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O God, Our Help in Ages Past 
 

“Lord, You have been our dwelling place throughout all generations.” Psalm 90:1  

 

 
 

William Croft (1678-1727) 
 

Words: Isaac Watts, The Psalms of Da-

vid, 1719. 

Music: St. Anne, William Croft, 1708  

This hymn was sung at the funeral of for-

mer British prime minister Winston 

Churchill in St. Paul’s Cathedral, Lon-

don, 1965. 

 
 

Isaac Watts (1674-1748) 
 

 
 

Christianity was facing a dark future in England when Queen Anne forced through Parliament the Schism Act 

designed to severely limit religious freedom.  

 

Against this black backdrop, Isaac Watts wrote the stately, reassuring hymn “O God Our Help In Ages Past.”  

 

How the words must have brought renewed courage and comfort to Christians in those days of fear and 

instability.  

 

"Our God, Our Help in Ages Past" is a sacred hymn still sung at all festive occasions in England, considered 

one of the grandest in the English hymnody. It is a paraphrase of Psalm 90, a psalm of Moses, originally 

consisting of nine stanzas. Today, the hymn is usually limited to stanzas one, two, three, five and nine. 

 

In 1738 John Wesley in his hymnal, Psalms and Hymns, changed the first line to the text from "Our God" to "O 

God." The hymn was originally part of The Psalms of David Imitated in the Language of the New Testament, 

published by Watts in 1719. In this book he paraphrased in Christian verse the entire psalter with the exception 

of twelve psalms which he felt were unsuited for Christian usage. This hymn ranks as one of the finest of 

Watts's more than 600 hymns. 

 

 

 



Isaac WattsIsaac WattsIsaac WattsIsaac Watts    
1674167416741674----1748174817481748    

Born:   July 17, 1674, Southampton, England. 

Died:   November 25, 1748, Stoke Newington, England. 

Buried:  Bunhill Fields Cemetery, London, England. John Bunyan, Joseph Hart, John Rippon, & William 

Shrubsole lie nearby. 

Isaac Watts (1674-1748), born on July 17, 1674 in Southampton, England, is often called the father of English 

hymnody. The eldest of nine children, his father was an educated deacon in a dissenting Congregational church. 

At the time of Isaac's birth, his father was in prison for his non-conformist beliefs. 

Watts showed an unusual aptitude and literary genius as a boy. From 5 until 13 years old, he learned Latin, 

Greek, French, and Hebrew, and began to write quality verses. He had the habit of rhyming ordinary 

conversations that sometimes annoyed people around him. As a student of theology and philosophy, he wrote 

volumes which had powerful influence on English thinking during the late 17th and early 18th centuries. 

One of his early concerns was the deplorable state in which congregational singing had degenerated in most 

English-speaking churches. Watts was seen as a radical churchgoer who was critical of the slow singing. One 

Sunday, after returning from a service, young Isaac was challenged by his father, "Why don't you give us 

something better to sing?" Watts, then aged 18, accepted his father's challenge. The next Sunday he produced 

his first hymn, with enthusiastic response from the congregation. He wrote new hymn texts every Sunday for 

the next two years. In a book Hymns and Spiritual Songs, he published over 200 hymns. 

Watts wrote some more than 600 hymns. Some favorite hymns he wrote, aside from this hymn, include "When I 

Survey the Wondrous Cross," "I Sing the Mighty Power of God" and the famous Christmas song "Joy to the 

World." 

Isaac’s taste for verse showed itself in early childhood, and his promise caused a local doctor and other friends 

to offer him a university education, assuming he would be ordained in the Church of England. However, Isaac 

declined and instead entered a Nonconformist Academy at Stoke Newington in 1690, under the care of Thomas 

Rowe, pastor of the Independent congregation at Girdlers’ Hall; Isaac joined this congregation in 1693. 

Watts left the Academy at age 20 and spent two years at home; it was during this period that he wrote the bulk 

of his Hymns and Spiritual Songs. They were sung from manuscripts in the Southampton Chapel, and published 

1707-1709. 

The next six years of his life were again spent at Stoke Newington, working as tutor to the son of eminent Puri-

tan John Hartopp. The intense study of these years is reflected in the theological and philosophical material he 

subsequently published. 

Watts preached his first sermon at age 24. In the next three years, he preached frequently, and in 1702 was or-

dained as pastor of the Independent congregation in Mark Lane. At that time he moved into the house of a Mr. 

Hollis in the Minories. His health began to fail the next year, and Samuel Price was appointed as his assistant in 

the ministry. In 1712, a fever shattered his constitution, and Price became co-pastor of the congregation, which 

had moved to a new chapel in Bury Street. It was at this time that Isaac became the guest of Sir Thomas Abney. 

He lived with Abney (and later Abney’s widow) the rest of his life, mainly at Theobalds in Hertfordshire, then 

for 13 years at Stoke Newington. 

In 1728, the University of Edinburgh awarded Watts a Doctor of Divinity degree. 

 



William CroftsWilliam CroftsWilliam CroftsWilliam Crofts    
1678167816781678----1721721721727777    

Baptized:  December 10, 1678, Nether Ettington, Warwickshire, England. 

Died:   August 14, 1727, London, England. 

Buried:  Westminster Abbey, London, England. 

 

The music in this majestic hymn is known as "St. Anne," composed in 1708 by William Croft (1678-1727), a 

greatly trained church musician with a Doctorate in Music at Oxford University, was known as one of the finest 

English musicians during his time. He was the organist at the Church of St. Anne in Soho, London, during the 

reign of Queen Anne. 

 

As a boy, Croft was a chorister at the Chapel Royal. From 1700-1712, he was organist at St. Anne, Soho, Lon-

don. From 1704 on, he was, jointly with Jeremiah Clarke, organist of the Chapel Royal. In 1708 he became 

Master of the Children at Chapel Royal and organist at Westminster Abbey. In 1713 he received a Doctor of 

Music degree from Oxford University. In 1726, the Academy of Vocal Music (later the Academy of Ancient 

Music) was founded by 13 musicians, including Croft, Pepusch, Bononcini, and Geminiani. 

 

Croft was composer to Queen Anne and was recognized as the foremost church musician of his time. Croft also 

wrote instrumental works (e.g., cembalo and sonatas for flute (recorder). His works include: 

 

"St. Anne" tune first appeared anonymously in the Supplement to the new Versions of the Psalms, 6th edition in 

1708, originally intended to be used with Psalm 62 version. The tune gained recognition when it was set to 

Isaac Watts's text. For its musical worth, famous composers like Johann S. Bach (Fugue in E-Flat Major, known 

as "St. Anne's Fugue") and George F. Handel ("O Praise the Lord") borrowed it for their own words. 

 

Devotional:Devotional:Devotional:Devotional:    
 

Fierce winds blow, lightning flashes, and thunder cracks so loudly it shakes your home. That kind of storm 

makes us quake with fear and wonder how we’ll ever survive. And that’s the kind of storm we feel each time 

another terrorist strikes, or a job is lost, or a loved one dies. 

 

In the midst of such storms, our hearts can find hope in the words of "O God Our Help in Ages Past." As the 

hymn writer states, God is "our shelter from the stormy blast." No matter what tragedy strikes, God can protect 

us.  

 

But how can we be so sure that God is there in the storm? The hymn answers that question in these words, 

"from everlasting you are God, to endless years the same." God doesn’t change. He guided the Israelites safely 

to the Promised Land. He raised Jesus from the dead. And when we look at our own past, we’ll always notice 

the same thing: God was there to see us through the storms. Knowing that, we can live with hope that he’ll 

protect us in the present too. 

 

What storms shake you today? Maybe you feel like an emotional wreck. Maybe you’re fighting tough spiritual 

battles. Maybe your family circumstances have spiraled out of control. But no matter what "stormy blast" may 

be swirling around you, hold on to the promise of this hymn. Let the truth of Psalm 90 be your strength for you 

just as it was for Isaac Watts so long ago. You can be confident that God will see you through. 

 

Hymn Story:Hymn Story:Hymn Story:Hymn Story:    
 

Isaac Watts wrote "Our God, Our Help in Ages Past" as a paraphrase of Psalm 90. His desire to write the 

hymn was born, in part, out of his dissatisfaction with the church music of his day. At 20 years of age, he 



complained that the metrical psalms they had to sing at Above Bar Chapel in Southampton were grim and 

ponderous. But to sing anything other than the actual words of Scripture was said to insult to God.  

 

Watts’ father heard Isaac’s complaining and challenged him to "write something better for us to sing." In 1719, 

he published an important hymnal titled The Psalms of David in the Language of the New Testament. In it he 

paraphrased the entire Psalter with the exception of twelve Psalms he felt were unsuited for usage.  

 

At this time in England, religious freedom was severely limited and Watts’ father was jailed twice for his 

religious views. Isaac himself was considered a radical churchman, since he wrote many "hymns of human 

composure” songs that did not directly quote Bible passages.  

 

In such uncertain times, Watts looked to Psalm 90 for comfort and wrote more than a paraphrase of its 

heartening words. His hymn actually gave a grand commentary on the subject of time and how God stands 

above human time. 

 

Originally, "Our God, Our Help in Ages Past" contained nine verses. Today most hymnals use only verses 1, 2, 

3, 5, and 9. In 1738, John Wesley changed the first line from "Our God" to "O God." Some feel that the change 

makes it easier to sing and also calls the vocative case which causes the singer to expect the "Thy" of the second 

stanza.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 


