary student in Atlanta, Georgia, Erin Robinson
Hall served at Big Bethel AME Church.  The experience was a formative one
and the people were unforgettable.  She writes about one of the children who
made an impression on her:

Joshua was an energetic five-year-old boy who never
stopped asking questions.  His mom, Angela, and his two
brothers were at church whenever the doors were open.

During Lent, I attended the Ash Wednesday service, ready
to help the ministry staff in whatever way I was needed.  It turned
out that the place I was needed most was right in the pews.  The
practice of Big Bethel Church was to invite people to come
forward to receive ashes.  Then anyone wanting a time of
personal prayer could remain at the front, praying at the long
kneeling bench.  Angela took her three boys to receive ashes and
then turned on the Mom voice to give them direct instructions: “Go
with your oldest brother and sit down quietly.”  Angela needed a
minute at the altar.

Two of the three brothers did exactly as they were told.  But
my buddy, Joshua, began to dance his way up the aisle,
high-fiving everyone he saw.  With my best teacher voice, I waved
him over, and he plopped down next to me.  He wanted to chat.

“Why can’t I dance?”  I assured him he could dance after
the service.

2Isaac Watts, “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross,” 1707.
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“What’s that stuff they put on our faces?”  I told him it was
a mark of ashes, so we could remember that God made us and
that Jesus loves us.  He seemed okay with that answer, until he
looked around the room and then looked back at my forehead.

“But, you don’t have one on your face!” he said.  I explained
that I was waiting my turn to go up front.  Concerned about my
lack of ashes, he reached up and touched the cross on his own
forehead.  He rubbed the ashes from his skin and then took my
face in his hands.  He reached out, made the sign of the cross on
my forehead with his tiny fingers, and said, “You can have some
of my cross.”3

That is why we are here tonight.  We all have crosses that we bear and
being together, sharing our crosses, helps.  Above all, however, we are here
because Christ has shared his cross with us.  The grace which marks each
and every one of us emanates from the love which hung upon the cross and
eventually rose from the tomb.

Matthew tells us:
On the first day of Unleavened Bread the disciples came to

Jesus, saying, “Where do you want us to make the preparations
for you to eat the Passover?”  He said, “Go into the city to a
certain man, and say to him, ‘The Teacher says, My time is near;
I will keep the Passover at your house with my disciples.’”  So the
disciples did as Jesus had directed them, and they prepared the
Passover meal.  When it was evening, he took his place with the
twelve; and while they were eating, he said, “Truly I tell you, one
of you will betray me.”  And they became greatly distressed and
began to say to him one after another, “Surely not I, Lord?”  He
answered, “The one who has dipped his hand into the bowl with
me will betray me.  The Son of Man goes as it is written of him,
but woe to that one by whom the Son of Man is betrayed!  It would
have been better for that one not to have been born.”  Judas, who
betrayed him, said, “Surely not I, Rabbi?”  He replied, “You have
said so.”
 

3Erin Robinson Hall, “The Gospel According to Joshua,” Next Sunday Resources: Thrive (February
17, 2014); available online at: http://www.nextsunday.com/thrive-the-gospel-according-to-joshua-erin-robinson-
hall/.
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While they were eating, Jesus took a loaf of bread, and after
blessing it he broke it, gave it to the disciples, and said, “Take,
eat; this is my body.”  Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks
he gave it to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of you; for this is my
blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the
forgiveness of sins.  I tell you, I will never again drink of this fruit
of the vine until that day when I drink it new with you in my
Father’s kingdom.”  When they had sung the hymn, they went out
to the Mount of Olives. Matthew 26:17-30

On his way to the cross, Jesus and his disciples sang a hymn.  Faced
with loneliness and worry, they sang a hymn.  On the brink of betrayal, they
sang a hymn.  On the threshold of death, they sang a hymn.  On the cusp of
resurrection, they sang a hymn.  Standing at the cross, we, too, sing.  We
sing of a wondrous cross which bore the immense love of God for us all.  How
can we keep from singing?
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