
Songs Before Unknown 
 The name Isaac Watts is known the world over.  
His more than 600 hymns can be found around the globe 
wherever Christians are found singing and giving praise 
to their Lord. 
 But at his birth, few would have guessed that this 
would be his destiny.  Isaac was born a tiny, premature 
baby on July 17, 1674, in Southampton, England.  At the 
time, his father, a clothier and a deacon at Above Bar 
Congregational Church, was in prison for dissenting from 
the established church of England and clinging instead to 
the simple worship described in Scripture.  Isaac’s mother 
brought the baby often to the prison, sitting for hours on a 
hard stone outside the gate so that her husband could lay 
eyes on his firstborn of what would be nine children. 
 In God’s goodness, this imprisonment did not last 
long, but his father’s early and continued example of firm 
conviction and loyalty to Scripture made a lasting impres-
sion upon young Isaac.  He would later write a hymn, 
perhaps inspired by his father’s example: 
 I’m not ashamed to own my Lord 
 Or to defend his cause. 
 As the baby grew, it became apparent to all that 
he was no ordinary child.  He seemed especially gifted 
with words and language.  Even before he could speak 
plainly, the tiny child would cry out, “A book!  A book!  
Buy a book!”  He devoured books, and by the age of five, 
he had learned the Latin language. 
 Soon he had developed a habit of speaking every-
day speech in the form of rhymed verse.  One night, dur-
ing family prayers, the lad caught sight of a mouse climb-
ing up a bell rope beside the fireplace.  When the prayers 
ended, he burst out with: 
 A mouse, for want of better stairs, 
 Ran up a rope to say his prayers. 
 On another occasion, he had been rhyming so 
much in conversation that his father began to reprimand 
him.  The quick-witted boy replied: 
 Oh, Father, do some pity take, 
 And I will no more verses make. 
 But his verses were not all light-hearted.  The 
Lord did a work of grace in his young heart, and at the 
tender age of seven, he wrote a very serious poem testify-
ing of his own utter corruption and God’s unmerited 
grace to him.  Taking his own name as an acrostic, he 
wrote: 
       I am a vile, polluted lump of earth 

       So I’ve continued ever since my birth 
       Although Jehovah, grace doth daily give me 
       As sure this monster, Satan, will deceive me 

       Come therefore, Lord, from Satan’s claws relieve me 
 

       Wash me in Thy blood, O Christ 

       And grace divine impart 
       Then search and try the corners of my heart 
       That I in all things may be fit to do 

       Service to Thee, and Thy praise too. 

 Writing of himself as a “vile, polluted lump of 
earth,” he already acknowledged the corruption that he 
would later testify of in the famous line of his hymn, 
“such a worm as I.”  Little did young Isaac Watts know 
how the Lord would answer that prayer and transform 
that “polluted lump” and fit him to do “service to Thee, 
and Thy praise too” in a remarkable way. 
 His progress continued.  By the age of nine, Isaac 
had learned the Greek language; by eleven, the French 
language; and by thirteen, the Hebrew language.  The 
learning of the Biblical languages would especially serve 
him well, for his later hymns demonstrate a level of un-
derstanding of the text of Scripture that can be had only 
through understanding its original tongues. 
 At the age of fifteen, Isaac was smitten with 
smallpox, which left him scarred for life.  Short and hav-
ing a large head, prominent nose, and tallowy skin, he 
was regarded as singularly unattractive.  It was no doubt a 
blow to Isaac Watts that when he proposed marriage to 
Elizabeth Singer, his physical appearance alone stood in 
the way.  She replied, “I admire the jewel, but I cannot 
accept the casket [jewel chest].”  He was consequently to 
remain unmarried. 
 Yet it seems that the Lord sometimes in this way 
sets apart a chosen vessel for His service, in order to 
magnify His own name.  It would certainly not be Watts’ 
physical appearance that would earn him a name in histo-
ry but the work of God’s grace within him, the jewel 
within the casket.  Perhaps it was through this trial that he 
learned to say such words as: 
 Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast, 
 Save in the death of Christ my God. 
 After recovering from smallpox, the brilliant stu-
dent was given the offer by a benefactor of having a fully 
paid education at Oxford.  It seemed like the opportunity 
of a lifetime.  But though he desired learning, it was not 
Isaac’s chief desire; there was something dearer to his 
heart.  In order to go to Oxford, he would have to become 
an Anglican and deny his convictions as a dissenter, the 
convictions for which his father had endured imprison-
ment and his mother hardship when he was an infant.  He 
would not and chose instead to go to a dissenters’ school 
in Stoke Newington, London. 
 After receiving his education from that school, 
Isaac returned home at the age of nineteen.  It was then 
that he began expressing to his father his concerns over 
the state of singing in churches.  The tunes sung were 
almost unrecognizable due to their being sung at a very 
slow tempo, with much embellishment, and with interrup-
tion between each line so that the next line could first be 
read by the leader before it was sung.  Watts voiced his 
concerns in this paragraph: 
 “While we sing the praises of God in His Church, 
we are employed in that part of worship which of all oth-
ers is the nearest akin to heaven and ’tis pity that this of 
all others should be performed the worst upon earth . . . . 
That very action which should elevate us to the most de-
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lightful and divine sensations doth not only flat our devo-
tion, but too often awakens our regret and touches all the 
springs of uneasiness within us.” 
 Watts was also concerned that the texts sung in 
churches were becoming stale.  Over the centuries, there 
has been much debate among Christians over the use of 
Psalms and hymns in worship.  Good men have argued on 
both sides, some for Psalms exclusively and some for 
both Psalms and hymns.  We are not attempting to settle 
that question here, only to say that it was a very real and 
often-debated question in Watts’ day and even continues 
so today.  Watts was of the opinion that Scripture did not 
require Psalms exclusively, but that it sanctioned the 
singing of hymns.  He sought to see that carried out, as 
well as the improvement of singing in general. 
 He and his father talked much on these subjects, 
and one day as they walked home from church together, 
his father challenged him to write something better to 
sing.  The nineteen-year-old accepted the challenge, 
turned to Revelation 5, and produced his first hymn, 

“Behold the Glories of the Lamb.”  This hymn almost 
seems to speak prophetically of Watts’ own future of 
hymn writing: 
 Prepare new honors for His Name, 
 And songs before unknown. 
 This hymn was presented to the church the fol-
lowing Sunday and was received with sincere and un-
feigned pleasure.  Indeed the congregation so loved 
Watts’ work that they asked the young deacon’s son to 
write a new hymn for them every week.  This he did for 
two years. 
 While it would be easy to become heady over 
such popularity, Watts gives us a glimpse into his own 
humility and singleness of purpose, when he says, “I 
have made no pretense to be a poet.  But to the Lamb that 
was slain, and now lives, I have addressed many a song, 
to be sung by the penitent and believing heart.” 
 At the end of those two years, Watts was called 
away to London to tutor the children of a dissenting fami-
ly there.  There he began attending the dissenting church 
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Mark Lane Independent Chapel.  Over the next several 
years, Watts gradually grew in leadership in the church.  
On July 17, 1698, his twenty-fourth birthday, he preached 
his first sermon there.  Then in 1702, he became the pas-
tor of the church, and under his preaching it thrived. 
 In 1707, Watts published his first collection of 
hymns, Hymns and Spiritual Songs, the first production 
of those hymns for which he was to become known and 
which would earn him the title “The Father of English 
Hymnody.”  Most of the hymns in this collection were 
those he had written during his two years in his father’s 
church, but he had continued writing all the intervening 
time as well.  It was the very fulfillment of his own first 
hymn text: 
 Prepare new honors for His Name, 
 And songs before unknown. 
 In 1712, Watts suffered a severe illness, which 
left him so weak and frail that he thought himself unfit to 
continue as pastor of his church.  The congregation, how-
ever, would not let him resign.  Instead, they gave him an 
assistant, and a wealthy family in the church, named Ab-
ney, asked their beloved pastor to come spend a week of 
rest and recuperation on their large estate outside London, 
named Theobalds. 
 Watts accepted the kind offer, and his week’s 
stay there turned into one of thirty-six years.  The devoted 
family made a comfortable home for their pastor until his 
death, who never fully recovered from his illness and re-
mained a semi-invalid for the rest of his life.  But he was 
resigned to it, as his hymn testifies: 
 I’ll bear the toil, endure the pain, 
 Supported by thy word. 
 This family’s loving care and provision for him 
during these years enabled him to continue his valuable 
ministry of preaching and hymn-writing. 
 It was during these years that some of his most 
beloved and important works were produced.  In 1715, he 
published a book of hymns for children, Divine and Mor-
al Songs for Children, the first hymnbook ever produced 
specifically for children.  Though capable of writing for 
the most elevated and educated minds of his day, he also 
wrote very simply and humbly for children.  He said of 
these hymns, “I have endeavored to sink the language to 
the level of a child’s understanding, and yet to keep it, if 
possible, above contempt.” 
 In 1719, Watts produced his most massive work, 
in which he cast the Psalms in metrical verse and shed 
New Testament light upon them.  He explained, “I have 
. . . expressed myself as I suppose David would have done 
if he lived in the days of Christianity, and by this means, 
perhaps I have sometimes hit upon the true intent of the 
Spirit of God in those verses farther and clearer than Da-
vid himself could ever discover.”  Isaac Watts here testi-
fies with Paul the apostle that the “mystery” of the Gos-
pel, as Paul called it, was hidden to David and the Old 
Testament prophets, but is now fully revealed to us. 
 This work was published as The Psalms of David 
Imitated in the Language of the New Testament.  It is not 
a Psalter in its strictest definition, but perhaps better clas-
sified as a collection of hymns drawn from the Psalms 

(all but twelve Psalms), seeking to capture their prophe-
cies of Christ. 
 After suffering a stroke in 1739, Watts could no 
longer write, but he still dictated hymns to a secretary.  
Gradually weakening over the next several years, he died 
on November 25, 1748, at the age of seventy-four, sur-
rounded by those who loved him.  He said as he died, “If 
God has no more service for me to do, through grace I 
am ready; it is a great mercy to me that I have no manner 
of fear or dread of death.”  At last he could, as he had 
written in a hymn years before, “read his title clear to 
mansions in the sky.”  He could “bid farewell to every 
tear and wipe his weeping eye.” 
 Perhaps more than any other man, Isaac Watts 
has put Scripture into the hearts of men and women, boys 
and girls.  Open your church hymnbook today, and proba-
bly the author with the most texts in the book is Isaac 
Watts.  To sing his hymns is to sing the words of Scrip-
ture itself, committing them to memory and tucking them 
away in the depths of the heart, even subconsciously so 
that the next time you read those passages, you find to 
your surprise that you are already familiar with them. 
 In total, Watts left behind over 600 hymns.  This 
is especially remarkable when we realize that he also 
wrote 52 other books on many varied topics, including 
theology, logic, grammar, astronomy, philosophy, and 
geography.  He also published catechisms and three vol-
umes of his sermons.  Though he never attended Oxford, 
his book on logic was adopted by that university as its 
logic textbook, a higher honor than he could have had as 
a mere student there. 
 Isaac Watts’ body was buried in Bunhill Fields 
Cemetery, and a statue of him was placed in Westminster 
Abbey, the highest honor man could confer upon him.  
Perhaps the best summation of his life is this statement 
written by Samuel Johnson, an Anglican who disagreed 
with Watts’ dissenting but who admired him nonetheless: 
“Few men have left behind such purity of character or 
such monuments of laborious piety.” 
 But Watts’ desire was not for fame or monu-
ments.  He said, “My design was not to exalt myself to the 
rank and glory of poets, but I was ambitious to be a serv-
ant to the churches, and a helper to the joy of the meanest 
Christian.”  Indeed we can testify that this prayer has 
been answered.  Thanks to this life that the Lord raised 
up, we have over 600 hymns, “songs before unknown,” 
which have become a part of our everyday life, putting 
the words of Scripture into our lips and enabling us to 
better render praise to Jesus Christ. 
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Joy to the World While most everyone knows this beloved hymn by Isaac Watts, few know that it was written based 
on Psalm 98.  It was written as part of his The Psalms of David Imitated.  Thus, without the kindness of the Abney family to 
provide a home for their pastor, it may never have been written.  In this hymn, Isaac Watts takes Psalm 98 in New Testament 
light, foretelling the birth of Christ and how that birth would be the beginning of Christ’s reign on earth. 
 In 1836, Lowell Mason wrote this tune for it, and it has stuck ever since.  It is said that Mason wrote this tune based 
on pieces of George Frederick Handel’s music.  Most scholars believe these pieces to be “Lift Up Your Heads” and “Comfort 
Ye.”  “Lift Up Your Heads” can be heard in the opening phrase of this tune, and “Comfort Ye” can be heard in the lines “And 
heav’n and nature sing, And heav’n and nature sing.” 
 This arrangement is slightly different from that found in most hymnals.  Notice that the melody (in the third line) does 
not repeat “And heav’n, And heav’n.”  Instead, the other parts sing the second “And heav’n.” 
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