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“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.” This hymn was written for a communion service by a man named Isaac Watts in 1707. Watts was the son of a deacon in a Congregational church that was known for its dissenting views against the larger church. In fact, when Watts was born his father was in jail for his nonconformist beliefs. Watts was very bright from an early age; he learned Latin at the age of five, Greek at nine, French at eleven, and Hebrew at thirteen.

Watts was often concerned about how bad the hymns had become in his day. They were slow and plodding, and the words were dreary. After one particularly awful worship service he complained bitterly to his father about the deplorable nature of the hymns and his father exclaimed, “Why don’t you give us something better, young man!” Before the service that very evening, Watts had written his first hymn.
Watts is often referred to as the father of English hymnody. In addition to When I Survey the Wondrous Cross he also wrote other well-known hymns such as Jesus Shall Reign, O God, Our Help in Ages Past, and Joy to the World.

Today’s hymn, When I Survey the Wondrous Cross has often bothered me, mostly because of this question: What is wondrous about the cross? If by wondrous we mean wonderful, amazing, awesome, why would we call this ugly, humiliating instrument of death wondrous?

The death of Jesus Christ by crucifixion was one of the most humiliating, excruciating forms of death ever devised by human thought. Jesus was stripped of everything. He was stripped of his clothing, he was stripped of his dignity, he was stripped of his friendships, he was stripped of his identity and perhaps even his divinity. Jesus was stripped beyond nakedness. When a crown of thorns was placed on his head, the pain and humiliation were worse than nakedness. And when the burden of the sin of all humanity was placed on his shoulders, his humiliation was complete. Jesus died on the cross with everything pure and good stripped away. He died on the cross with everything dirty and evil placed upon his shoulders.

“The wondrous cross”

Ironically, the cross is, in fact, wondrous. The cross is the symbol of the pain and humiliation Jesus took with him into death. Without the death of Christ, there is no empty tomb. Without his death, there is no resurrection. Without his death, there is no life for us.
Without Jesus’ death, there would be nothing left for us when all of the things of which we boast are stripped away. 
When we are stripped of our possessions, 
when we are stripped of our health, 
when we are stripped of our relationships, 
when we are stripped of our dignity,
when we are stripped of our success,

when we are stripped of our identity,

when we are stripped of our trust, 
when we are stripped of everything of which we might boast, 
there is only one thing left for us: the love of Jesus Christ. 

When everything else is ripped away, the love of Jesus Christ remains. And his love for us, the love of the one who traded his life for ours, is pure and limitless and powerful because of… the cross.

“The wondrous 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.”
These are the words of the apostle Paul in his letter to the Galatians, “May I never boast of anything except the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.”
In the end, everything we have will be stripped away, and the only thing left we will have to boast about is the love of Christ. And thank you, Jesus, for loving us so much!
“Were the whole realm of nature mine, that were an offering far too small; love so amazing, so diving, demands my soul, my life, my all.”

A love as amazing as the love Jesus Christ has shown us in his sacrifice cannot be repaid. Even if everything in nature belonged to me, it would not be enough to repay the debt I owe for his love. And I don’t own everything in nature. All I can give in return is myself, my soul, my life, my all. And the amazing thing is that my soul, my life, my all, as small as that may be, is enough for Jesus. Our love for him is all he asks in return for the unfathomable gifts of life and love that he gave to us… on the cross.
The wonderful cross!

The amazing cross!

The awesome cross!

The wondrous cross!

Amen

