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EMINENT CHRISTIANS

Isaac Watts 

PICK ALMOST any recent hymnal, look in the index that lists

the authors of the hymns, and the name “Isaac Watts” will

usually have a long list of hymns beside it. Watts penned over

600 hymns, and through them has powerfully shaped the way

English-speaking evangelicals worship God. 

Early years
Isaac Watts was born to Christian parents in Southampton,

England, on July 17, 1674. His father, who was also named

Isaac, was a prosperous clothier as well as being a schoolmas-

ter. A deacon in the local Congregationalist church, later known

as Above Bar Congregational Church, the elder Watts suffered

imprisonment at least twice for refusing to give up worship

with this church. From 1660 to 1688 the Congregationalists,

along with other groups outside of the Church of England,

found themselves in the fierce fire of persecution, when a

series of laws were passed which made it illegal to worship in

any other setting but that of the Church of England. Of Watts’

mother, Sarah Taunton, we know little beyond the fact that she

was of French Huguenot descent and after Isaac’s birth would

nurse him while visiting her husband in prison.

The younger Watts experienced what he later described as

“considerable convictions of sin” when he was fourteen. Happily,

they issued in a sound conversion in 1689. The following year

he went to London to spend four years studying in a theological

seminary. After graduation in 1694 he went back to live with his

parents in Southampton for two years or so. Apparently it was

during this time in Southampton that he began to write hymns.

London pastor
In October of 1696 he took a position as the tutor of the house-

hold of a wealthy Nonconformist by the name of John Hartopp

(d.1722), one of the most eminent English Congregationalists

during that era. Watts preached his first sermon in 1698 and

four years later was called to be the pastor of what was the

most influential and wealthiest Congregationalist church in

London, Mark Lane Congregational Church, which he served

for the rest of his life.

A serious illness in 1712 brought Watts to the home of Sir

Thomas and Lady Mary Abney, at Theobalds, near Cheshunt,

Hertfordshire. Watts had intended on staying only until he

recovered his health, but he ended up remaining with this

family till his death thirty-six years later, tutoring the children

and pastoring his nearby church when he was physically able. 

An assistant minister, Samuel Price, was appointed early on

in Watts’ pastorate, enabling Watts to give significant amounts

of time to study and writing when he was not ill. Watts never

married. After a proposal of marriage was turned down by

Elizabeth Singer (d.1737), also an accomplished poet, he never

again seriously contemplated the married estate.

Writing hymns
Watts’ literary activity up until around 1720 was primarily in

the realm of poetry. By way of contrast, during his final twenty-

eight years Watts almost exclusively devoted himself to writing

prose. According to reliable tradition, his first incentive to

write hymns came when he complained to his father of the

general poverty of the psalmody in their Southampton church.

His father’s response was a challenge to his son to do better.

As history attests Watts did indeed do better, so much so that

he is often called “the Father of English hymnody.”

In 1707 Watts published his first collection of hymns, enti-

tled Hymns and Spiritual Songs, one of the earliest English

hymnals. It was in this collection that such great hymns as

“When I Survey the Wondrous Cross” first appeared. Psalms of
David Imitated in the Language of the New Testament, a

recasting of the psalms in the light of the New Testament for
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the purpose of public worship, came in 1719. In Watts’ words,

in this particular book he chose not “to express the ancient

Sense and Meaning of David, but have rather exprest myself as

I may suppose David would have done, had he lived in the

Days of Christianity.” Good examples of such “Christian para-

phrases” of the Psalms would include “O God, Our Help in

Ages Past,” based on Psalm 90 and “Jesus Shall Reign,”

drawn from Psalm 72.

Influence and blessing
A small example of the impact of Watts can be found in a letter

written to him by a certain George Thomson (1698-1782), the

Anglican vicar of St. Gennys, a windswept village in North

Cornwall perched atop cliffs overlooking the Atlantic. Writing

to Watts in 1736, Thomson said:

Poet, Divine, Saint, the delight, the guide the wonder

of the virtuous world; permit, Reverend Sir, a stranger

unknown, and likely to be for ever unknown, to desire

one blessing from you in a private way. ’Tis this, that

when you approach the Throne of Grace, and lift up holy

hands, when you get closest to the Mercy-seat, and

wrestle mightily for the peace of Jerusalem, you would

breathe one petition for my soul’s health. In return I

promise you a share for life in my unworthy prayers, who

honour you as a father and a brother (though differently

ordered) and conclude myself,

Your affectionate humble Servant,

George Thomson.1

It may well have been something of a surprise to Watts to

have received this letter of adulation from an Anglican minister.

Thomson’s remark about his being “differently ordered”

reflects this ecclesial difference between writer and recipient.

As such, the effusive, and by our standards far too flowery,

praise that Thomson lavishes on Watts is particularly noteworthy.

In fact, Thomson confesses, Watts’ hymns were the medium

by which God made him a “father” and mentor in the Christian

life for the Anglican vicar.

Thomson was not the only one Watts mentored through his

hymns. Countless others who have sung Watts’ hymns could

bless God for the life of this brother in Christ.

—Michael A.G. Haykin is Principal and Professor of Church
History and Reformed Spirituality at Toronto Baptist Seminary.

1 Cited Donald Davie, The Eighteenth-Century Hymn in England (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 49.
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Backslidings and Returns

Why is my heart so far from Thee,

My God, my chief delight?

Why are my thoughts no more, by day,

With Thee, no more by night?

[Why should my foolish passions rove?

Where can such sweetness be,

As I have tasted in Thy love,

As I have found in Thee?]

When my forgetful soul renews

The savour of Thy grace,

My heart presumes I cannot lose

The relish all my days.

But ere one fleeting hour is past,

The flattering world employs

Some sensual bait to seize my taste,

And to pollute my joys.

Trifles of nature, or of art,

With fair deceitful charms,

Intrude into my thoughtless heart,

And thrust me from Thy arms.

Then I repent, and vex my soul,

That I should leave Thee so;

Where will these wild affections roll,

That let a Saviour go?

[Sin’s promised joys are turned to pain,

And I am drowned in grief;

But my dear Lord returns again,

He flies to my relief:

Seizing my soul with sweet surprise,

He draws with loving bands,

Divine compassion in His eyes,

And pardon in His hands.]

Wretch that I am, to wander thus,

In chase of false delight!

Let me be fastened to Thy cross,

Rather than lose Thy sight.

[Make haste, my days, to reach the goal,

And bring my heart to rest

On the dear centre of my soul,

My God, my Saviour’s breast.]

—Isaac Watts


