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AMERICA’S BIBLICAL FOUNDATION:   
The History You Were Never Taught 

 

GRACE INSTITUTE 
 

SESSION FOUR 
SLAVERY 

 
We hold these truths to be self-evident,                                                                                  

that all men are created equal,                                                                                         
that they are endowed by their Creator                                                                             

with certain unalienable Rights,                                                                                          
that among these are                                                                                                      

Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. 
 
 

 Slavery existed in America on July 4th, 1776, and it continued to exist for another      

89 years.  It is the darkest stain in American history.  Some of the men who signed the 

Declaration of Independence owned slaves, including its author, Thomas Jefferson.  Each 

American today must decide for himself/herself how to process and understand the 

historical reality of slavery.  What is often lacking in contemporary discussions is an 

understanding of how the issue of slavery was understood in 1776.  

 

From Session 1:   

If we ever reach and fulfill our highest ideals then we set them too low at the outset.  

America, as a nation, was founded upon the highest ideals ever proposed in the history of 

nations.  The fact that throughout our history we have fallen short of these lofty ideals, these 

biblical ideals, is a commentary on the sinfulness of the human heart and the fallibilities of 

finite people.   These failures do not, however, diminish the truth of these ideals or their 

goodness.  It is true, and it is right, and it is just, to say that all men are created equal; that 

they are endowed, by their Creator, with certain unalienable rights; that among these are 

life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  That to secure these rights, governments are 
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instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.  It was 

upon these glorious ideals that America was founded.  Each generation since then has 

struggled to fully live up to these inspiring words.   

 Today there are many in America who reject America’s founding ideals and justify 

that rejection based upon our national failure to fully attain them.  There are others who 

reject America’s foundations and relentlessly attack them because they hold to a worldview 

that leaves no room for the God of the Bible and is instead rooted in secular humanism or 

progressivism.  Among these critics are those who don’t believe the Founders were sincere 

about the ideals they professed, or they sneer at and hold the Founders in contempt 

precisely because the Founders did believe the precepts they were espousing.   

 

 The Founders did not create slavery in America.  It existed before they were born.  

Any evaluation, to be fair, should acknowledge this.  

  

 The Founders knew there was a measure of hypocrisy in speaking of liberty while 

allowing slavery to continue.  In very pragmatic terms, in order for there to be enough 

unity in all 13 colonies to break away from Great Britain, the issue of abolishing 

slavery would have to wait.  Still, the Founders (the generation of 1770 – 1816) 

planted seeds that, over time, were intended to diminish slavery and eventually end 

it.  The “pro-slavery movement” became more prominent after 1820 as slave owners 

recognized the institution of slavery needed to be aggressively defended against the 

growing tide of abolitionism.   

 

 The Northwest Ordinance of 1787, which led to the creation of Ohio, had this provision:   
 

“There shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in the 

said territory, otherwise than in the punishment of crimes whereof 

the party shall have been duly convicted:  Provided, always, that 
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any person escaping into the same, from whom labor or service is 

lawfully claimed in any one of the original States, such fugitive 

may be lawfully reclaimed and conveyed to the person claiming 

his or her labor or service as aforesaid.”   

This led to the creation of five non-slave states (Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin).  

These states were instrumental in electing Abraham Lincoln in 1860 and defeating the armies 

of the Confederacy during the Civil War.   

 

 In his book, VINDICATING THE FOUNDERS (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1997), 

David West notes:   

“ … Americans did come to understand the meaning of their 

principles more fully as the Revolution proceeded.  But with 

respect to slavery, they knew by the end of the founding era 

exactly what their principles meant.  The more they based their 

arguments on the natural rights of all men, and not just the right of 

Englishmen, the more the Americans noticed, by the same logic, 

that enslavement of blacks was also unjust.  For slavery by 

definition “takes the property of another without his consent.” 

Some Americans had spoken out against slavery from the 

start of the quarrel between Britain and the colonies.  In a 1764 

publication endorsed by the Massachusetts legislature, James Otis 

said, ‘The colonists are by the law of nature freeborn, as indeed all 

men are, white or black.’  John Jay stated the problem vividly:  

‘That men should pray and fight for their own freedom and yet keep 

others in slavery is certainly acting a very inconsistent as well as 

unjust and perhaps impious part.’  In 1776 the house of 

representatives of New York, a slave state, formally resolved that 
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slavery is ‘utterly inconsistent with the avowed principles in which 

this and other states have carried on their struggle for liberty.’ 

Even in the South the idea began to take hold.  In 1775, 

residents of Darien, Georgia, went against the grain of the rest of 

their state by declaring slavery an “unnatural practice … founded in 

injustice and cruelty, and highly dangerous to our liberty (as well as 

our lives), debasing part of our fellow creatures below men, and 

corrupting the virtue and morals of the rest, and is laying the basis 

of the liberty we contend for … upon a very wrong foundation.”  In 

1787 two Virginia counties asked the state legislature to abolish 

slavery, saying, “The glorious and ever memorable Revolution can 

be justified on no other principles but what doth plead with greater 

force for the emancipation of our slaves, in proportion as the 

oppression exercised over them exceeds the oppression formerly 

exercised by Great Britain over these states.” ” (pp. 6-7)  

 

 Remember the universal condition of sinful man (Jeremiah 17:9).  Injustices such as 

slavery and conquest have been initiated by and inflicted upon every race at 

different times in history.  The issue is not fundamentally about race, it is about sin. 

 

 So what to think about the Founders?  I choose to use the analogy of a football team 

that advanced the ball 98 painful yards and then a new player off the bench scores 

the touchdown.  Where should the credit go?   
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PART II 
 

 

     

 In this series I have made the claim that had it not been for the clergy (their sermons 

and their support of independence) there never would have been enough public support for 

the Declaration to have been successful.   

 

 The weekly Sunday sermon was one of the primary sources of education for many 

colonists.  There have been many studies of the content of sermons in the period of 

1760 – 1788.  Many pastors taught about rights and the legitimate role of government.  

They did not see this as an abandonment of their primary gospel duties, they saw it as 

part of their duty to “preach the whole counsel of God.” (Acts 20:27).  They believed 

that every endeavor of human activity, including law and government, needed to 

reflect the law of God.  In Session 2 we noted the sermon preached in 1750 by 

Jonathan Mayhew on Romans 13:1-7 as a rebuttal against the idea that Christians 

were obligated to unconditional submission to government. 

 

In this session we will study a sermon preached by Reverend John Witherspoon, the 

only member of the clergy to sign the Declaration.  The sermon was titled, “The Dominion of 

Providence Over the Passions of Men”.  He preached it at Princeton, New Jersey, on May 17, 

1776, just forty-eight days before the signing of the Declaration of Independence.  The 

occasion of the sermon was a day of fasting designated by Congress.  This sermon was 

published in Philadelphia and was widely distributed.  Before examining the sermon, here are 

some important biographical notes:   

 

 John Witherspoon (1723 – 1794) was born in Scotland, the son of a Presbyterian 

minister.  He received a world class education at Edinburgh, where he began studying 

Reverend John Witherspoon 
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at the age of 14!  He became a pastor at the age of twenty and ministered in the parish 

of Beith for twelve years.  He quickly became known for his powerful sermons and his 

gifted writing skills as a theologian.   

 

 Rich Stockton of New Jersey urged Witherspoon to become the President of the 

College of New Jersey (Princeton).  Witherspoon declined because his wife dreaded 

the voyage across the Atlantic Ocean.  The following year, Benjamin Rush (another 

devout Christian and future signer) convinced the Witherspoons to come to Princeton 

in 1768.  Witherspoon’s leadership at Princeton soon became legendary.  He has 

been called the most influential professor in American history.  His students revered 

him and among them was a future President (James Madison) and Vice President.  Of 

the fifty-five participants at the Constitutional Convention of 1787, nine were Princeton 

grads.  Twenty-one of his students became United States Senators, twenty-nine 

members of the House of Representatives, fifty-six state legislators and thirty-three 

judges, of whom three were appointed to the Supreme Court of the United States.  

Many of his students became military officers during the War of Independence.1 

 
  
 

 
 
 
 As I read Witherspoon’s sermon, “The Dominion of Providence Over the Passions of 

Men”, I was impressed with how he constantly cited Old and New Testament 

scripture.  His theme verse was Psalm 76:10: “Surely the wrath of man shall praise 

thee, the remainder of wrath shalt thou restrain.”  Witherspoon explained that 

because God is the Sovereign Ruler of the universe and because He providentially 

                                                           
1 This biographical sketch is drawn from Ellis Sandoz’s Political Sermons of the American Founding Era, 1730 – 1805 
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1991) pp. 531-532.   

THE SERMON 
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guides the unfolding of human history, even sinful man’s rebellious actions work to 

the glory of God.  One example was Haman’s attempt to destroy the people of Israel 

in the days of Queen Esther.  

 I was excited to see the various ways Witherspoon referred to God because the 

same terms were used of God in the Declaration:  “divine providence” … “the justice 

of the Supreme Ruler” … “God, the Supreme disposer of all events”.  Modern 

historians have done us a great disservice by claiming these are deistic terms.   

 

 Look at how Witherspoon loved the gospel in this excerpt:   

From the New Testament I will make choice of that memorable event 

on which the salvation of believers in every age rests as its 

foundation, the death and sufferings of the Son of God.  This the 

great adversary and all his agents and instruments prosecuted with 

unrelenting rage.  When they had blackened him with slander, when 

they scourged him with shame, when they had condemned him in 

judgment, and nailed him to the cross, how could they help esteeming 

their victory complete?  But oh the unsearchable wisdom of God they 

were but perfecting the great design laid for the salvation of sinners.  

Our blessed Redeemer by his death finished his work, overcame 

principalities and powers, and made a shew of them openly, 

triumphing over them in his cross.  With how much justice do the 

apostles and their company offer this doxology to God, “They lift up 

their voice with one accord, and said, Lord thou art God which hast 

made heaven and earth, and the sea, and all that in them is” …  
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John Allen was an English Baptist pastor who came to America some time around 

1770.  On December 3, 1772, he preached a Thanksgiving sermon at the Second Baptist 

Church in Boston.  The sermon was titled “An Oration Upon the Beauties of Liberty: Or, the 

Essential Rights of the Americans.”  There is not much known about Allen for he was 

somewhat obscure except for the brief period of time before the Declaration.  However, this 

sermon was wildly popular and it went through seven printings and five editions by 1774.   

 

 
 
 Allen’s “Oration” sermon had these elements:   
 

1. It was a response to the burning of the Gaspee in June 1772 off the coast of Rhode 
Island. 
 

2. It was an oration and not a standard sermon. 
 

3. It was dedicated/written to “the Right-Honourable, the Earl of Dartmouth” 
 

4. It was cutting edge “radicalism” in the intensity of its claims about liberty and its 
characterization of the King as a tyrant. 
 
Remember, this was a member of the clergy, many (not all) of the people of America 

were receptive to his words.  This sermon was delivered three and a half years before the 

Declaration.   

 

Excerpt #1:  

But it may be meet to let your Lordship know, that if the Americans unite 

(as there seems a good prospect of it) to stand as a band of brethren for 

their liberties, they have a right, by the law of GOD, of nature, and of 

Reverend John Allen 

The American people not only listened to sermons, they also read them. 
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nations, to reluct at, and even to resist any military and marine force, 

surely they must be intended in readiness for the French, and not for 

Americans, for can it ever enter into the heart of a mother to murder her 

children?  of a king to kill his subjects?  of an agent to destroy the rights 

of the colonies he represents?  But suppose my Lord, that this should be 

the bloody intent of the ministry, to make the Americans subject to their 

slavery, then let blood for blood, life for life, and death for death decide 

the contention.  This bloody scene can never be executed but at the 

expense of the destruction of England, and you will find, my Lord, that 

the Americans will not submit to be slaves, they know the use of the 

gun, and the military art, as well as any of his majesty’s troops at St. 

James’s, and where his majesty has one soldier, who art in general the 

refuse of the earth, America can produce fifty, free men, and all 

volunteers, and raise a more potent army of men in three weeks, than 

England can in three years.  But God forbid that I should be thought to 

aim at rousing the Americans to arms, without their rights, liberties and 

oppression call for it.  For they are unwilling to beat to arms, they are 

loyal subjects; they love their king; they love their mouther-country; they 

call it their home; and with nothing more than the prosperity of Britain, 

and the glory of their king: But they will not give up their rights; they will 

not be slaves to any power upon earth.  Therefore, my Lord, as a peace-

maker; as their agent; as their friend; lay their grievances before their 

king.    

 

Excerpt #2: 

Your Lordship’s letter frequently reminds us that this destructive 

authority (to destroy the lives and liberties of the people), is his majesty’s 
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will and pleasure.  How far his majesty may be influenc’d and dictated by 

his ministry I will not take upon me to say, but that it is his majesty’s will 

and pleasure of his own mind and consent.  I will not believe a word of it, 

for his majesty is a person of more tenderness and understanding, than 

to attempt such tyranny, besides, his attempt to destroy the rights of the 

people – destroys his right as king to reign over them, for according to 

his coronation oath, he has no longer a right to the British crown or 

throne, than he maintains inviolable firm the laws and rights of the 

people.  For violating the people’s rights, Charles Stewart, king of 

England, lost his head, and if another king, who is more solemnly bound 

than ever Charles Steward, was, should tread in the same steps, what 

can he expect?  I reverence and love my king, but I revere the rights of 

an Englishman before the authority of any king upon the earth.  I 

distinguish greatly between a king and a tyrant, a king is the guardian 

and trustee of the rights and laws of the people, but a tyrant destroys 

them.   

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 This brief study has barely scratched the surface of this topic.  Remember the thesis 

stated at the outset:   

The Founders did not think of themselves as revolutionaries, they 

thought of themselves as preservationists and restorers.  King George III 

abdicated his authority and removed himself from his position of 

leadership over the colonies before the colonies declared their 

independence.  Furthermore, it was King George III who rebelled 

against the lawful order of God and man.  The Declaration of 
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Independence was written to explain, among other things, how the act of 

creating the United States of America was not a violation of Romans 13.  

The influence of Christianity was so widespread in the colonies that 

there never could have been a revolution unless people were persuaded 

that this course of action was theologically and biblically justified.  

Indeed, it is preferable that we call it The American War of 

Independence rather than The American Revolutionary War.   

 

 

 

NEXT SESSION:  The First Amendment  

 


