
hymn history how great thou art
hymn history how great thou art is a fascinating exploration into one of the most
beloved and enduring Christian hymns worldwide. This article delves into the origins,
development, and cultural impact of "How Great Thou Art," tracing its journey from a
Swedish poem to a globally recognized anthem of praise. The hymn's history reflects a rich
tapestry of translation, adaptation, and musical evolution, highlighting key figures who
contributed to its widespread popularity. Additionally, the article examines the theological
themes embedded in the lyrics and how the hymn continues to inspire worshippers across
denominations. Readers will gain insight into the hymn’s significance in both religious and
musical contexts, making it a vital piece of Christian heritage. The following sections
guide the reader through the hymn’s inception, lyrical evolution, musical adaptations, and
its lasting legacy in modern worship.

Origins and Early History of "How Great Thou Art"

Translation and Adaptation into English

Musical Composition and Popularity

Theological Themes and Lyrical Analysis

Cultural Impact and Legacy

Origins and Early History of "How Great Thou
Art"
The hymn history how great thou art begins with its origin as a Swedish poem titled "O
Store Gud," written by Carl Gustav Boberg in 1885. Boberg was a Swedish preacher and
poet who penned the poem after experiencing a powerful spiritual moment during a
thunderstorm. The poem's vivid imagery and profound sense of awe toward God's creation
laid the foundation for the hymn’s enduring appeal. Initially, "O Store Gud" was a poetic
reflection rather than a hymn, capturing the majesty of nature and divine power.

This early version was relatively short, consisting of only six stanzas, and it was set to a
traditional Swedish folk melody. The poem was published in a Swedish magazine and
gradually gained popularity within Swedish churches. It was not immediately known
outside Scandinavia, but its profound message resonated deeply with those who
encountered it.

Carl Gustav Boberg’s Inspiration
Carl Gustav Boberg’s inspiration for the poem came from witnessing a sudden
thunderstorm that passed quickly, leaving a calm and beautiful aftermath. This experience



of nature’s power and tranquility moved Boberg to write about the greatness of God. His
poetic language combined natural imagery with spiritual contemplation, a style that
helped the poem transcend its original context.

Early Reception in Sweden
In Sweden, "O Store Gud" was embraced as a hymn of praise and was incorporated into
hymnals by the early 20th century. The hymn’s focus on God’s greatness as revealed
through creation aligned well with Lutheran worship traditions, making it a popular choice
for congregational singing. Despite its initial regional popularity, the hymn’s reach was
limited before it was translated into other languages.

Translation and Adaptation into English
The hymn history how great thou art took a significant turn when it was translated into
English in the early 20th century. The first English version appeared in 1925, translated
by British missionary Stuart K. Hine, who also adapted the lyrics to better suit English-
speaking congregations. Hine’s translation was not a direct one; rather, it involved
creative adaptation and the addition of new stanzas that emphasized the personal
relationship with God and Christ’s sacrifice.

Stuart K. Hine’s work was crucial in popularizing the hymn in English-speaking countries,
particularly in the United States and the United Kingdom. His version retained the core
message of awe and worship but expanded its theological depth, making it accessible to a
broader audience.

Stuart K. Hine’s Role in Popularization
Hine encountered the hymn while serving as a missionary in Eastern Europe during the
1930s. He was deeply moved by the original Swedish lyrics and the melody, which he then
translated and modified. Hine also composed additional verses inspired by his own
experiences and reflections, which enhanced the hymn's emotional and spiritual appeal.
His English version was first published in 1949 and quickly gained traction in evangelical
circles.

Other Translations and Versions
Besides the English adaptation, "How Great Thou Art" has been translated into numerous
languages worldwide, each bringing unique linguistic and cultural nuances to the hymn.
These translations helped the hymn cross cultural and denominational boundaries, making
it a global expression of Christian worship. Some key points about these translations
include:

Preservation of the hymn’s central theme of divine greatness and creation.

Variations in lyrical content reflecting different theological emphases.



Adaptations to fit various musical styles and worship traditions.

Musical Composition and Popularity
The musical side of the hymn history how great thou art is equally compelling. The
original melody was based on a Swedish folk tune, which was simple yet evocative,
complementing the poem’s majestic lyrics. Over time, various composers arranged and
modified the tune to enhance congregational singing and appeal to different audiences.

Notably, the hymn gained remarkable popularity in the United States during the mid-20th
century, largely due to influential performances by renowned gospel artists and church
choirs. Its stirring melody combined with powerful lyrics made it a staple in both
traditional and contemporary worship settings.

Musical Arrangements and Variations
Several musical arrangements of "How Great Thou Art" have been created to suit diverse
worship contexts, ranging from solemn hymnal renditions to dynamic gospel
performances. These arrangements often include:

Choral harmonizations enhancing the hymn’s emotional impact.

Instrumental accompaniments, including organ, piano, and orchestral versions.

Contemporary adaptations featuring guitars and modern worship band
instrumentation.

Prominent Performances Boosting Popularity
The hymn’s rise to widespread recognition was significantly aided by famous gospel
singers such as George Beverly Shea and Elvis Presley. Their recordings introduced "How
Great Thou Art" to mass audiences beyond traditional church settings. The song’s
inclusion in major evangelical crusades and worship events further cemented its place as a
beloved hymn.

Theological Themes and Lyrical Analysis
The hymn history how great thou art is deeply rooted in Christian theology, with lyrics
that emphasize God’s omnipotence, the beauty of creation, and salvation through Jesus
Christ. A detailed analysis of the hymn’s verses reveals core biblical themes that
contribute to its spiritual resonance.

Each stanza focuses on different aspects of faith, including praise for God’s creation,



recognition of human sinfulness, and the hope offered by Christ’s sacrifice. This layered
theological approach allows worshippers to engage with the hymn on both intellectual and
emotional levels.

God’s Majesty in Creation
The opening verses celebrate the grandeur of the natural world as a reflection of God’s
greatness. Imagery of forests, mountains, and stars is used to inspire awe and worship.
This theme aligns with biblical passages such as Psalm 8 and Romans 1:20, which speak of
God’s invisible qualities being evident in creation.

Redemption and Salvation
Later verses shift focus to the personal experience of redemption through Jesus Christ.
The lyrics express gratitude for Christ’s sacrifice and the promise of eternal life. This
theological emphasis makes the hymn not only a song of praise but also a testimony of
faith and hope.

Cultural Impact and Legacy
The hymn history how great thou art extends beyond its religious function, influencing
various aspects of culture and music worldwide. Its universal message and powerful
melody have made it a symbol of Christian worship and a source of inspiration for
countless individuals.

Over the decades, "How Great Thou Art" has been featured in numerous recordings, films,
and public events, contributing to its status as a cultural icon. The hymn’s adaptability has
allowed it to remain relevant across generations and diverse Christian traditions.

Influence on Worship Practices
"How Great Thou Art" has shaped worship practices by encouraging congregational
singing and fostering a spirit of reverence. Its widespread use in churches of different
denominations highlights its ecumenical appeal. Additionally, it has inspired contemporary
Christian songwriters and worship leaders.

Legacy in Music and Popular Culture
The hymn’s legacy includes its impact on popular music, with many artists incorporating
its themes or melodies into their works. "How Great Thou Art" continues to be performed
in concerts, religious gatherings, and special ceremonies, maintaining its place as a
timeless expression of faith.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who originally wrote the hymn 'How Great Thou Art'?
The hymn 'How Great Thou Art' was originally written by Swedish pastor Carl Gustav
Boberg in 1885.

What inspired Carl Gustav Boberg to write 'How Great
Thou Art'?
Boberg was inspired by a thunderstorm he experienced and the beauty of nature, which
led him to compose the poem that became 'How Great Thou Art.'

When was 'How Great Thou Art' first translated into
English?
The hymn was first translated into English in the early 20th century, around 1925, by
British missionary Stuart K. Hine.

How did Stuart K. Hine contribute to the popularity of
'How Great Thou Art'?
Stuart K. Hine not only translated the hymn but also added additional verses based on his
missionary experiences, which helped popularize the hymn worldwide.

What is the significance of 'How Great Thou Art' in
Christian worship?
'How Great Thou Art' is significant for its powerful lyrics praising God's creation and
majesty, making it a beloved hymn used in many Christian worship services.

Which famous singer helped popularize 'How Great
Thou Art' in the United States?
Elvis Presley helped popularize 'How Great Thou Art' in the United States by recording a
well-known version of the hymn.

How has 'How Great Thou Art' influenced contemporary
Christian music?
The hymn's majestic and worshipful style has inspired many contemporary Christian
artists to create songs that emphasize God's greatness and power.



What are the main themes expressed in the hymn 'How
Great Thou Art'?
The main themes include the awe of God's creation, His power and greatness, and
personal salvation through Jesus Christ.

Has 'How Great Thou Art' received any notable awards
or recognitions?
Yes, in 2010, 'How Great Thou Art' was voted the UK’s favorite hymn in a BBC poll,
highlighting its enduring popularity.

Additional Resources
1. How Great Thou Art: The Story Behind the Hymn
This book explores the origins and history of the beloved hymn "How Great Thou Art." It
delves into the life of its original author, Swedish pastor Carl Gustav Boberg, and the
hymn's journey through various translations and adaptations. Readers will gain insight
into how this powerful hymn has touched millions worldwide.

2. The Hymnody of Carl Gustav Boberg: A Legacy of Praise
Focusing on Boberg’s contributions to hymnody, this volume examines his theological
influences and poetic style. It places "How Great Thou Art" within the broader context of
his work and 19th-century Swedish hymn traditions. The book also discusses its impact on
global Christian worship.

3. From Sweden to the World: The Global Journey of "How Great Thou Art"
This book traces the international spread of "How Great Thou Art," highlighting its
translation into numerous languages and adoption by diverse Christian denominations. It
includes stories of how the hymn has been used in missionary work and popularized by
famous artists. The narrative showcases its enduring appeal across cultures.

4. The Power of Praise: Hymns That Shaped Modern Worship
Examining several influential hymns, this book features a dedicated chapter on "How
Great Thou Art." It discusses how the hymn revitalized congregational singing and
inspired modern worship music. The author analyzes the theological themes that resonate
with contemporary believers.

5. Voices of Faith: The Biographies Behind Classic Hymns
This collection of biographies includes an in-depth profile of Carl Gustav Boberg and the
creation of "How Great Thou Art." It provides context about the personal experiences and
spiritual convictions that inspired various hymn writers. Readers will appreciate the
human stories behind timeless songs of worship.

6. Sing His Praises: The History and Impact of Favorite Hymns
"How Great Thou Art" is featured as one of the hymns that have significantly influenced
Christian worship music. The book explores its musical composition, lyrical depth, and role
in revivals and church services. It also presents anecdotes from worship leaders and



congregants.

7. Hymns and Heritage: The Cultural Significance of "How Great Thou Art"
This work examines the cultural and historical background of the hymn, including its
Swedish roots and American popularization. It discusses how "How Great Thou Art"
reflects broader themes of faith, nature, and divine majesty. The book highlights its use in
both sacred and secular settings.

8. Worship Through the Ages: Hymns That Endure
Focusing on hymns with lasting influence, this book includes "How Great Thou Art" as a
case study. It explores the hymn’s adaptability in various musical styles and its presence in
modern worship services. The author also considers the hymn’s role in ecumenical and
interdenominational contexts.

9. How Great Thou Art: A Hymn’s Journey Through Time and Tradition
This comprehensive history covers the hymn from its 19th-century origins to its 20th-
century revival during the Billy Graham crusades. It features interviews, historical
documents, and musical analysis. Readers will come away with a deep understanding of
why "How Great Thou Art" remains a cherished hymn today.
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