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When I Survey the Wondrous Cross

Words: 1707, rev. 1709 | Isaac Watts (1674-1748)
Music: Rockingham, 1790 | Edward Miller (1731-1807) LM

In many ways, When I Survey the Woundrous Cross is Watts' masterpiece. Stanza 1 introduces the main 
idea; st. 2 is a little prayer. The blood at the end of st. 2 becomes the subject for stanza 3, and the crown 
at the end of st. 3 becomes the subject for st. 4 (crimson robes signified royalty in Watts’ day). The 
language is meant to disturb. Madelein Marshall suggests, “The singer ‘blacks out,’ ...just at the moment 
the darkness descends on nature. The identification with the death of Christ is that personal.” This 
graphic fourth stanza, omitted from many hymnals, is essential to the picture Watts paints on Galatians 
6:14, “But God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world 
is crucified unto me, and I unto the world.” The final stanza is a climactic response to these ideas.


