THE STORY OF

CGJOy

UR CHRISTMAS SERVICES would
hardly seem complete with-
out the singing of Joy to the
World, the most joyous of the
carols. Yet Isaac Watts, its author,
never intended it to be a Christ-
mas carol at all. Rather, it was a
part of his Psalms of David [mi-
tated, published in 1719, which
contained paraphrases of many of
the Psalms in New Testament
language.

The story of the hymn, Joy to
the World, is the story of the au-
thor, Isaac Watts (1674-1748),
who is universally acknowledged
as “The Father of English Hym-
nody”. He has earned the title,
not because he was first to write
English hymns, but because he
gave impetus to hymnody and
established its place in the wor-
ship of the English church.

For over one hundred years,
congregational singing had been
strictly limited to the Psalms of
the Old Testament in poetic
form. Many of these rhymed
Psalms were so unnatural that
Samuel Wesley, father of the
famous brothers Charles and
John, called them “scandalous
doggerel,” and his opinion was
shared by many.

The birth of Isaac Watts to a
dissenting deacon and the daugh-
ter of a Huguenot refugee was
followed by fourteen years of
persecution and hardships for
the entire family. Perhaps this
suffering  was responsible  for
Isaac Watts’ ill health, for he
grew only to a height of just over
five feet and was weak and sickly
all his life.

Though weak in body, the bov

was strong in mind and spirit
and early in life showed promise
of poetic capability. After one
Sunday morning service, Isaac,
then fifteen years old, complain-
ed of the atrocious worship in
song. One of the deacons chal-
lenged him: “Give us something
better, voung man.” His answer
was ready for the evening serv-
ice and was sung that night
in the Independents’ meeting,
Southampton, where his father
was pastor. Perhaps a hint of
things to come was contained in
this first verse of Isaac Watts:
Behold the glories of the Lamb
Amidst His Father’s throne;

Prepare new honors for His name,
And songs before unknown.

When Isaac began to preach
several vears later, his congrega-
tion sang the songs that seemed
to How from his pen like a river.
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In 1707, the accumulation of
eighteen years was published un-
der the title, Hymns and Spirit-
ual Songs. The river continued
to flow, and in 1719 his “Psalms
of David Imitated” was publish-
ed, not as a new paraphrase of
David, but as an imitation of him
in New Testament language. It
was as though the Psalms burst
forth in their fulfillment at last.

Joy to the World is the “imita-
tion” of the last half of Psalm 98.
The author transformed the old
Jewish psalm of praise for some
historic deliverance into a Chris-
tian song of rejoicing for the sal-
vation of God that began to be
manifested when the Babe of
Bethlehem came “to make his
blessing flow far as the curse is
found.” This is one of the most
jovous hymnus in all Christendom
because it makes so real what
Christ’s birth means to all man-
kind.

The tune to which the hyvmn
is sung is attributed to Ceorge
Frederick Handel and bears re-
semblance to phrases of his great
oratorio, Messiah. Notably the
first four tones match the begin-
ning of the chorus, “Lift Up Your
Heads.”

As we rejoice in the coming
to carth of our Saviour, we may
also be glad for the veritable
river of hvnns that Howed from
the pen of Isaac Watts: for his
name stands at the head of our
most majestic hymns, notably,
“When I Survey The Wondrous
Cross,” and in many hvinnals
more hynms of Isaace Watts are
to be found than of anv other
single author.



