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The Declaration of Independence –
our most critical founding document
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A. Lincoln, “Fragment on the Constitution & the Union”

“The assertion of that principle [liberty for all], at that
time, was the word, ‘fitly spoken’ [from Prov 25:11] which
has proved an ‘apple of gold’ to us. The Union, and
the Constitution, are the picture of silver, subsequently
framed around it [Declaration of Independence]. The picture
was made, not to conceal, or destroy the apple; but
to adorn, and preserve it. The picture was made for the
apple – not the apple for the picture.”
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In 1215 A.D. when British King John was forced to sign the Magna Carta and
surrender many rights to the aristocracy, it was the first declaration that the
people's ruler was under the law, it was the first check on royal power, and it
introduced early concepts of due process, jury by one's peers, freedom of religion,
and no taxation without representation.
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James N. Anderson, Professor of Theology
& Philosophy:

“Those who wrote and signed it
[Constitution] understood their political
arguments to have theological
foundations. They appealed to the idea
of natural laws, in the sense of natural
rights, but they understood that such
laws need a lawmaker or lawgiver.”
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Letter to Pastor Zabdiel Adams  
June 21, 1776

“Statesmen may plan and speculate
for liberty, but it is Religion and
Morality alone, which can establish the
Principles upon which Freedom can
securely stand.”

Letter to , to Thomas Jefferson 
June 28, 1813 

“The general principles on which
the fathers achieved independence
were … the general principles of
Christianity.”
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Washington farewell address 
1796:

“Of all the dispositions and
habits which lead to political
prosperity, religion and morality
are indispensable supports. In
vain would that man claim the
tribute of patriotism, who should
labor to subvert these great
pillars of human happiness,
these firmest props of the duties
of men and citizens.

… reason and experience both
forbid us to expect that national
morality can prevail in exclusion
of religious principle. It is
substantially true that virtue or
morality is a necessary spring of
popular government.
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The Constitution is simply the codification of the
principles of the Declaration of Independence into
law.

The Declaration of Independence is our 
Nation’s Birth Certificate

• Constitution is our 
operations manual

• Constitution established 
practice of government

• Declaration is our 
statement of beliefs 

• Declaration established 
purpose of government
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Critical concept 1:
“They did not want to separate”

“… the connection of America with Britain …
might have been preserved inviolate to the
end of time. And it may be added, that there
is no just ground to suppose, that it would
have ever entered the heart of Americans,
to have desired a dissolution of so happy a
connection with the Mother-Country, or to
have sought independence of Britain, had
they not been urged, and even forced upon
such an expedient, by measures of
oppression and violence, and the shedding
of innocent blood.”
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Abraham Keteltas, Black Robe preacher in 
NY, NJ, CT, MA, and member of NY  
Provincial Congress, 1777 sermon: 

“… all our assemblies … have endeavored,
by the most humble and earnest petitions to
the throne, to prevent the fatal war, which
now rages and desolates our land. … and it
was not until every pacific measure failed,
and our petitions were scornfully treated, and
rejected, and a powerful fleet and army had
actually invaded us and shed our blood; that
we took up arms, in behalf of our lives and
liberties.”

Rev. William Gordon
3rd Church, Roxbury, MA

July 4, 1777 sermon preached before the 
General Court of MA: 

“This continent complained of real
grievances, and humbly petitioned. …
Instead of being heard and relieved, the
yoke was increased by fresh acts of
cruelty, and new burdens laid upon the
continent. Our first grievances were
spoken of as if not real; and as though we
complained without cause, …
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Rev. William Gordon
3rd Church, Roxbury, MA

we were at once plunged into a defensive
war, … Still we were desirous, if possible,
of an accommodation. We therefore
petitioned again, without rising in our
requests, only enlarging them to take in
new grievances. Instead of having them
redressed, we were deemed and were to
be treated as rebels.”

Henry Cumings
BRR Pastor, MA

April 19, 1781 sermon in Lexington, 
MA: 

“Had our petitions and prayers been
properly regarded, and moderate
pacific measures pursued, we should
have entertained no thoughts of a
revolt; for even after hostilities had
commenced, we were ardently
desirous of continuing united with
our mother country, if such an union
could have been preserved, without
making a sacrifice of our liberties.”
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1780 sermon:

“Peace, peace, we ardently wish; but
not upon terms dishonorable to
ourselves, or dangerous to our
liberties; and our enemies seem not
yet prepared to allow it upon any other.
At present the voice of providence, the
call of our still invaded country, and the
cry of everything dear to us, all unite to
rouse us to prosecute the war with
redoubled vigor; upon the success of
which all our free constitutions, all our
hopes depend.”

Samuel Cooper
Pastor Brattle Street

Boston, MA 

December 11, 1784 sermon: 

“Hard alternative! to resign liberty
or wage this hazardous war. And
yet none other remained. … But
Liberty was the prize. She chose
“Freedom or Death” as her motto;
and nobly resolved on war with all
its horrors; that at least, her last
expiring groan might breathe forth
freedom.”

George Duffield
Pine Street Presbyterian 

Philadelphia, PA
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John Witherspoon
Pastor, Signer of Declaration

Pres. of Princeton Univ.

Dr. John M. Krebs, a witness of the
scene, gives the following account:

“Every eye went to him with the
quickness of thought and
remained with the fixedness of the
polar star. He cast on the
assembly a look of inexpressible
interest and unconquerable
determination, while on his visage
the hue of age [64 yrs] was lost in
the flush of burning patriotism that
fired his cheek.”

John Witherspoon
Pastor, Signer of Declaration

Pres. of Princeton Univ.

“There is a tide in the affairs of
men, a nick of time. That noble
instrument upon your table, which
ensures immortality to its author,
should be subscribed this morning
by every person of this house. He
that will not respond to its accents
and strain every nerve to carry into
effect its provisions is unworthy the
name of freeman.
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John Witherspoon
Pastor, Signer of Declaration

Pres. of Princeton Univ.

For my own part of property I have
some, of reputation more. That
reputation is staked, that property
is pledged on the issue of this
contest; and although these gray
hairs must descend into the
sepulcher, I would infinitely rather
they should descend thither by the
hand of the executioner than
desert at this crisis the sacred
cause of my country.”

Critical concept 2:
“We hold these truths to be self-

evident ”
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Critical concept 3:
“The Laws of Nature and of 

Nature’s God”

Sir William Blackstone John Locke
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Sir William Blackstone John Locke

“Man, considered as a creature,
must necessarily be subject to
the laws of his Creator, for he is
entirely a dependent being ...
And consequently, as man
depends absolutely upon his
Maker for everything, it is
necessary that he should in all
points conform to his Maker's
will.”

Sir William Blackstone

“This will of his Maker is called
the law of nature… The
doctrines thus delivered we call
the revealed or divine law, and
they are to be found only in the
holy scriptures…no human laws
should be suffered to contradict
these.” (1753)

Blackstone Commentaries on Law, Book 1, Section 2 
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