“At Calvary” by William Newell


William R. Newell was born on May 22, 1868 in Savannah, Ohio.  And though he died with the reputation of a humble and obedient servant of Christ, he grew up a hooligan. 
Dr. Torrey, President of Moody Bible Institute told the following story. “When I was president of the Moody Bible Institute, I received a letter from a very concerned pastor who told me of a son who was causing himself and his family a great deal of trouble. His life was mixed up. And the father felt that attendance at Moody would help. I advised the father that even though I sympathized with him, for I was a father; yet, because I was running a Bible school and not a reform school, I had to deny his request. After many letters of pleading his cause, I finally gave in with the stipulation that the rebellious teen must see me each day and make every effort to abide by the rules and requirements of the Institute.”

Torrey went on to say that the boy faithfully visited his office each day; and with wisdom from God’s word, he answered the questions that had been keeping the boy from God. Finally, after many months of counseling, the prayers of the boy’s father were answered.

Newell later became a minister and then returned to Moody Bible Institute as a teacher and superintendent in 1895. It is his theological and expository teaching for which he is more well-known. His commentary on Romans is still read by many. His clear conviction of God’s sovereign mercy was the theology undergirding the hymn “At Calvary.” 

"God's mercy is the sovereign going forth of His heart to us sinful wretched creatures; His grace follows, in His pardoning our guilt; and His loving-kindness is His proceeding with us in abundant goodness thereafter. Man thinks he can 'will' and 'decide,' God-ward, and that after he has so 'decided' and 'willed,' he has the ability to 'run,' or, as he says, to 'hold out.' But these two things, deciding and holding out, are in this verse [Romans 9:16] utterly rejected as the source of salvation,--which is declared to be God that hath MERCY… It is a humanly incurable delusion of the human heart that salvation is within the natural reach; and that at any time if a man will 'make up his mind like a man,' and 'hold out to the end,' God will certainly accept him.  But this conception leaves out entirely the word 'mercy.'  The very name of this plan is vain confidence. It has doomed and damned its millions. For, salvation being altogether of God, the soul who is hugging the delusion that it is 'of him that wills,' 'of him the runs,' is making God a liar and walking in blind pride.”

In 1895, Newell was sitting in his classroom during a planning period. He began to pen a word picture in the form of a poem describing his testimony. His original words were penned on the back of a used envelope.

After writing the poem, Newell paid a visit to the Music Director at Moody, Daniel Towner.  Towner went to a vacant piano room, sat down, and starting writing a tune for his friend’s lyrics. An hour later, the music was finished, and the two friends were sitting down by a piano, singing the new creation together.

Newell died on April 1, 1956 in Florida.
*taken largely from http://withchrist.org/newell.htm and http://dianaleaghmatthews.com/at-calvary/#.XAMLFhNKi8o 


