
The Roots of Freedom
What is freedom? What are the roots of freedom? Kerby Anderson
looks  at  the  Christian  roots  of  freedom  along  with  the
writings of the key writers in the Western tradition.

What is freedom? What are the roots of freedom?
Answering these questions is not as easy as it may
seem. They require some thought and reflection,
which for most of us, is a precious commodity.

Fortunately, some of the hard work has been done for us by
professor John Danford in his book Roots of Freedom: A Primer
on Modern Liberty. The material in this book was originally
material that was broadcast on Radio Free Europe and Radio
Liberty in the late 1980s. Only later did some suggest that
the material should be published so that citizens in a free
society could also benefit by his work in describing the roots
of freedom.

So how does John Danford describe a free society?

People would surely differ, but what is meant here is a
society in which human beings are not “born into” a place—a
caste or an occupation, for example—but are free to own
property, to raise children, to earn a living, to think, to
worship, to express political views, and even to emigrate if
desired, and to do so without seeking permission from a
master.{1}

Obviously  we  all  have  some  constraints  on  us,  but  human
freedom in a free society would certainly involve the freedom
to be able to do the things mentioned above.

Once we define a free society, we can easily see something
very  disturbing.  “Free  societies  have  been  rare  in  human
history. They also seem to be fragile—more fragile than were
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the dynasties or empires of the ancient world.”{2}

In  the  past,  freedom  was  rare  often  because  of  economic
necessity. There is little or no freedom for a person who must
work every waking hour just to survive. In the ancient world,
a free man was free because another was enslaved. A free man
was free because he did not need to work for a living.

By  the  end  of  the  eighteenth  century,  economic  necessity
ceased to be the main obstacle to freedom in many places. Yet
there were still very few free societies, because political
power  was  often  concentrated  in  the  hands  of  a  king  or
dictator (or perhaps in the hands of a few in the ruling
class).

Today we have few kings, but we still have many dictators.
Free societies also still somewhat rare today. Consider that
there are nearly 200 countries in the United Nations, and yet
it is probably fair to say that fewer than 50 could truly be
called free societies (with functioning democracies).

If nothing else, this study of the roots of freedom should
make us thankful we live in a free country. Free societies are
rare in history, and they are still somewhat rare today. We
should  never  take  for  granted  the  political  and  economic
freedom we enjoy.

Christian Roots
Danford  discusses  the  roots  of  liberty  in  his  chapter  on
“Premodern  Christianity.”  Although  we  take  many  of  these
assumptions (borrowed from Christianity) as basic and obvious,
they are important contributions that provide the foundation
for the political freedom we enjoy today.

The  first  contribution  from  Christianity  was  its  teaching
about the value of the individual. In the Greek and Roman
empires,  the  individual  counted  for  little.  “A  particular



individual was of no consequence when measured against the
glory and stability of the empire.”{3}

Jesus and his followers taught men and women to think of
themselves  as  significant  in  the  eyes  of  God.  This
foundational principle of the dignity and sanctity of human
beings was in stark contrast to the prevailing ideas of the
day.

Another aspect of this principle was the belief that God was
not just the god of a city, or a tribe, or even a nation. The
God of the Bible is God over all human beings and savior of
all individuals. The belief in the universality of God along
with the emphasis on the individual provided an important
foundation for liberty because it was “incompatible with the
ancient tendency to subordinate the individual entirely to the
state or empire.”{4}

A second contribution of Christianity involves the linear idea
of history. Ancient writers “understood the passage of time in
terms  of  the  seasonal  rhythms  of  the  natural  world.”{5}
Christianity brought a different perspective by teaching that
history is linear. The story of the Bible is the story, after
all, of the beginning of the world, human sinfulness, Christ
coming to the world, and the eventual culmination of history.

The  concept  of  linear  history  leads  to  the  idea  that
circumstances  can  change  over  time.  If  the  change  is
progressive, then over the course of human history there can
be progress. “The notion of progress is itself a modern idea,
but its roots can be discerned in the Christian doctrine that
God enters historical time to save mankind.”{6}

A third contribution of Christianity is the principle of the
separation of faith from the political realm. Today this is
referred to as the separation of church and state.{7} Such an
idea was unthinkable in the ancient world. In those cultures,
kings and priests were closely connected.



When Jesus was asked by the Pharisees if it was lawful to pay
the poll tax (Matt. 22:15-21), He responded by telling them
“render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the
things that are God’s.” Although it would be many centuries
before the full implications of this doctrine were clear, the
seeds of spiritual freedom can be found in this Christian
teaching.

The  fourth  contribution  of  Christianity  is  the  belief  in
objective truth. While it is true that other philosophers
spoke  of  truth,  a  Christian  perspective  on  truth  is
nevertheless  an  important,  additional  contribution.

For example, if there is no truth, then “there is no such
thing  as  a  just  or  proper  foundation  for  political  rule:
whoever gets the power is by definition able to determine what
is just or unjust, right or wrong.”{8}

In our postmodern world that rejects the idea of objective or
absolute truth, all history is merely the history of class
struggle.  “There  is  no  escape  from  the  endless  quest  for
power, and no space, protected by walls of justice, where
genuine freedom can be experienced.”{9}

This nation was founded on the principle (as articulated in
the Declaration of Independence) that there are self-evident
truths. As Jesus taught his disciples, “you shall know the
truth and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32).

Thomas Hobbes
Thomas Hobbes was born in England in 1588, and was educated at
Oxford in the early 1600s. He was influenced by such men as
Francis Bacon (serving as Bacon’s secretary for a time) as
well as events of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. A
principal influence was the religious war and conflict of the
time (e.g., the Thirty Years War, conflicts in England between
Anglicans and Puritans). “Hobbes’s two great preoccupations



[were]:  peace  as  a  goal  of  the  civil  order,  and  a  new
political science as the means to that goal.”{10}

He developed five key principles in his political science. The
first is that individuals are more fundamental than any social
order. To understand humans, he would argue, we must go back
to a “state of nature” which would represent the condition
human beings would be in if all the conventions and laws of
political society were removed.

Hobbes also argued that humans are equal politically. “No one
can be viewed as politically superior, because every human
being is vulnerable to violent death at the hands of his
fellows.”{11} The natural condition of mankind, he says, is
“solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”{12}

Hobbes  therefore  argues  in  his  second  principle  that  the
natural need for self-preservation is the only true reason
people live in political communities. In other words, we live
in political communities to satisfy individual needs of human
nature such as life and security.

Third, Hobbes argues that because these needs are universal
(and scientifically demonstrable), they provide a basis for
agreement and a peaceful political order. He argues that we
should “be willing, when others are so too, as far-forth as
for peace, and defense of himself he shall think it necessary,
to lay down this right to all things, and be contented with so
much liberty against other men, as he would allow other men
against himself.”{13}

Fourth, since political society exists for self-preservation,
no one can ever give up the right to self-defense. A cardinal
principle of a liberal society is that no man can be compelled
to confess a crime or to testify against himself in court.

Finally,  all  legitimate  government  rests  on  a  contract
consented to (at least tacitly) by individuals. Hobbes calls
this  agreement  a  “covenant”  because  it  is  an  open-ended



contract, a promise that must be continually fulfilled in the
future.

Hobbes also argued that a sovereign must enforce this covenant
because “covenants without the sword are but words.”{14} But
though he justified a powerful government or sovereign, it was
a perspective that was challenged by others like John Locke
who believed that even the sovereign must be limited.

John Locke
John Locke was the son of a Puritan who fought with Oliver
Cromwell.  Though  he  was  not  an  orthodox  Puritan  like  his
father, he was nevertheless a sincere Christian who believed
that the Bible was “infallibly true.”

Locke argued in his Two Treatises of Government that men form
societies  “for  the  mutual  preservation  of  their  lives,
liberties, and estates, which I call by the general name,
property.”{15} On the one hand, he wrote that material things
are not owned by anyone but exist in common for all men. “God,
as King David says, (Psalm 115:16) has given the earth to the
children of men, given it to mankind in common.”{16} But on
the  other  hand,  he  also  acknowledged  that  we  do  take
possession  of  things  and  thus  make  them  our  property.

He that is nourished by the acorns he picked under an oak, or
the apples he gathered from the trees in the wood, has
certainly appropriated them to himself. Nobody can deny but
the nourishment is his. I ask then, When did they begin to be
his? When he digested? Or when he ate? Or when he boiled? Or
when he brought them home? Or when he picked them up? And
‘tis plain, if the first gathering made them not his, nothing
else could. That labor put a distinction between them and
common. That added something to them more than nature, the
common mother of all, had done; and so they became his
private property.{17}



Locke also argued that land is ultimately worthless until
labor it added to it. He even goes on to argue that wealth is
almost wholly the product of human labor (he says 999/1000 of
the value of things is the result of labor).

He also argued that “Men being, as has been said, by nature,
all free, equal and independent, no one can be put out of this
estate,  and  subjected  to  the  political  power  of  another,
without his own consent.”{18} He acknowledged that each man or
woman is born free and becomes a member of a commonwealth by
agreeing to accepts its protections, but most commonly this is
done by what Locke call “tacit consent.”

Finally, Locke also focused his concern about the possibility
of an oppressive government, so he insisted on the necessity
of  limiting  the  sovereign  power  as  much  as  possible.  The
legislature cannot “take from any man any part of his property
without his own consent.”{19}

Locke also insisted on one final limitation of the power of
government: the citizenry. He writes, “yet the legislative
being only a fiduciary power to act for certain ends, there
remains still in the people of supreme power to remove or
alter the legislative, when they find the legislative to act
contrary to the trust reposed in them.”{20}

American Liberty
The ideas of freedom found their way to the American shore as
disruptions  of  the  English  civil  war  drove  many  English
subjects to the New World. In their travels, “they took with
them as much of the system of English liberty as would survive
the Atlantic crossing.”{21}

Some of the settlers established civil compacts (or what Locke
would later call social contracts). Perhaps the best known is
the Mayflower Compact, which was a political covenant binding
the pilgrims together into “a civil body politic.” Most of



these  American  settlements  involved  self-government  simply
because the powers that originally granted them their charters
were thousands of miles away.

America’s  founding  document  is  the  Declaration  of
Independence. The ideas of John Locke can certainly be found
within this document. The Declaration states the principle
from Locke that “all men are created equal.” It also follows
his  thinking  by  stating  “That  to  secure  these  rights,
governments  are  instituted  among  men,  deriving  their  just
powers from the consent of the governed.”

All the writers during the founding period (Thomas Jefferson,
James  Madison,  George  Washington,  John  Adams,  Benjamin
Franklin, Alexander Hamilton) were “deeply learned in English
history,  political  history  generally,  and  the  history  of
political thought back to Aristotle and Plato. References to
Cicero, Tacitus, and Plutarch dot their pages, along with
frequent allusions to republics as diverse as Venice, Holland,
Geneva, Sparta, and Rome.”{22}

Alexander Hamilton, writing in The Federalist Papers, said
that the American people would decide “whether societies of
men are really capable or not of establishing good government
from  reflection  and  choice,  or  whether  they  are  forever
destined  to  depend  for  their  political  constitutions  on
accident and force.”{23}

James Madison, in The Federalist Papers, addressed two key
issues  in  American  government:  factions  and  limiting
governmental  power.  He  suggested  that  the  large  federal
republic made it more difficult for factions to gain power and
oppress others.

Limiting  the  power  of  government  was  accomplished  by
separating  power.  “Ambition  must  counteract  ambition.  The
interest of the man must be connected with the constitutional
rights of the place.”{24} The framers pursued “the policy of



supplying, by opposite and rival interests” to these various
branches of government.

As  an  extra  precaution,  the  framers  also  divided  the
legislature (because it was expected to be the most powerful
and dangerous branch) into two different houses. They also
decided to “render them, by different modes of election and
different principles of action, as little connected with each
other as the nature of their common functions and their common
dependence on the society will admit.”{25}

They further protected individual rights by adding the Bill of
Rights.  These  amendments  explicitly  deny  power  to  the
government to interfere with specific individual freedoms.

As  we  can  see,  the  rights  and  freedoms  we  enjoy  today
developed  over  time  through  Christian  influence  and  key
writers in the Western tradition.
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The  Declaration  and
Constitution: Their Christian
Roots

The Declaration of Independence
Many are unaware of the writings and documents that preceded
these great works and the influence of biblical ideas in their
formation. In the first two sections of this article, I would
like to examine the Declaration of Independence. Following
this, we’ll look at the Constitution.
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On June 7, 1776, Richard Henry Lee introduced a resolution to
the Continental Congress calling for a formal declaration of
independence.  However,  even  at  that  late  date,  there  was
significant  opposition  to  the  resolution.  So,  Congress
recessed for three weeks to allow delegates to return home and
discuss  the  proposition  with  their  constituents  while  a
committee  was  appointed  to  express  the  Congressional
sentiments. The task of composing the Declaration fell to
Thomas Jefferson.

Jefferson’s  initial  draft  left  God  out  of  the  manuscript
entirely except for a vague reference to “the laws of nature
and of nature’s God.” Yet, even this phrase makes an implicit
reference to the laws of God.

The  phrase  “laws  of  nature”  had  a  fixed  meaning  in  18th
century England and America. It was a direct reference to the
laws of God in a created order as described in John Locke’s
Second Treatise on Civil Government and William Blackstone’s
Commentaries on the Laws of England.

What Jefferson was content to leave implicit, however, was
made more explicit by the other members of the committee. They
changed the language to read that all men are “endowed by
their  Creator”  with  these  rights.  Later,  the  Continental
Congress  added  phrases  which  further  reflected  a  theistic
perspective. For example, they added that they were “appealing
to the Supreme Judge of the World for the rectitude of our
intentions” and that they were placing “firm reliance on the
protection of divine Providence.”

The Declaration was not drafted in an intellectual vacuum, nor
did the ideas contained in it suddenly spring from the minds
of a few men. Instead, the founders built their framework upon
a Reformation foundation laid by such men as Samuel Rutherford
and later incorporated by John Locke.

Rutherford wrote his book Lex Rex in 1644 to refute the idea



of the divine right of kings. Lex Rex established two crucial
principles. First, there should be a covenant or constitution
between the ruler and the people. Second, since all men are
sinners, no man is superior to another. These twin principles
of  liberty  and  equality  are  also  found  in  John  Locke’s
writings.

John  Locke  and  the  Origin  of  the
Declaration
Although the phrasing of the Declaration certainly follows the
pattern  of  John  Locke,  Jefferson  also  gave  credit  to  the
writer Algernon Sidney, who in turn cites most prominently
Aristotle,  Plato,  Roman  republican  writers,  and  the  Old
Testament.

Legal scholar Gary Amos argues that Locke’s Two Treatises on
Government  is  simply  Samuel  Rutherford’s  Lex  Rex  in  a
popularized  form.  Amos  says  in  his  book  Defending  the
Declaration,

Locke explained that the “law of nature” is God’s general
revelation of law in creation, which God also supernaturally
writes on the hearts of men. Locke drew the idea from the New
Testament in Romans 1 and 2. In contrast, he spoke of the
“law of God” or the “positive law of God” as God’s eternal
moral law specially revealed and published in Scripture.{1}

This  foundation  helps  explain  the  tempered  nature  of  the
American Revolution. The Declaration of Independence was a
bold document, but not a radical one. The colonists did not
break with England for “light and transient causes.” They were
mindful that they should be “in subjection to the governing
authorities” which “are established by God” (Romans 13:1). Yet
when  they  suffered  from  a  “long  train  of  abuses  and
usurpations,” they argued that “it is the right of the people



to alter or to abolish it, and to institute a new government.”

The Declaration also borrowed from state constitutions that
already existed at the time. In fact, the phraseology of the
Declaration greatly resembles the preamble to the Virginia
Constitution,  adopted  in  June  1776.  The  body  of  the
Declaration consists of twenty-eight charges against the king
justifying the break with Britain. All but four are from state
constitutions.{2}

Jefferson no doubt drew from George Mason’s Declaration of
Rights (published on June 6, 1776). The first paragraph states
that “all men are born equally free and independent and have
certain inherent natural Rights; among which are the Enjoyment
of  Life  and  Liberty,  with  the  Means  of  Acquiring  and
possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining Happiness and
Safety.” Mason also argued that when any government is found
unworthy  of  the  trust  placed  in  it,  a  majority  of  the
community “hath an indubitable, inalienable, and indefensible
Right to Reform, alter, or abolish it.”

Constitution and Human Nature
The influence of the Bible on the Constitution was profound
but often not appreciated by secular historians and political
theorists.  Two  decades  ago,  Constitutional  scholars  and
political  historians  (including  one  of  my  professors  at
Georgetown  University)  assembled  15,000  writings  from  the
Founding Era (1760-1805). They counted 3154 citations in these
writings, and found that the book most frequently cited in
that literature was the Bible. The writers from the Foundering
Era quoted from the Bible 34 percent of the time. Even more
interesting was that about three-fourths of all references to
the Bible came from reprinted sermons from that era.{3}

Professor M.E. Bradford shows in his book, A Worthy Company,
that fifty of the fifty-five men who signed the Constitution



were church members who endorsed the Christian faith.{4}

The  Bible  and  biblical  principles  were  important  in  the
framing  of  the  Constitution.  In  particular,  the  framers
started with a biblical view of human nature. James Madison
argued in Federalist #51 that government must be based upon a
realistic view of human nature.

But  what  is  government  itself  but  the  greatest  of  all
reflections  on  human  nature?  If  men  were  angels,  no
government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men,
neither external nor internal controls on government would be
necessary.  In  framing  a  government  which  is  to  be
administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies in
this: you must first enable the government to control the
governed;  and  in  the  next  place  oblige  it  to  control
itself.{5}

Framing a republic requires a balance of power that liberates
human  dignity  and  rationality  and  controls  human  sin  and
depravity.

As there is a degree of depravity in mankind which requires a
certain degree of circumspection and distrust, so there are
other qualities in human nature, which justify a certain
portion  of  esteem  and  confidence.  Republican  government
presupposes the existence of these qualities in a higher
degree than any other form.{6}

A Christian view of government is based upon a balanced view
of human nature. It recognizes both human dignity (we are
created in God’s image) and human depravity (we are sinful
individuals).  Because  both  grace  and  sin  operate  in
government,  we  should  neither  be  too  optimistic  nor  too
pessimistic.  Instead,  the  framers  constructed  a  government
with a deep sense of biblical realism.



Constitution and Majority Tyranny
James  Madison  in  defending  the  Constitution  divided  the
problem of tyranny into two broad categories: majority tyranny
(addressed  in  Federalist  #10)  and  governmental  tyranny
(addressed in Federalist #47-51).

Madison concluded from his study of governments that they were
destroyed by factions. He believed this factionalism was due
to  “the  propensity  of  mankind,  to  fall  into  mutual
animosities” (Federalist #10) which he believed were “sown in
the nature of man.” Government, he concluded, must be based
upon a more realistic view which also accounts for this sinful
side of human nature.

A year before the Constitutional Convention, George Washington
wrote to John Jay that, “We have, probably, had too good an
opinion of human nature in forming our federation.” From now
on, he added, “We must take human nature as we find it.”

Madison’s solution to majority tyranny was the term extended
republic. His term for the solution to governmental tyranny
was compound republic. He believed that an extended republic
with a greater number of citizens would prevent factions from
easily taking control of government. He also believed that
elections would serve to filter upward men of greater virtue.

Madison’s solution to governmental tyranny can be found in
Federalist #47-51. These include separation of powers, checks
and balances, and federalism.

Madison realized the futility of trying to remove passions
(human sinfulness) from the population. Therefore, he proposed
that human nature be set against human nature. This was done
by separating various institutional power structures. First,
the church was separated from the state so that ecclesiastical
functions and governmental functions would not interfere with
religious  and  political  liberty.  Second,  the  federal



government was divided into three equal branches: executive,
legislative, and judicial. Third, the federal government was
delegated certain powers while the rest of the powers resided
in the state governments.

Each  branch  was  given  separate  but  rival  powers,  thus
preventing the possibility of concentrating power into the
hands of a few. Each branch had certain checks over the other
branches  so  that  there  was  a  distribution  and  balance  of
power. The effect of this system was to allow ambition and
power to control itself. As each branch is given power, it
provides a check on the other branch. This is what has often
been referred to as the concept of “countervailing ambitions.”

Constitution and Governmental Tyranny
James Madison’s solution to governmental tyranny includes both
federalism as well as the separation of powers. Federalism can
be found at the very heart of the United States Constitution.
In fact, without federalism, there was no practical reason for
the framers to abandon the Articles of Confederation and draft
the Constitution.

Federalism comes from foedus, Latin for covenant. “The tribes
of Israel shared a covenant that made them a nation. American
federalism  originated  at  least  in  part  in  the  dissenting
Protestants’ familiarity with the Bible.”{7}

The separation of powers allows each branch of government to
provide  a  check  on  the  other.  According  to  Madison,  the
Constitution provides a framework of supplying “opposite and
rival interests” (Federalist #51) through a series of checks
and balances. This theory of “countervailing ambition” both
prevented tyranny and provided liberty. It was a system in
which bad people could do least harm and good people had the
freedom to do good works.

For  example,  the  executive  branch  cannot  take  over  the



government and rule at its whim because the legislative branch
has been given the power of the purse. Congress must approve
or disapprove budgets for governmental programs. A President
cannot wage war if the Congress does not appropriate money for
its execution.

Likewise, the legislative branch is also controlled by this
structure  of  government.  It  can  pass  legislation,  but  it
always faces the threat of presidential veto and judicial
oversight. Since the executive branch is responsible for the
execution  of  legislation,  the  legislature  cannot  exercise
complete control over the government. Undergirding all of this
is the authority of the ballot box.

Each of these checks was motivated by a healthy fear of human
nature.  The  founders  believed  in  human  responsibility  and
human dignity, but they did not trust human nature too much.
Their solution was to separate powers and invest each branch
with rival powers.

Biblical ideas were crucial in both the Declaration and the
Constitution. Nearly 80 percent of the political pamphlets
published during the 1770s were reprinted sermons. As one
political  science  professor  put  it:  “When  reading
comprehensively in the political literature of the war years,
one cannot but be struck by the extent to which biblical
sources used by ministers and traditional Whigs undergirded
the justification for the break with Britain, the rationale
for continuing the war, and the basic principles of Americans’
writing their own constitutions.”{8}
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