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INTRODUCTION 

The intention is that by visiting crucifixion depths we will reach the heights of 

resurrection joy on Easter Day. This year we will do this by means of a hymn, 

one that many Christians believe most powerfully conveys the meaning of 

Calvary. It’s ‘When I survey the Wondrous Cross’. Line by line the message is 

driven home in prayerful song. The Cross is shown for what it is – a ‘portrait of 

the love of God.’ 

Within congregational worship this hymn is often sung to the tune 

‘Rockingham’, composed by Edward Miller (1735 – 1801). Why not keep 

singing or humming it this week? 

Or here is another suggestion. If you are able, use a recording or media 

presentation of this hymn sung by a male voice choir to the tune ‘Morte 

Christe’ by Emrys Jones. A recommended one can be accessed on You Tube. It 

is a 2013 recording of massed choirs and the audience at the Royal Albert Hall. 

The effect is chorally dramatic and deeply inspirational for committed 

Christians. Used regularly in the coming week it could ensure a memorable few 

days. 

The daily prayer – meditations are based on ones found in the United 

Reformed Church Prayer Handbook 2020 offered therein by Karen Campbell 

(KC), Ian Fosten (IF), Rachel Poolman (RP) and Heather Whyte (HW). 

THE HYMN 

When I survey the Wondrous Cross   (2)  

On which the Prince of Glory died,    (2) 

My richest gain I count but loss    (3) 

And pour contempt on all my pride.   (3)  

 

Forbid it Lord, that I should boast   (4) 

Save in the death of Christ my God.   (4) 

All the vain things that charm me most  (4) 

I sacrifice them to his blood.    (4) 

 

See from his head, his hands, his feet   (5) 

Sorrow and love flow mingled down.   (6) 

Did e’er such love and sorrow meet   (6) 

Or thorns compose so rich a crown?   (6) 



Were the whole realm of nature mine   (7) 

That were an offering (present) far too small. (7) 

Love so amazing, so divine,    (7) 

Demands my soul, my life, my all.   (7) 

 

Isaac Watts 

The numbers indicate on which day specific lines are highlighted. 

 

DAY ONE                                  Read Isaiah Chapter 53 

THE MAN BEHIND THE MESSAGE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Isaac Watts’ hymn, ‘When I Survey the Wondrous Cross’ has been described as 

the best hymn in the English language. He was an extraordinary man, born in 

July 1674 to Isaac and Sarah. They were dissenters, which basically means that, 

as Christian leaders they did not conform to the practices and beliefs of the 

Anglican (state) church. Dissent was regarded as a treacherous offence and 

even as Sarah gave birth to Isaac, the first of their nine children, her husband 

was in prison for ‘unacceptable’ church-centred behaviour. 

Isaac was very intelligent. Latin (5), Greek (9), French (11) and Hebrew (13). 

The numbers show the age at which he began to learn the language. He 

refused his family friend’s financial help to give him a University education, 

preferring to study at the less-acceptable non-conformist Academy.  

He grew increasingly frustrated with the hymn singing within worship, at the 

same time developing his passion for writing poetry. His father was irritated by 

Isaac’s habit of delivering comments in rhyming couplets, reportedly leading 

his son to retort: 



‘Oh father, do some pity take, 

And I will no more verses make.’ 

 

Fortunately, he did not mean it. He went on writing poems and hymns for the 

rest of his life. Although quite frail, he lived to the age of 75, and became 

known as ‘the father of English hymnody.’ Almost single-handedly he changed 

the congregational singing habits of English-speaking churches. 

 

In the 17th and early 18th Centuries the emphasis was on psalm-singing, with 

the congregation often repeating a line or lines sung by a music leader. 

Compared to what was going to come it could be quite a dull experience. Isaac 

grumbled about this and told his father, ‘THE SINGING OF GOD’S PRAISES IS 

THE PART OF WORSHIP MOST CLOSELY RELATED TO HEAVEN, BUT ITS 

PERFORMANCE AMONG US IS THE VERY WORST ON EARTH.’ His exasperated 

father challenged him to offer something better and by evening Isaac had 

written his first hymn. It was well received, as were many others. As 

composers matched lively and sensitive tunes to the words, this innovation in 

worship was well received by congregations in English-speaking churches. It 

was, of course, criticised as too radical, but the transformation continued to 

gain momentum, as groups and individuals joyfully sang the great truths of 

their faith. The impact of poetry and melody lifted congregational worship 

experiences to new heights. The current consensus is that all subsequent hymn 

writers owed, and still owe, a great deal to Isaac Watts. He set things going. 

 

In the south choir aisle of Westminster Abbey there is a relief showing an angel 

hovering over the seated poet, guiding his pen. Above a bust of Isaac are the 

words: 

‘Ages unborn will make his songs 

The joy and labour of their tongues.’     Another rhyming couplet! 

 

His most well-known hymns are: 

‘Jesus shall reign where’er the sun’ 

‘O God our help in ages past’ 

‘Joy to the world, the Lord is come’ 

and his supreme offering, ‘When I Survey the Wondrous Cross’ – the hymn that 

will take us to Easter Day. 

 



MEDITATION 

Here I am, Lord. 

I come.  

I don’t know quite what I have to offer, 

I am not great, not learned, not wise. 

I don’t have the deepest insights  

nor the greatest understanding. 

I am not the most devout 

or the most faithful. 

I’m just me. 

And yet I hear you calling, even me, 

Unremarkable as I am. 

You call, 

and by your grace, you equip me 

for whatever it is I’m called to do and be. 

Here I am, loving God. 

I come.                                                                HW 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DAY TWO      ‘When I survey the wondrous cross 

    On which the Prince of Glory died’ 

 

Key Verse: 1 Corinthians 2 v 2  ‘For I resolved to know nothing when I was 

with you, except Jesus Christ and him crucified.’ (St. Paul) 

 

Long before the Gospels appeared, stories about Jesus circulated by word of 

mouth. At the centre of this oral tradition was the Passion narrative. Those 

who knew Jesus in his lifetime shared powerful memories of him, and scholars 

agree that the heart of the early Christian preaching was the proclamation of 

the crucifixion and resurrection. Everything flowed from that message. 

 

Our key verse shows what Christ’s death meant to Christian leader Paul, 

someone who, initially, set out to destroy the new faith. In his first letter to the 

Corinthian Christians, 1 Corinthians 1 v 23ff he writes, ‘We preach Christ 

crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those 

whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 

wisdom of God.’ At the end of the same chapter he says, ‘Let him who boasts, 

boast in the Lord’ and later describes Jesus as ‘the Lord of Glory.’ For Paul and 

Isaac, the fundamentals of their faith were the same.  

 

Watts, of course, grew up in a Christian home where faith discussions were the 

norm. From childhood he would absorb the details of what was said. This 

hymn surely represents a significant moment when powerful faith and poetic 

genius combined to produce an amazing outpouring of belief. He just HAD to 

write this hymn, his testimony about how the cross impacted on him. Since 

that significant happening, millions of committed Christians have witnessed to 

what the crucifixion means to them. ‘When I survey’ – every time a Christian 

sings it, it swells the certainty of Christ-power, available to each believer 

through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

 

Note that the hymn begins with the personal pronoun, ‘I’, flanked by two 

strong words. ‘When’ means ‘whenever’ or ‘every time I.’ To survey is to 

examine something with reference to value. It’s about scrutinising and 

inspecting, not giving a casual glance. A survey often works out the potential 

for improvement and enhancement, and often there is upheaval and mess that 



is distressing. Then, only after completion is the true worth of what’s 

happened recognised. 

 

Isaac Watts was well aware of the horrors of crucifixion, but when he wrote 

this hymn he was on the victorious side of the devastation and the horror of 

Calvary. He knew the outcome, he had experienced the victory, and he was 

overwhelmed by the pulsating presence of Jesus in his life. Thus, he described 

him as ‘the Prince of Glory’ – a title that raised our Lord to the supreme 

position that he deserved.  

 

We are only two lines into the hymn. The incident in view shows us the depths 

of Holy Week, but Isaac Watts ensures that even as we begin to sing, we are 

lifted to the heights. 

 

MEDITATION 

I raise my eyes to the cross  

and see the Christ who emptied himself, 

pouring out newness of life. 

I raise my heart to heaven 

and receive the embrace of the Spirit 

overflowing with compassion and love. 

I stretch my arms towards the world 

and find them grasped by the Creator, 

Energising me with hope and love. 

I worship. 

I adore. 

I give thanks. 

I respond.    RP 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DAY THREE         ‘My richest gain I count but loss 

   And pour contempt on all my pride.’ 

 

Read: Philippians 3 v 7 – 10a 

 

Isaac Watts’ words are certainly extreme. Centuries earlier, Christian leader, St. 

Paul, wrote to the faithful in Philippi. Note his words in our focus reading: ‘But 

whatever was to my profit, I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is 

more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of 

knowing Christ Jesus, my Lord…’ 

 

Isaac Watts also recognised his shortcomings as a Christian. As he surveyed the 

Wondrous Cross, things that had once been important to him now seemed as 

shadows compared to Jesus the LIGHT of the World. 

 

Both he and St. Paul recognised that past features of their lives did not sing 

true with a life of faith derived from and centred on Christ as their personal 

Saviour. Behaviour, beliefs, attitudes, actions… so much had to go in areas 

where they knew they were wrong or misguided. Yet these losses caused no 

sorrow. They had been superseded by the ‘surpassing greatness of knowing 

Christ Jesus,’ and in their imagination, the intense emotional experience of 

watching their Lord die. Once they faced up to what Christian love really 

meant, contempt was poured on past pride and their lives became effective 

channels of blessing through which the Saviour’s love was spread and the 

reality of God realised. Their Christian experience could lead others into a 

relationship with Jesus. It was an overwhelming thought. 

 

As Easter approaches reflect on the opening verse of our chosen hymn and 

think about your own Christian discipleship. Do you have personal areas of 

concern and attitudes that need defining and refining as you re-visit Calvary 

this week? Only you know the answer. 

 ‘gains I count but loss.’ 

 ‘pour contempt on all my pride’. 

 ‘the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus’. 

These are riveting statements, now brought before you for reflection and 

response. 

 



MEDITATION 

Loving God, you have given so much and ask so little, 

a loving heart, 

an open mind, 

a willingness to accept others…. 

Your love is unconditional and generous,  

a love that surpasses borders and boundaries 

that gives all a welcome. 

I know that I limit your love 

Through my words and actions 

and yet, somehow, I cannot help myself. 

Strengthen me to walk the way of Jesus, 

allowing his message of love 

to transform my life 

and open my heart to love you more. 

      HW 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DAY FOUR             ‘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.’ 

  

Read: Galatians 6 v 2 – 4, 12 – 15. 

 

Jews were proud of their knowledge of the Law and their special relationship 

with their Covenant God. Within the emerging Christian community in Galatia 

were some Jews who had converted to Christianity. They pursued their own 

agenda and were known as Judaizers. They insisted that becoming a Christian 

must involve circumcision as well as baptism. They presented themselves to 

other Christians as quality Jews who knew the Law and kept it perfectly. They 

vigorously coerced Gentile converts to be circumcised, extolling this as a 

necessary element in becoming a Christian. 

 

Paul saw through their pretence. He knew that however thoroughly they could 

recite the Law they did not keep it. Their claims that they reached glorious 

standards of godly living were fraudulent. 

 

This was the worst level of boasting. Paul named it for what it was – bragging, 

self-glorification and something designed to bring them less harsh treatment in 

times of persecution. 

 

Scholar, J.B. Phillips, paraphrased v 13 – 14a thus: ‘for even those who have 

been circumcised do not themselves keep the Law. But they want you 

circumcised so that they may be able to boast about your submission to their 

rules. Yet God forbid that I should boast about anything or anybody except the 

cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.’ 

 

Isaac Watts virtually restated Paul’s ‘God forbid’ statement. The death of Jesus 

was the one boast he would make and live within unashamedly. It would be 

24/7 commitment. 

 

Boasting is a natural part of being human. We take pleasure in speaking of our 

successes and especially delight in telling others about the progress of 

members of our family. Normally this offends no-one. 



Sometimes, however, self-opinionated people boast in a way that suggests 

they have status and privilege that raises them to a higher level of humanity 

than that of other people. They really do think that they are superior to 

everyone else and must be treated accordingly. Such boasting is un-Christian 

and unacceptable for the followers of Jesus, because pride and self-obsession 

energise it. 

 

How then, should a Christian boast about what our Lord endured and achieved 

within crucifixion? By perpetually shouting and speaking about what happened 

in a specific moment in time? By claiming that his personal belief sets him 

apart from others? Neither action is likely to have a positive impact. 

 

A Christian’s boast, based on what happened at Calvary, is seen in the way he 

lives, his integrity and how he treats other people. The love shown reflects the 

love of Jesus. Then, and only then, the glory belongs to the one who merits it – 

‘Christ our God.’ 

 

MEDITATION 

Lord, sometimes when I read your Word 

there is a danger that I might become a little smug, 

a bit self-righteous. 

knowing that the things I see written do not apply to me. 

They don’t describe the way I live my life,  

Or ever have. 

 

Keep me from complacency, 

because I know I am not perfect. 

I am only human, flesh and blood, 

the way you made me.  

 

I have chosen paths I shouldn’t have. 

Sometimes I still do. 

Open my ears to receive your message 

even when the specific words 

don’t seem to apply to me, 

because I am only human 

and I am not perfect.        KC 



DAY FIVE                   ‘See from his head, his hands, his feet…’ 

 

Words about Jesus: John 19 v 17 – 18. ‘He went out to the place of the skull 

(Golgotha). Here they crucified him.’ 

Words from a hymn:   

‘My song is love unknown,  

My Saviour’s love for me…. 

Love to the loveless shown 

That they might lovely be….. 

Then ‘Crucify’ is all their breath 

And for his death they thirst and cry.’ 

As they sing, when Christians reach the words, ‘See from his head…’ something 

often happens. No-one necessarily issues instructions but, as if directed from 

within, musicians play more softly or cease playing altogether. Voices are 

quieter. Emotions swirl as the cross stays in view. How might we feel? Sad? 

Even grief-stricken? Conscious of Christ’s pain and helplessness? Are we 

overwhelmed by the cruelty of his death and his humiliation before a crowd of 

sightseers, most of whom neither care about nor understand what is 

happening? Or does a deeper awareness of God’s love emerge? One thing is 

undeniable. Jesus is dying before our eyes.  

 

His head, his hands, his feet – these body parts are often the most bloodied in 

crucifixion, but Isaac Watts’ choice of words has deeper significance. 

 

His head – the part of the body that houses the brain. The latter is the source 

of our intelligence, our emotions, our nervous system, our everything. A fully 

responsive human being functions because in his head everything functions 

well. This was the source of the vigour with which Jesus reached out to those 

in need, the love and sensitivity ever present in how he treated them and his 

affinity with the One he called ‘Father’. Through him, God became an equally 

operative reality for his followers. 

 

His hands – who can forget how they, too, reached out to comfort and to heal, 

to touch the untouchable, cuddle a child? They even added force to his anger 

as he protested at the villainous misuse of the Temple forecourt by cheating 

traders. 

 



His feet – Jesus walked miles and miles during his mission, his feet growing 

dustier as each day wore on. The hospitality of friends would include foot-

washing. Jesus once washed his disciples’ feet (John 13) and told them that 

they, too, must serve others in a similar fashion. 

 

Head, hands, feet. Isaac Watts uses these images of what actually happened 

within crucifixion to remind us of our Lord in an intensely emotional way. 

These words, however, are but a prelude to the core experience of standing 

before the cross. More tomorrow. 

 

MEDITATION 

Today, once again, I look at you, Jesus… 

I see a face, lined prematurely, with  

the demands of love, truth and destiny. 

I see hands, surprisingly delicate, 

soft and sensitive enough 

to hold without hurting 

and administer a gentle, healing touch. 

I SEE YOU JESUS 

 

For a while 

I’d like simply to stay and 

take in what I see. 

Then I’ll follow, 

as best I can, 

the road you trod, 

the way you set out for me. 

     IF 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DAY SIX   ‘…Sorrow and love flow mingled down. 

   Did e’er such love and sorrow meet 

   Or thorns compose so rich a crown?’ 

 

Words of a hymn:   

When my will to love grows weak, 

When for stronger faith I seek, 

Hill of Calvary, I go  

To thy scenes of fear and woe. 

There behold his agony 

Suffered on the bitter tree, 

See his anguish, see his faith, 

Love triumphant still, in death. 

 

‘Sorrow and love flow mingled down’ – an interesting choice of words, 

especially the verb. ‘Flow’ does not represent a cascade in which water moves 

with such intensity that we step warily around it or simply stand well back, 

content to be enthralled by nature from afar. Flow describes a steady, 

unchanging downpour that enhances everything around it. Life, in the natural 

and animal worlds, pulsates positively because it is watered in a way that 

invigorates and meets need. Once again, Isaac Watts has found the right word 

for his message. 

 

Flow is always from the source to the recipient. As Jesus dies, all that he offers 

moves from him to his heartbroken follower. As he envisages the dying Christ, 

Isaac feels his commitment strengthening and his discipleship empowered.  

 

This hymn does not give us scholarly reflections with which we might struggle, 

nor theological theories. It is, essentially, a basic statement about Calvary, 

infused, as always, with love. 

 

To watch any crucifixion is horrific. The hymn writer, however, is looking at 

One who means everything to him. He is not repelled, excited nor horrified. He 

is simply devastated, feeling helpless to prevent Jesus’ progression to 

inevitable death. Here is his Saviour, not wrapped up in self-pity and misery, 

but, as ever, swathed in love for other people. 

 



‘FORGIVE THEM, FATHER, FOR THEY DO NOT KNOW WHAT THEY ARE DOING.’ 

 

The flow is not oddly separated, one part sorrow, one part love. The whole 

experience is an inter-weaving of both, a Holy Week challenge for every 

believer. Even as we grieve, we are compelled to open ourselves to the LOVE 

on offer. If we can do that, as Isaac Watts realises, there is a rich message, 

even within a crown of thorns. Here is our King, not symbolised by the piercing 

pain of a natural feature – a thorn – but showing us, as a modern hymn says, 

‘meekness and majesty.’ 

 

We sense that we are moving towards a climax of response and decision. 

 

MEDITATION 

Let me absorb the unfolding scene, 

See and hear as if I were there in the flesh, 

Sensitised and raw. 

The Friend, betrayed; 

The Peacemaker, arrested; 

The Faithful, denied; 

The Innocent, accused; 

The Blameless, condemned; 

The Gentle, abused; 

The Healer, assaulted; 

The Liberator, nailed. 

 

Life put to death, 

The Lamb sacrificed for me. 

All of this, really for me? 

Let me see and hear and feel again, 

and offer my heart in return. 

     KC 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DAY SEVEN    

‘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.’ 

 

Read Philippians 2 v 1 – 11  ‘Imitate Christ.’ 

 

When important decisions are made, the intentions associated with them are 

BIG e.g. ‘I am going to make this work!’ ‘I promise to…’ These are great 

moments in our lives and affect almost every aspect. The other significant 

thing is that WE NORMALLY MEAN WHAT WE SAY. 

 

Our final verse represents huge commitment. Twelve lines have preceded this 

outburst. There has been a great build up to it. We have moved through 

crucifixion depths and have probably made a level of response throughout. We 

have reappraised our values. We may very well have been emotionally 

disturbed to the point of heartbreak.  

 

This Good Friday hymn has fused two things. It has made us ‘survey’ the death 

of Jesus as if for the first time. However, because we are committed Christians, 

we have never lost hold of the fact that we know the post-crucifixion climax. 

Like Isaac Watts, we appreciate words like ‘Wondrous’, ‘Prince of Glory’ and 

‘So rich a crown’. Our Easter faith has been alive throughout. 

 

What the hymn writer now brings us is the impact of the last verse. This is 

more than response, it is FULL response, the moment when we make a top-

level promise. What we are, in effect, saying as we sing the last verse is that, 

even if we owned the whole of Creation and offered it to God, that present 

just wouldn’t be enough. Christ, in his death, ‘the portrait of the love of God’ 

demands ‘our soul, our life, our all.’ Not surprisingly, this is the moment when 

both choral and instrumental music grows stronger, more emphatic. It’s FULL 

PROMISE, nothing less. 

 

As human beings, and even more as Christian human beings, we need times 

like this. We also need Easter Saturday before we step into Easter Day. 

 



MEDITATION 

Good Friday God, 

This day acts like a magnet  

drawing to its dark core 

all that is too hard, too grisly, 

too shocking to look at, 

all that is just too painful to hear, 

all that overwhelms the heart 

in sadness, or intensity or depth of need…. 

And yet, when all is lost, when there seems nothing 

left to hold on to, 

there remains 

hope beyond our hoping, 

life beyond our imagining, 

joy confounding every expectation. 

 

It’s now glory and praise 

from me to you 

Crucified Jesus. 

   IF 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DAY EIGHT 

Take my life and let it be 

Consecrated, Lord to thee. 

Take my moments and my days, 

Let them flow in ceaseless praise. 

 

Throughout this past week the intention has been to move through Crucifixion 

Depths to Resurrection Heights. We have arrived at Easter Saturday, the linked 

pathway between the two. It’s time, thoughtfully and prayerfully, to reflect on 

our focus. 

 

The hymn’s words have been relentlessly intense, taking us through the 

horrendous final hours of our Lord’s earthly life – his suffering, endurance and 

love. The portrait of the love of God has been shown to the full. Our spiritual 

awareness has been well and truly prodded.  

 

Yesterday’s response was huge incorporating soul, life and all. Promises don’t 

come much bigger than that. Perhaps in the cooler atmosphere of Easter 

Saturday we feel flat rather than highly emotional. What we sang yesterday 

may well seem a level of discipleship we will never reach. 

 

When we lifted our voices in dedication, we certainly meant what we sang. 

Now comes the moment to face up to our vow.  

 

Remember, that although there are the times when we make the BIG faith 

decisions, the crucial thing is how we make those intense times affect our life 

of faith. What we must be clear about is that discipleship is a series of steps – 

promises made, promises kept, promises wobbling, promises reviewed and 

promises renewed. It’s pilgrim’s progress, a faith journey of consequence. 

 

We reflect. We pray. We respond. We move slowly with the Cross a constant 

before our eyes. Every little moment makes the BIG resolution work. ‘Take my 

moments and my days…’ 

 

 

 



This is how verse four will be realised, in a lifetime of faith comprising the days, 

weeks, months and years gifted to us. We start out just as we are. We stay on 

course by making small steps and we grow into the disciple we are capable of 

being. 

Step into the hope, joy and love of Easter Day. 

 

MEDITATION                      For Easter Saturday 

After the agony, the emptying 

and the yielding up, 

darkness falls, 

a final curtain, 

darkness, not an ending 

but an opportunity. 

 

Loving God, I offer you all 

my good intentions, best efforts, 

earnest hopes and acts of love 

which don’t really seem to make 

much of a difference. 

 

Yet I place them before you 

so that tomorrow I may share 

your resurrection joy. 

    IF 

 

 

 

 

 


