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It Is Well With My Soul by Horatio Spafford 
 

A reflection on Hope and Endurance 
 

As I reflected on hope for this service today, my mind was taken to a 
hymn of hope that I knew had been written by a man who had 
suffered great loss.  Thanks to Google, I found it quickly.  The hymn is 
It Is Well With My Soul and it was written by Horatio Spafford 
around 1874.   
 
When I was discussing this with the family yesterday they were 
really surprised at the date because it is been recorded by Stuart 
Townend, Brian Doerksen and others and is currently being sung in 
churches and by praise bands around the country.  They thought it 
was a new hymn and they were intrigued by the story behind the 
hymn.  Some of you might know it. 
 
Horatio Spafford was a successful lawyer and businessman in 
Chicago in the 1860s and also a Christian and close friend of the 
evangelist Dwight L Moody.  He married Anna Larsen from Norway 
and they had four daughters and a son.  His son died in infancy in 
1871.  The Great Fire of Chicago that same year destroyed Horatio’s 
business and properties.   
 
Two years later he decided to take the family to England for a holiday 
to have a break from the rebuilding work.  At the last minute he was 
delayed by business and sent his wife and daughters on ahead of him 
on the steamship Ville du Havre.  The ship struck an iron sailing 
vessel in mid ocean and  sank in 12 minutes with the loss of 226 lives 
including Horatio’s four children, Tanetta aged 11, Bessie, aged 6, 5 
year old Margaret and 2 year old Annie.  His wife sent a famous 
telegram to her husband – “Saved alone.  What should I do?” 
 
Horatio immediately set sail to bring his wife home and as his ship 
was passing the area in the Atlantic Ocean where his children 
perished, he wrote a poem which was to become a hymn It is well 
with my soul. 
 



  

 

 

When peace like a river, attendeth my way, 

  When sorrows like sea billows roll;    

Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say 

  It is well, it is well, with my soul. 

 

Refrain:   

It is well, (it is well),    

With my soul, (with my soul)    

It is well, it is well, with my soul. 

 

Though Satan should buffet, though trials should come,    

Let this blest assurance control, 

  That Christ has regarded my helpless estate,    

And hath shed His own blood for my soul. 

 

My sin, oh, the bliss of this glorious thought!   

My sin, not in part but the whole,    

Is nailed to the cross, and I bear it no more,    

Praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul! 

 

And Lord, haste the day when my faith shall be sight,    

The clouds be rolled back as a scroll;    

The trump shall resound, and the Lord shall descend, 

  Even so it is well with my soul 

 

But Lord, ‘tis for thee, for thy coming we wait 

The sky, not the grave, is our goal; 



O Trump of the angel!  O voice of the Lord! 

Blessed hope, blessed rest of my soul. 

 

 

 

These are incredible words from a father who has just lost his 
whole family.   

Praise the Lord, praise the Lord O my soul 

Blessed hope, blessed rest of my soul 

Horatio and Annie returned to America.  They had a son Horatio 
junior who died of scarlet fever aged 4 and two daughters who 
survived.  Their Presbyterian Church decided that their tragedy, or 
indeed tragedies, were divine punishment from God and in 
response to that judgement they set sail from America with baby 
Bertha and newborn Grace to a new life in Jerusalem where they 
established a Christian colony supporting Muslims, Jews and 
Christians through suffering and deprivation.  

In another twist to the story of the hymn, Horatio asked his friend 
Philip Bliss to write a tune for his poem.  He did so and he 
introduced it to a meeting in Chicago in November 1876, led by 
Dwight Moody and attended by 1000 preachers.  He called the 
tune Ville du Havre after the ship that sank.  Philip was 37 years 
old and he had one more month left to live. 

He and his wife Lucy and their two small children spent Christmas 
with his parents in Pennsylvania and when he received a telegram 
asking him to return early to Chicago to prepare work with Moody, 
he decided to leave the children with his parents.  He and his wife 
boarded a train and in a snow storm the train crossed a trestle 
bridge in Ohio which collapsed and the eleven carriages plunged 
into a ravine.  Philip and Lucy were killed.   

Philip’s trunk reached Chicago safely and when it was opened it 
was found to contain the last hymn he had written just before his 
death which began “I know not what awaits me, God kindly veils 
my eyes.”   

12,000 attended a memorial service for the couple the following 
week.   
 



I have listened to various versions of It Is Well With My Soul on 
YouTube and found them inspiring, a lesson in endurance that 
springs from hope.   
 
SERMON 
 
Isaiah 42 : 28 – 31 
1 Thessalonians 1 : 1 – 10 
 
We continually remember before our God and Father your work 
produced by faith, your labour prompted by loved and your 
endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
Hope is a feeling of expectation and desire that a particular thing 
might happen.  Modern usage is quite wishy washy – we hope for 
something that might or might not happen, we have desires but no 
real assurance of getting our desires. 
 
The biblical definition of hope is much more  powerful – we have a 
sure and certain hope that the promises of God will sustain and 
strengthen us in this life and prepare us for life everlasting. 
 
The minister says at the committal during a funeral service – ashes to 
ashes, dust to dust, in the sure and certain hope of resurrection to 
eternal life through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died, was buried and 
rose again for us and is alive and reigns for evermore. 
 
The thread of hope runs through all the pages of the bible from 
Genesis to Revelation.  All our hope on God is founded. 
 
In Genesis God made a covenant with Noah – after the flood the 
rainbow became a sign of that covenant in which God promised to 
sustain the life of human beings on earth.  Many will remember the 
image of the rainbow on churches and billboards and buses around 
1990 when There is Hope swept through Scotland. 
 
God made a covenant with Abraham and Sarah.  Motherhood was a 
hopeless desire for the aging and barren Sarah but God chose them to 
have a son so that Abraham would be the father of the people of 
Israel.  And for centuries the Jews waited for the promised Messiah, 
foretold by the prophets. 
 



The most powerful prophesies of hope for the Jews (and we now 
know for the gentiles too) are found in Isaiah. 
Isaiah says  Do you not know?  Have you not heard?  Has it not 
been told you from the beginning?  Have you not understood 
since the earth was founded?  (40 : 21) 
 
Isaiah says Here is my servant whom I uphold, my chosen one in 
whom I delight.  I will put my Spirit on him and he will bring 
justice to the nations.  (42 : 1) 
 
Isaiah says Those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength.  
They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow 
weary (40 : 31) 
 
And so the people waited and hoped.   
 
Hope came to the world on that first Christmas Day in the frail life of 
a helpless baby.  The Word became flesh to the wonder of his mother 
and some shepherds.  An ordinary enough event - except for the 
angel of the Lord appearing on a dark hillside and the glory of God 
shining all around and choirs of angels singing.  Some wise men 
followed a star and came to see the newborn king but otherwise all 
went quiet again for about 30 years. 
 
John the Baptist was baptising in the River Jordan.  Luke 3 : 15 says 
The people were waiting expectantly (hopefully) and were all 
wondering in their hearts if John might possibly be the Christ. 
 
But John was not the Christ.  John 1 : 29 says The next day John saw 
Jesus coming towards him and said “Behold the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world.” 
 
John’s hope of seeing the Messiah had been realised.  He baptised 
Jesus in the Jordan, he saw the dove descend on Jesus as he rose up 
from the water and he heard a voice from heaven say You are my 
son whom I love, with you I am well pleased.  
 
But sometimes when we are in a dark place, when we are afraid and 
uncertain about what the future holds, our hope can become dim and 
our faith waver.  Even John, who had been seen Jesus with his own 
eyes and touched him and looked into his eyes, even John wavered 
when he was in prison and sent his friends to check with Jesus, to ask 



him “Are you the one who was to come or should we expect 
someone else?” 
Jesus sent the messengers back to John saying “Go back and 
reassure John what you have seen and heard : the blind receive 
sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf 
hear, the dead are raised and good news is preached to the 
poor.” 
 
Jesus hailed John as a great prophet, he said among those born of 
women there is no greater than John.  But still John could have 
doubts and flickering hope and so there is hope for us too. 
 
Jesus did indeed heal and raise from the dead and preach good news 
to the poor.  And for a while there was great excitement, euphoria 
even, with thousands following Jesus wherever he went.  They saw 
what he did and hoped that he was the promised one.  They thought 
that it would not be long until Jesus overthrew the Romans and set 
Israel free. 
 
But euphoria and joy turned to fear and despair.  Great hopefulness 
gave way to great hopelessness.  And hope must have diminished day 
by day in the final weeks before the crucifixion, during the weeks we 
now call Lent. 
 
There was a growing awareness of the unpopularity of Jesus amongst 
the priests and the authorities.  This opposition arose early on in his 
ministry and escalated.   
 
When Jesus healed the man with the shrivelled hand on the Sabbath 
the Pharisees went out and considered how they might kill Jesus. 
 
After Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, Caiaphas the chief priest 
declared to his fellow priests that Jesus must die. (John 11 : 45)  
 
The chief priests went from suspicion to questioning to indignation 
to plotting to kill Jesus. 
 
“Therefore Jesus no longer moved about publicly among the 
people of Judea.  Instead he withdrew to a village called Ephraim 
where he stayed with his disciples. (John 11 : 54) 
 



Jesus spoke to his disciples two days before going to Jerusalem and 
told them that when they went there to celebrate the Passover “the 
Son of Man will be handed over to be crucified.” (Matthew 26 : 1) 
 
So how afraid were the disciples when Jesus turned his face towards 
Jerusalem.  He did not slip in quietly through the city gate, he arrived 
in a noisy procession and it says the whole city was stirred and asked 
“Who is this?”  (John 21.10) 
 
According to John this was the point where he went into the temple 
and turned over the money changers’ tables and scattered the 
traders and thieves. 
 
He preached openly in the temple court and he was completely 
exposed to his enemies.   
 
Surely the hopes of the disciples began to fade as their fear increased. 
 
And their hopes were destroyed completely on the cross.  The end of 
an exhilarating journey, the end of a dream, the end of hope that the 
promises of God to send a Messiah would be fulfilled in their lifetime. 
 
As Cleopas said on the road to Emmaus after the crucifixion “We had 
hoped he was the one who was going to redeem Israel” but now 
our hope has gone. (Luke 24 : 13) 
 
How does our journey through Lent differ from the disciples who 
accompanied Jesus on his journey? 
 
We share in their sorrow and grief.  We acknowledge that it was for 
us that he hung and suffered there.  We sing “it was my sin that held 
him there until it was accomplished.” 
 
The disciples thought he’s done all this and he’s accomplished 
nothing. 
 
We think he’s done all this and he’s accomplished everything!  
Because we know the next bit of the story, the next chapter.  The 
cross was not the end but the beginning. 
 
“Behold I am making all things new!”  (Isaiah 65 : 17; Revelation 21 : 
5) 



 
Jesus died an unspeakably horrible death and his body was placed in 
the dark and silence of a tomb. 
 There in the ground his body lay 
 Light of the world by darkness slain. 
 Then bursting forth in glorious day 
 Up from the grave he rose again! 
       Stuart Townend 
 
Peter had lost all hope, he in particular had denied Jesus three times 
and ran away.  But his hope is restored by meeting with the risen 
Christ.   
 
Peter quoted psalm 16 in his first sermon – I saw the Lord always 
before me.  Because he is at my right hand I will not be shaken.  
Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices, my body also 
will live in hope because you will not abandon me to the grave 
nor will you let your holy one see decay.  You have made known 
to me the paths of life, you fill me with joy in your presence. 
 
And so we approach Jerusalem and the cross with hearts full of 
gratitude and repentance and awe and hope. 
 
We have fears and anxieties, for ourselves, for our loved ones.  At the 
prayer meeting last Wednesday we were struck by the number of 
people who needed prayer for a range of needs, some of them 
serious. 
 
We look forward to the day when there will no more death or 
mourning or crying or pain or cancer or heart disease or Alzheimers 
or motor neurone disease or depression or anxiety or amputation or 
diabetes……….because the old order of things has passed away.  He 
who is seated on the throne says “I am making everything new” 
 
And meantime,        therefore, we do not lose heart (hope).  
Though outwardly we are wasting away yet inwardly we are 
being renewed day by day.  For our light and momentary 
troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs 
them all.  So we fix our eyes not on what is seen but what is 
unseen.  For what is seen is temporary but what is unseen is 
eternal. (2 Corinthians 4 : 13) 
 



And so in this time of Lent we fix our eyes on the cross and we fix our 
hearts and minds beyond the cross.   We declare our hope in the 
promises of God through Jesus Christ and so we will have endurance 
and perseverance and we will finish the race. 
 
I will end by returning to our starting point with the words of Horatio 
Spafford who taught us how to hope and to endure ; 
 
 When peace like a river attendeth my way 
 When sorrows like sea billows roll 
 Whatever my lot, thou hast taught me to know 
 It is well, it is well with my soul. 
  


