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

 

GRACE INSTITUTE 
 

SESSION FIVE: THE FIRST AMENDMENT 
 

“We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more 
perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, 
provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, 
and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our 
Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the 
United States of America”.   

 
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the 
freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a 
redress of grievances.”                               [December 15, 1791] 

 
 

 Americans are very familiar with the phrase “the separation of church and state”.  

Many might be surprised to learn that this phrase is nowhere to be found in 

America’s founding documents.  The twisting and misuse of this phrase is a threat        

to religious liberty and it is largely up to the local church in America to teach both the 

history and the biblical foundation of the First Amendment.   

 

 The immediate history of the Bill of Rights (the first ten amendments to the 

Constitution) is the outcome of a heated debate that occurred during the ratification 

process from September 1787 to June 1788. 
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1. A bill of rights is NOT needed because the Federal government will only 

have the power given to it (enumerated or delegated powers).  To add a     

bill of rights suggests the Federal government has unlimited powers that       

is restrained only by the rights listed in a bill.   

 

2. A bill of right IS needed as an extra protection because the lesson of  

history which has been repeated over and over (but seldom learned)            

is that government inevitably grows in power and encroaches upon                

individual rights.   

 

 A promise was made that during the first session of Congress a bill of rights would 

be approved and submitted to the states for ratification.  These first ten amendments 

are known as the Bill of Rights.  Religious liberty is mentioned first, and has since 

been known as the First Freedom.   

 

 The phrase “separation of church and state” appeared in a letter President Thomas 

Jefferson sent to the Danbury Baptist Association in 1802.  He was responding to a 

letter he had received from them and he reinforced the promise that there would be 

no NATIONAL church such as existed in several states, including Connecticut. This 

letter was largely ignored until it was misused by the United States Supreme Court in 

their landmark decision, Everson vs. Board of Education, 330 U.S. 1 (1947)  
 

 

In January 1802, the Danbury Baptist Association of Connecticut received a letter from the 

third President of the United States, Thomas Jefferson, which contained these words:   
 

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies solely between 
Man and his God, that he owes account to none other for his faith or 
his worship, that the legitimate powers of government reach actions 
only, and not opinions, I contemplate with sovereign reverence that 
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act of the whole American people which declared that their legislature 
should “make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof”, thus building a wall of 
separation between Church and State.  Adhering to this expression of 
the supreme will of the nation in behalf of the rights of conscience, I 
shall see with sincere satisfaction the progress of those sentiments 
which tend to restore to man all his natural rights, convinced he has 
no natural right in opposition to his social duties. I reciprocate your 
kind prayers for the protection and blessing of the common father and 
creator of man, and tender you for yourselves and your religious 
association, assurances of my high respect and esteem. 

 
 
 

 313 A.D. – The Edict of Milan signed by Emperors Constantine and Licinius grants 

religious toleration and ends state sponsored persecution.  
   

 380 A.D. – Theodosius I Decree: 

It is Our Will that all the peoples we rule shall practice that religion 
which the divine Peter the Apostle transmitted to the Romans.  
We shall believe in the single Deity of the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit, under the concept of equal majesty and of the Holy 
Trinity.  We command that those persons who follow this rule shall 
embrace the name of Catholic Christians.  The rest, however, 
whom we adjudge demented and insane, shall sustain the infamy 
of heretical dogmas, their meeting places shall not receive the 
name of churches, and they shall be smitten first by divine 
vengeance and secondly by the retribution of Our own initiative, 
which we shall assume in accordance with divine judgment. 
 

 This decree joined church and state in a manner nowhere found in the Bible.  Over 

the centuries the idea became so deeply ingrained that even the Protestant Reformation 

continued the union of church and state.  

THE BIG HISTORY 
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 English King Henry VIII breaks with Rome and the Pope in 1536 and nationalizes 

the Church of England, making himself “The Supreme Head of the Church of 

England”.  The theology of the church of Rome largely remained but Henry was   

now the Head.  Religious dissent was therefore an act of treason.   

 

 1630 – The Puritans, frustrated in their attempts to reform the Church of England, 

arrive at Boston, in the Massachusetts Bay Colony.  They did not come to create 

religious liberty for everyone, they came to create a Puritan model as a “new Israel”.  

The civil magistrates were to enforce the first table of the law (the Ten 

Commandments) and only male church members could vote. 

 

 1631 – Roger Williams arrives in Boston and plants the seeds of the First 

Amendment which would be ratified exactly 160 years later.  It was Roger Williams 

who used the analogy of “the garden of the church and the wilderness of the state” 

and that a hedge of protection needed to exist to keep a separation.  Williams was a 

Puritan, a Baptist, a Calvinist and a visionary.  In 1636 he fled into the wintry 

wilderness to escape arrest and deportation back to England where he likely would 

have been executed.  He purchased land from the Narragansett Indians in what 

would soon become Rhode Island.  The first settlement was called Providence (a 

theological term!) and Rhode Island became home to dissenters of all sorts.   

 

 1643 – Williams travels to England to gain legal standing for Rhode Island and was 

granted a patent.  While in England, Williams wrote his classic work on religious 

liberty, The Bloudy Tenant of Persecution for Cause of Conscience.  Note:  John 

Locke was influenced by the writings of Roger Williams.    
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 In 1663 Rhode Island received a charter from King Charles II that included this 

provision, which is the result of Roger Williams’ influence:   

 
… that no person within said colony, at any time hereafter, shall 
be anywise molested, punished, disquieted, or called in question 
for any difference in opinion in matters of religion, and do not 
actually disturb the Civil peace of said colony; but that all and any 
persons may, from time to time, and at all times hereafter, freely 
and fully have and enjoy his and their own judgments and 
consciences in matters of religious concernments.  
 

 Several of the colonies had “established Churches”.  This meant that one sect or 

denomination was supported by the collection of taxes to pay the clergy and 

construct church buildings.  Dissent was a very difficult choice.  In Massachusetts 

and Connecticut the Congregationalist Church was the Establishment Church. 

 

 In the eighteenth century, two Baptist pastors, Isaac Backus and John Leland led the 

Right for full religious liberty.  It was John Leland who persuaded his friend, James 

Madison, of the need for the Bill of Rights.  The First Amendment was a fulfillment of 

Christian theologian Roger Williams’ vision for religious liberty. 

 

“Sixth, it is the will and command of God that (since the coming of His Son, 
the Lord Jesus) a permission of the most paganish, Jewish, Turkish or 
anti-Christian consciences and worships, be granted to all men in all 

nations and countries, and they are only to be fought against with that 
sword which is only (in soul matters) able to conquer, namely the sword             

of God’s Spirit, the Word of God.” 
 

“Eighth, God requires not a uniformity of religion to be enacted                          
and enforced in any civil state.” 
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KEY:  The First Congress also appointed chaplains to open sessions in prayer and 

for many years Sunday church services were held in the capital building.   

 

 In 1831, one of the great political thinkers of his era, Alexis de Tocqueville of France, 

visited America for nine months.  In 1833 he published his famous DEMOCRACY IN 

AMERICA.  He was amazed at the pervasive presence of Christianity at every level 

of American life.  He wrote:   
 

On my arrival in the United States the religious aspect of the 
country was the first thing that struck my attention; and the 
longer I stayed there, the more I perceived the great political 
consequences resulting from this new state of things … 
 
 
… they all attributed the peaceful dominion of religion in their 
country mainly to the separation of church and state.  I do not 
hesitate to confirm that during my stay in America I did not meet 
a single individual, of the clergy or the laity, who was not of the 
same opinion on this point … 
 
 
… Religion in America takes no direct part in the government of 
society, but it must be regarded as the first of their political 
institutions; for if it does not impart a taste for freedom, it 
facilitates the use of it.  Indeed, it is in this same point of view 
that the inhabitants of the United States themselves look upon 
religious belief.  I do not know whether all Americans have a 
sincere faith in their religion – for who can search the human 
heart? – but I am certain that they hold it to be indispensable to 
the maintenance of republican institutions.  This opinion is not 
peculiar to a class of citizens or to a party, but it belongs to the 
whole nation and to every rank of society.   


