Rock of Ages

Trust in the Lord forever, For in God the Lord, we have an everlasting Rock.  Isaiah 26:4
Rock of Ages, cleft for me,
Let me hide myself in Thee;
Let the water and the blood,
From Thy wounded side which flowed,
Be of sin the double cure;
Save from wrath and make me pure.
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Not the labor of my hands
Can fulfill Thy law’s demands;
Could my zeal no respite know, 
Could my tears forever flow,
All for sin could not atone;
Thou must save, and Thou alone.

Nothing in my hand I bring,
Simply to the cross I cling;
Naked, come to Thee for dress;
Helpless look to Thee for grace;
Foul, I to the fountain fly;
Wash me, Savior, or I die.

While I draw this fleeting breath,
When mine eyes shall close in death,
When I soar to worlds unknown,
See Thee on Thy judgment throne, 
Rock of Ages, cleft for me,
Let me hide myself in Thee.

Lyrics: Augustus Montague Toplady, 1740-1778
‘Top​la​dy was one day over​tak​en by a thun​der​storm in Bur​ring​ton Coombe, on the edge of my prop​er​ty, Blag​don, a rocky glen run​ning up in​to the heart of the Men​dip range, and there, tak​ing shel​ter be​tween two mass​ive piers of our na​tive lime​stone rock, he penned the hymn, Rock of Ages, cleft for me, Let me hide myself in Thee. 

Whereas most hymns have been written out of some deep personal need or experience, this hymn evidently was born in a spirit of passionate controversy. Augustus Toplady was converted to Christ as a young boy of sixteen years of age while visiting in Ireland. Of his conversion Toplady has written, Strange that I, who had so long sat under the means of grace in England, should be brought right with God in an obscure part of Ireland, midst a handful of people met together in a barn, and by the ministry of one who could hardly spell his own name. Surely it was the Lord’s doing and is marvellous.
For a time Toplady was attracted to the ministry of John and Charles Wesley and the Methodists. As time went on, however, he became a strong follower of the “election” doctrines of John Calvin and was vehemently opposed to the Arminian views promoted by the Wesleys and their supporters. By means of public debates, pamphlets and sermons, Toplady and the Wesleys carried on theological warfare. 
Some of the expressions in Toplady’s hymn text are quite obviously satirical swipes at such Wesleyan teachings as the need for contrite and remorseful repentance and the Arminian concept of sanctification—the belief that it is possible for any believer to live without consciously sinning and thereby to find the promised “rest,” the state of moral perfection as described in Hebrews 4:9. Note Toplady’s rebuttal in the second stanza: Could my tears forever flow, could my zeal no languor know,these for sin could not atone—Thou must save, and Thou alone.

Dr. Louis J. Benson, a noted hymnologist, calls attention to the fact that Toplady actually plagiarized his text from a hymn Charles Wesley had written thirty years earlier:  O Rock of Israel, Rock of Salvation, Rock struck for me, let those two streams of Blood and Water which once gushed out of Thy side, bring down Pardon and Holiness into my soul. And let me thirst after them now, as if I stood upon the Mountain whence sprang this Water; and near the Cleft of that Rock, the Wounds of my Lord, whence gushed this Sacred Blood.

Later young Toplady was graduated from Trinity College in Dublin, Ireland, and was ordained in 1762 to the ministry of the Anglican Church. His various pastorates included the French Calvinist Chapel at Leicester Fields, London, where he was known as a powerful and zealous evangelical preacher. Because of his frail constitution he died of overwork and tuberculosis at the early age of thirty-eight. Though known as a controversial preacher in his crusade against Arminian theology, Toplady was highly respected as a deeply spiritual, evangelical leader. His final statements just before his death are noteworthy: My heart beats every day stronger and stronger for glory. Sickness is no affliction, pain no cause, death itself no dissolution....My prayers are now all converted into praise.

The tune for Toplady’s text was composed in 1830 by a well-known American church musician, Thomas Hastings. Hastings was the first musician of sacred music to dedicate his life to the task of elevating and improving the music of the churches in this country. He once wrote, “The homage that we owe Almighty God calls for the noblest and most reverential tribute that music can render.”
