TIMELESS HYMNS OF THE FAITH

#2 When I Survey the Wondrous Cross
June 20th, 2010 – Selected Scriptures
We are in a new series: Timeless Hymns of the Faith. These hymns have stood the test of time. Only time will tell what new praise songs will stand the test of time in 200 years. We covered a lot of ground last week! Let me do a brief review! Paul instructed the church in Ephesians 5:19:  Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord.  By the 1500’s congregational singing did not exist. People went to church to listen to singing by professional choirs, not to join in the praises personally. That changed with Martin Luther in the sixteenth century. It was said of Martin Luther: He did as much for the Reformation by his hymns as he did by his translation of the Bible. Luther wrote 36 hymns for congregational singing and opened the door for the timeless hymns that would be handed down centuries later. Today we journey to the 18th century and Isaac Watts timeless hymn: When I Survey the Wondrous Cross! 
First, let me just highlight two timeless classics from the 17th century. The Doxology by Thomas Ken (1637-1711).    Ken became an Anglican bishop by standing up against immorality. Even before being named bishop, he served with distinction at Winchester College. In 1674 he published his book of devotions for students, Manual of Prayers for the use of the Scholars of Winchester College. Many in his day saw new hymns as adding to Scripture, so the boys at Winchester College were instructed to sing them only in their rooms while alone. Two of his hymns are still well known: Awake, My Soul, and With the Sun (#868 LSB). All Praise to Thee, My God, This Night (# 883) Find them in your hymnal. Both of these hymns end with the Doxology: Praise God from whom all blessing flow; Praise Him all creatures here below. Praise Him above ye heavenly host; Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.    The other classic is Beautiful Savior (#537 LSB). The original words of this song were written possibly as early as 1662 by German Jesuits. The Jesuits, or Society of Jesus, were a Roman Catholic religious order founded in 1534 with the purpose of converting the Muslims who lived in the Bible lands. Beautiful Savior, King of Creation, Son of God and Son of Man. Its contents capture the essence of Jesus’ divinity, dominion, and humanity in vivid poetry. 
STORY BEHIND THE HYMN

Psalms Chanted Without Instruments: One day Isaac was walking home from Church with his Father and he started complaining about the music they sang in church that day. Most of the church hymns were boring and old-fashioned, with tiresome words that meant little to his generation.  Back then, most churches sang the Psalms. They generally used a monotonous sort of chant … with no instruments at all. In Isaac Watts’ congregation, a man called the “church clerk” would sing out a note and everyone would chant the song on that note. Some of the Psalms were not translated in a way that made them very poetic or meaningful. Here’s an example based on Psalm 148:7 of the lyrics chanted in church: (repeat after me)   Ye monsters of the bubbling deep …Your Master’s praise’s spout … Up from the sands ye codlings peep …. and wag your tails about. …People  said the noise was pretty awful.      Watts 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 the earth. His father challenged him with these words: If you think you can write better hymns, why don’t you?  Isaac accepted the challenge  and wrote his first hymn that afternoon in 1690. The congregation sang it with enthusiasm that same evening. He wrote a new hymn every week for the next two years.    

Father of English Hymnody: Watts wanted to write music that would reach the people of his day. He used the kind of language and images that were familiar to the culture. Watts wanted people in the church to be free to worship Jesus Christ with their songs. Singing only the Psalms meant that Jesus was never mentioned in the music of the church. Their themes did not include the words or work of Jesus or present the Gospel message. He went on to write new metrical versions of the Psalms with a desire to Christianize the Psalms with the New Testament message and style. Watts is commonly referred to as the father of English hymnody. He wrote over 600 hymns before his death at the age of 74 in 1748. Fourteen are included in our hymnal. See if you can name that tune:       Joy To The Word (387), Alas And Did My Savior Bleed (437), Oh That the Lord Would Guide My Ways (707)  Our God Our Help In Ages Past (733), Come Let Us Join Our Cheerful Songs (812), O Bless the Lord, My Soul (814), From All That Dwell Below the Skies (816), Jesus Shall Reign (832), This Is the Day the Lord Has Made (903) How many do you recognize? In 1707, he published a famous collection of 210 hymns called Hymns and Spiritual songs. This was the first real Hymnbook in the English language. That’s why he’s called the father.

Considered Radical: He was considered to be a radical in his day. He wrote a number of hymns based solely on personal feelings which were known as hymns of human composure. Such hymns were very controversial during his lifetime. When I Survey the Wondrous Cross is one example (425 & 426). He wrote it in 1707 while he was preparing for a communion service. Its original title was Crucifixion to the World by the Cross of Christ. It has been often referred to as the greatest hymn in the English language.  There was a lot conflict over replacing the traditional Psalmody that so many had grown up with and bring something new. With this background I hope our appreciation of the timeless hymns will also help us with our worship with the new as well.
APPLICATION FOR OUR LIVES

In reflecting on When I Survey the Wondrous Cross we will look at some parallel passages of Scripture as we apply this to our lives today. It is clearly rooted in biblical precepts which explain its longevity and impact as a hymn!

Never Underestimate the Foolishness of the Cross: 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. 1 Corinthians 1:18: For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. There is a story about a little girl who proudly wore a shiny cross on a chain around her neck. One day she was approached by a man who said to her: Little girl, don’t you know that the cross Jesus died on wasn’t beautiful like the one you’re wearing? It was an ugly, wooden thing. To which the girl replied: Yes, I know. But they told me in Sunday School that whatever Jesus touches, He changes. To the world the cross is foolishness!
Paul continues in 1 Corinthians 1:22-23: Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.  Stumbling block is the Greek word skandalon.  It is defined as that which causes a hindrance to others, which causes them to stumble by the way.   From this word we get scandal and scandalous. Paul says that the cross is an insult, a scandal to others. We need to understand that in the ancient mind, crucifixion, and the cross as its symbol, was regarded as vile and vulgar. It was used quite literally as a “curse word”. Crucifixion was clearly understood to be the crudest and most dishonorable form of death. Listen to what some early historians had to say about the Christian message of the cross.
The offense of the Christian cross was frequently described by the Greek word mania which means madness.          It was common for people to consider Christians mad for believing that God would actually be nailed to a cross!  The ancient historian, Plinius Secundus called the preaching of the cross a perverse and extravagant superstition.  Christians suffered from amentia (which is a mental disorder). The orator Caecilius (a contemporary of Marcus Aurelius) said that Christians suffered from sick delusions and a senseless and crazy superstition and ads; Not least among the monstrosities of their faith is the fact that they worship one who has been crucified.

Imagine I have just arrived off the boat from Peru and I’m proclaiming to you the good news that a Peruvian peasant by the name Carlos Hernandez was electrocuted on the electric chair for your sins. Now imagine if this was to become the very symbol of your faith. Imagine songs being written about them: The Old Rugged Electric Chair. When I Survey the Wondrous Electric Chair. Imagine if people caught on to this religion and they started wearing gold electric chairs around their neck. What if the Red Cross changed their name to the Red Electric Chair? What if athletes, instead of making the sign of the cross made the sign of the electric chair? What would your response be?
A crucified messiah must have seemed a contradiction in terms to anyone at that time. We don’t comprehend this. Paul did yet preached the cross anyway. By nature we want to pick ourselves up by the bootstraps. Our culture looks to education and the government to solve all its problems in life. The problem is sin and only Jesus is the answer.
I heard of two friends who went to a law school. One became a lawyer and eventually a judge, but the other squandered his life, broke the law and ended up in court. Who do you think was sitting in the judge’s seat?               It was his old friend. One question filled the court-room - what kind of sentence would he pass? To much surprise, the judge demanded the full penalty of the law. But no sooner had he passed sentence than he stepped from the seat of judgment, took off his robes, walked over to where his old friend stood and putting his arms round him said:     Let it be recorded today, not only have I passed sentence upon him, but I will pay all his debts. In that moment the judge became his redeemer! Many would think this judge to be foolish. We proclaim a crucified Christ in a changing world. No doubt the world looks upon us as foolish as well. But that does not stop us does it!
Never Underestimate the Blood of the Cross: 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. Galatians 6:14: May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. A pastor preached: The blood of Jesus Christ his son cleanses us from all sin. Suddenly an atheist interrupted: How can blood cleanse sin? For a moment the pastor was silent: How can water quench thirst? Atheist: I don’t know but I know that it does. Pastor: Neither do I know how the blood of Jesus cleanses sin, but I know that it does. We do not fully understand why God required a blood sacrifice, but He did and Christ paid it!
I Peter 1:18-19: For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. Under the old covenant the blood of thousands and perhaps millions of bulls, goats and calves was offered as a sacrifice for man’s sin. But on the cross of Calvary it took only the blood of Christ to secure the forgiveness of sin for all mankind! Under the old covenant it was an imperfect dying for the perfect. But when Jesus died on the cross it was the perfect dying for the imperfect! Hebrews 9:22: In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness. 

Joe Kerkofsky was at one time, America’s blood-donor champion. He lost an arm in an accident when he was six. He was then rejected for military service in World War II. Since then he has donated nearly 31 gallons of blood. The human body contains 10 or 12 pints of blood. Joe has donated more than 20 times that amount. He said: Giving blood makes you feel like contributing life itself. There’s no more precious a gift than life. Money can’t buy the joy of giving blood to help someone who needs it. Howard Drew has donated more than 200 units of blood over the last 50 years. He received blood in World War II and I realized the importance of blood donation. Later, while still serving in the Army, he decided to give back and has been donating regularly since then.  Apparently, no one has given more blood to others than Joe Kerkofsky or Howard Drew. But someone has given better. It’s not the quantity that counts, it’s the quality! Every morning we should boast: Thank you for the cleansing blood of Christ! 

Never Underestimate the Sacrifice of the Cross: 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? Isaiah 53:3: He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering. Like one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not. A boy age ten was doing miserably in math in public school. His parents had heard that students who attended private schools did much better in math than most students in public schools. This family had no church home and they only attended church every now and again but they decided to send their son to a Christian school. The math papers he brought home showed dramatic improvement in his math skills. At the end of first grading period, he made an “A” in math. His parents were ecstatic! What made the difference they asked? He said: The first day in school, I sat down at my desk and at the front of the room I saw a man nailed to a plus sign. I figured they take their math seriously here so I’d better buckle down. The cross of Christ is “the” sign to the world that God meant business! Jesus made the ultimate sacrifice so that we could have life.    Did ever thorns compose so rich a crown? Certainly they did not. The Crown of thorns which adorned His brow was the very crown of heavenly glory traded out of the depths of amazing love for you and me. 

Philippians 2:5-8: Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death-- even death on a cross! Jesus became obedient to death. What a strange phase? Does this mean that He didn’t have to die on the cross? I would venture to say “yes.” Death on the cross was a matter of choice for Christ. 

A medical examiner once spent 30 years studying the crucifixion. He said if a death certificate had been issued today for Christ’s death it would have read: Cardiac and respiratory arrest due to severe pulmonary edema due to cardiogenic shock, traumatic and hypovolemic shock due to crucifixion. Another examiner: For indeed a death by crucifixion seems to include all that pain and death can have of that which is horrible and ghastly: dizziness, cramping, thirst, starvation, sleeplessness, traumatic fever, tetanus, shame, long continuance of torment, horror of anticipation, mortification of unattended wounds. To study the effects of being suspended from the cross a number of male volunteers hung from a 92 X 78 inch cross with leather gauntlets around their hands and a belt around their feet. Volunteers showed an increase of distress and muscle twitching after only 8 minutes. Anyone with a medical background cringes and wonders how He lasted as long as He did. The pain was worse than we can imagine.

Have we realized what Jesus suffered for us in His death on the cross? Hopefully, we have something of a glimpse of His suffering, but none us will ever know the depth of pain He felt. When Lincoln’s body was brought from Washington to Illinois, it passed through Albany and it was carried through the street. It is said that a African American woman stood on the curb and lifted her little son high above the heads of the crowd: Take a long look, honey. He died for you. Take a long look, because He died for you. What a sacrifice of love for you and me.

Never Underestimate the Demands of the Cross: 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. Luke 9:23: If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. A business man visited the great Passion Play in Eureka Springs, Arkansas. After the play, the man went backstage to meet the actor who portrayed Jesus. As they talked, the man saw the cross that the actor carried in the play. The business man said, Hey, take a picture of me carrying the cross. He bent over and tried in vain to lift the huge cross to his shoulders. In frustration:  I thought it would be hollow; why is it so heavy?  With a smile of compassion: If I could not feel the weight of it, it would be impossible to play the part. How do I take up my cross and follow Him? Don’t do what Daniel did.
In 1965, Daniel Waswa in Kenya compelled his wife to crucify him for the sins of all Kenyans (Men don’t let your wives try this at home!). After reluctantly obeying, his wife collapsed and died-apparently from shock. Daniel was rescued by neighbors, but he later died from an infection. Every year on the Friday before Easter, at least 10 Philippine young men volunteer to have their hands and feet nailed to a wooden cross for a brief time to imitate the crucifixion of Jesus.  So is that what Jesus had in mind when He asked to pick up our cross? Of course not!
Philippians 1:21: For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. Christianity has become for many simply an accessory to the rest of their lives rather than the driving force behind all of their life. Legendary U.C.L.A. basketball coach John Wooden led his team to 7 consecutive national titles. He was a strong Christian. A reporter once ask him how he was able to remain so clam amidst all the pressure of the game. Coach Wooden replied:     Well I carry a cross in my pocket. And when things get difficult and crazy in a game I reach into my pocket and feel that cross, and it reminds me that there is something much more important than basketball…There is something more important than…you fill in the blank. Our relationship with Christ demands my soul, my life my all. 

Reflect on this hymn and these scriptures this week. Max Lucado: The cross rests on the time line of history like a compelling diamond. History has idolized and despised it, gold-plated and burned it, worn it and trashed it. History has done everything but ignore it. Never has timber been regarded so sacred. On the outskirts of London there stands a white cross. One day in the heart of the city a policeman heard a little boy crying because he was lost. Where do you live? Boy said: If you will take me to the hill where the white cross stands, I can find my way home. 

As we survey the wondrous cross this week remember the way of the cross leads to our heavenly home. AMEN!

	


