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Welcome to Helping Hymns. 

Firstly, a quick introduction (and a confession).  I’m Erin — pastor’s wife, worship director, and homeschooling 
mom.  When I was in junior high, I quit piano lessons, much to my mother’s dismay (she had just sacrificially 
purchased a brand new Yamaha piano that was probably way beyond her single-mom budget at the time!).  My 
piano teacher had seen potential in me and pushed me a little too hard, and I lost any interest in playing 
classical music as a result.  Thankfully, soon afterwards, I was drawn back to the piano by my pastor’s daughter 
who offered to give me lessons using music I could play at church.  She had an amazing singing voice, and I 
loved learning to play contemporary songs to accompany her.  She also taught me how to play hymns.  We 
sang a lot of them in my church growing up.  She showed me ways to make the accompaniment in the hymnal 
sound a little fuller, and thus began my adventure with worship music.  I have been leading worship for over 
twenty years, but it all began with nervously playing hymns for our Sunday evening services in my early teens. 

We still sing some hymns in our church, although we sing lots of modern hymns and worship songs too.  A 
heart-song of praise to God isn’t good just because it’s old!  But the old ones are worth sifting through; there 
are a lot of gems that have stood the test of time.  They are filled with truth that I want to plant deep in my 
children’s hearts.  And, like folk songs, their easily singable melodies (and harmonies) make them a perfect choice 
for family worship, which often encompasses a vast range of ages and musical abilities.  Hymn study is a chance 
to furnish our minds with truth and goodness and beauty that will serve us in sunshine or shadow.  We can 
reach for them when our spirit rises in worship at the sight of God’s magnificence in creation.  We can also hum 
them in our deepest, darkest valleys and prophetically preach their truths to our own hurting hearts.   

Secondly, a word about how this guide works.  Let me reassure you that simply singing the hymn is enough!  
You might choose to sing it each school day for the whole month.  Or maybe you’d like to alternate with a 
folksong.  Or maybe you can only fit it in one morning per week.  That’s fine.  Do what works for you and your 
family’s schedule!   

The linked mp3 file, which will play when you click ▶ , is a simple version of the hymn with just piano and voice, 
very easy to follow and sing along with. (The link for week 4 has piano only if you know the song and want the 
accompaniment without the vocals.) 

I have also included a copy of the sheet music so you can follow along and watch the timing and where the 
melody is going.  (Please note that it may not match the key of the audio file if I have lowered it to a more 
comfortable range.) 

If you want more to engage with, I’ve given suggestions for each week to “do, discuss, or dig a little deeper.”   

There are links to audio files and scripture references in this study guide, and for this reason, it works well for 
the homeschool mom who uses her phone or tablet or laptop during Morning Time.  If that’s not you, then by all 
means print it out, download the music file ahead of time, and look up the Bible verses in your Bible. 

I hope these hymn study helps will give you everything you need at your fingertips to make hymn singing a 
hassle free experience in your homeschool! 

 
 
In His Sight, 
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Sources consulted in the preparation of this study guide: 
hymnary.org 

Wikipedia 
Then Sings My Soul by Robert J. Morgan 

Baptist Hymnal  
lifewayworship.com
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O God, Our Help in Ages Past 
Words: Isaac Watts 
Music:  William Croft  
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▶

O God, our help in ages past, 
Our hope for years to come, 
Our shelter from the stormy blast, 
And our eternal home! 

Under the shadow of Thy throne 
Thy saints have dwelt secure; 
Sufficient is Thine arm alone, 
And our defense is sure. 

Before the hills in order stood, 
Or earth received her frame, 
From everlasting Thou art God, 
To endless years the same. 

A thousand ages in Thy sight 
Are like an evening gone; 
Short as the watch that ends the night 
Before the rising sun. 

Time, like an ever rolling stream, 
Bears all its sons away; 
They fly, forgotten, as a dream 
Dies at the op’ning day. 

O God, our help in ages past, 
Our hope for years to come, 
Be Thou our guard while life shall last, 
And our eternal home!
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Week 1 Notes for Mom 

Before listening to this month’s selection, you might want to read the lyrics through together as a poem 
first.  Next, click to listen to a simple version of the hymn and begin to learn the tune.   

“O God, Our Help in Ages Past” (first known as “Our God, Our Help in Ages Past”) was written in 1714 
during a time of political uncertainty in England over who would be the next monarch.  This great hymn of 
assurance has become a favourite for all kinds of civic occasions throughout the British Commonwealth.  It 
was broadcast on BBC radio when World War II was declared and later was part of Winston Churchill’s 
funeral service.  Originally it was part of a collection of poems published in 1719 called “The Psalms of 
David Imitated in the Language of the New Testament.”  Isaac Watts rewrote all but twelve of the 150 
biblical psalms.  This hymn was based on Psalm 90.  Here are a few stanzas you may not have heard 
before that are usually left out of modern hymnals: 

Thy Word commands our flesh to dust, 
“Return, ye sons of men:” 
All nations rose from earth at first, 
And turn to earth again. 

The busy tribes of flesh and blood, 
With all their lives and cares, 
Are carried downwards by the flood, 
And lost in following years. 

Like flowery fields the nations stand 
Pleased with the morning light; 
The flowers beneath the mower’s hand 
Lie withering ere ‘tis night. 

 Week 2 Notes for Mom 

The tune we know as “O God, Our Help in Ages Past” is called “St. Anne” and was probably composed by 
William Croft around the time Watts wrote the words to this hymn.  However, the two were not paired until 
much later, in 1861.  Interestingly, St. Anne shares some of its melody with other early eighteenth century 
tunes.  Even one of Bach’s Fugues (in E flat) is nicknamed St. Anne. 

▶

▶

Discuss. Do. Dig a little deeper. 
Talk about what stood out to you.  
Are there any words you don't understand?   
What did you like?  
Was there anything you didn't like?   
Did this song remind you of anything? 

Discuss. Do. Dig a little deeper. 
Hymns continue to be “reimagined” by modern musicians.  Sometimes they change the melody 
completely or add a new refrain.  Here are a few versions of this month’s hymn for you to compare: 

 ▶  by Adam Wheatley 
 ▶  by Nathan Drake 
 ▶  by Brian Doerksen 
 ▶  by Sojourn 
 ▶  by Chris Beland 

https://mypeaceinthepuzzle.files.wordpress.com/2022/01/o-god-our-help-in-ages-past.m4a
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https://open.spotify.com/track/2l0GCyViIkLTdmxu4v9SQt?si=zR1FB986Q-ulCMNoyp0BPw
https://open.spotify.com/track/4nK8OTw0deq7QXaVFPNwZx?si=jD_SAMAgTniIBqk469n2Ag
https://open.spotify.com/track/6Kx43ux5AyxjSYyobpQ2Pz?si=nOfQ5w92RWKuSRaNTG2x7Q
https://open.spotify.com/track/49aKo9Pdb75I2iAigBo3jg?si=CnqyBX4KSN-X068kv5uD9g
https://open.spotify.com/track/6rnAGnHLlUfF76lpsCBvma?si=txURWLOFSe-C8d97n60Pyw
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 Week 3 Notes for Mom 

Isaac Watts was born in Southampton, England in 1674.  He was the oldest of 
nine children and showed his brilliance with learning and languages at a very 
young age, beginning his study of Latin at four years old!  He was a preacher, 
a theologian, a poet who left behind a surprising volume of work despite his 
struggle with ill health for many years.  He had deep concern for the poor and 
for children.  Samuel Johnson thought very highly of Watts and included him 
in his book “The Lives of the English Poets.”  You can read the chapter 
devoted to Watts’ life by clicking here. 

▶

 Week 4 Notes for Mom  

This is a wonderful hymn of assurance for troubled times, 
isn’t it?  Hasn’t it been great to sing this song for the last 
few weeks and be reminded of God’s faithfulness and our 
hope in Him?  I love how verse one points us to God as 
our HELP, our HOPE, and our HOME.  Our family has been 
living in upheaval during the past month, making an 
interprovincial move for my husband’s work.  The 
heightened covid restrictions during this “fourth wave” have 
made it even more complicated.  At the peak of chaos 
when everything was in boxes, the walls were bare, and our 
old home didn’t feel like home anymore…when we arrived 
at our new house and everything was in boxes and the 
walls were bare and this unfamiliar house didn’t feel like 
home yet, I had to shift my thinking to see the Lord 
Himself as my home.  It gave me such comfort to wake up 
everyday and tell Him that He is my true home.  Despite 
the disarray, I could find a sense of belonging, comfort, 
love, rest, and peace in the shadow of His wings.  No 
matter where life takes us, home doesn’t have to be a 
place.  It’s a person — the person of Jesus.  He is our 
true home, in this world and the next!

Discuss. Do. Dig a 
little deeper. 
Have a little treasure 
hunt today.  Click on 
these verses and see if 
you can recognize how 
they may have inspired 
Isaac to write the lyrics 
we’ve been singing.  
The words are based 
on Psalm 90, but it is 
obvious that his mind 
was saturated with 
many scriptures. 

Do you need something 
for copywork this week?  
These verses would be 
great for that as well. 

• Job 14:1-2 
• Job 20:8 
• Psalm 17:8 
• Psalm 36:7 
• Psalm 46:1-3 
• Psalm 48:14 
• Psalm 90 
• Psalm 102:25-27 
• Psalm 124:8 
• Isaiah 25:9 
• Isaiah 26:4 
• Lamentations 5:19 
• Romans 8:18 
• II Corinthians 4:16-18 
• II Thessalonians 3:3 
• James 4:14 
• II Peter 3:8-9

▶

“In the pulpit, though his low stature, which very little exceeded five feet, graced 
him with no advantages of  appearance, yet the gravity and propriety of  his 
utterance made his discourses very efficacious.” 

“Few men have left behind such purity of  character, or such monuments of  
laborious piety. He has provided instruction for all ages from those who are lisping 
their first lessons, to the enlightened readers of  Malebranche and Locke…” 

“As piety predominated in his mind, it is diffused over his works…It is difficult to 
read a page without learning, or at least wishing, to be better. The attention is 
caught by indirect instruction; and he that sat down only to reason is on a sudden 
compelled to pray.” 

~ Samuel Johnson (from The Lives of  the English Poets)

Discuss. Do. Dig a little deeper. 
Do you have an atlas or globe or wall 
map handy?  Isaac Watts was born in 
Southampton in 1674.  Can you locate 
this port city on England’s southern 
coast? 

Do you keep a Book of Centuries or a 
timeline?  What other events in world 
history have you learned about from the 
same time that Isaac lived? 

http://public-library.uk/ebooks/59/30.pdf#page28
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