The authorship of this great hymn of the faith is one of the great hymnological mysteries. 

When John Rippon, pastor of Carter Lane Baptist Church in London, published A Selection of Hymns from the Best Authors in 1787, the attribution for this hymn appeared only as “K—.” Many suppose that Robert Keene (or Keen), a close friend of Rippon’s and the song leader at the Carter Lane Church from 1776-1793, is the mysterious author. However, no hymn in the early editions appears to have been written by Keene, and other tunes bear his full name, so it is inconclusive that this hymn was his work as well.

“How Firm a Foundation” was sung frequently in both the North and the South before the Civil War. It was a favorite hymn of Theodore Roosevelt, and that Andrew Jackson requested it be sung at his deathbed, and that Robert E. Lee asked it be sung at his funeral. 

The anonymous folk tune “Foundation” is an American contribution to the hymn that first appears with the text in Joseph Fund’s 1832 Genuine Church Music under the tune name “Protection.” Hymnology scholar Harry Eskew has concluded that “Protection” was a new tune and not previously published. The composer remains unknown. 

The tune appears in other famous American 19th-century collections such as The Sacred Harp (1844) and Southern Harmony (1854) with some melodic variations and with changes in harmony. Earlier hymnals in the U.S. often used the tune “Adeste Fidelis,” associated indelibly with “O come, all ye faithful.” 

The hymn text was originally written with seven four-line stanzas, five are included in The United Methodist Hymnal with only one small alteration. The first stanza identifies this as a hymn of promises directly from Jesus. Stanzas two through five appear as direct quotations from Jesus, though many scriptural allusions come from the Old Testament. 

The unique power of this hymn is due to the fact that each of the seven original stanzas were based on various biblical promises:

Isaiah 41:10 – Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed for I am your God. I will strengthen you, yes, I will help you, I will uphold you with My righteous right hand.

Isaiah 43:2 – When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow you. When you walk through the fire,  you shall not be burned, nor shall the flame scorch you.

2 Corinthians 12:9 – My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in weakness. Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in my weakness, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.

Hebrews 13:5 – for He Himself has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.” 

After it arrived in the U.S., one can be sure that it was a hymn that comforted many on both sides of the Civil War. This sermon in song continues to speak just as meaningfully today. No wonder it was first published under the title, “Exceedingly Great and Precious Promises.” 
Taken largely from Then Sings My Soul by Robert Morgan, and https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/history-of-hymns-how-firm-a-foundation


