
What Really Happened on July 4th
by Stephen McDowell

During the first days of July in
1776 the Continental Congress was
considering one of the most
significant events of all time—the
declaration by thirteen colonies to
become the new nation of the United
States of America.

On the issue of independence all
the colonies were agreed, but a few
of the most cautious delegates still
were not sure about the timing. Rev.
John Witherspoon, a delegate from
New Jersey, answered their
concerns as he said:

There is a tide in the af-
fairs of men. We perceive it
now before us. To hesitate
is to consent to our own
slavery. That noble instru-
ment should be subscribed
to this very morning by ev-
ery pen in this house.
Though these gray hairs
must soon descend to the
sepulchre, I would infinitely
rather that they descend
thither by the hand of the
executioner than desert at
the crisis the sacred cause
of my country!1

The delegates went on
to approve the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. After the announcement of
the vote, silence moved over the
Congress as the men contemplated
the magnitude of what they had just
done. Some wept openly, while oth-
ers bowed in prayer. After signing
the Declaration with unusually large
writing, the President of the Conti-
nental Congress, John Hancock,
broke the silence as he declared, “His
majesty can now read my name with-
out glasses. And he can also double
the price on my head.”2

Adding to the solemnity of the
tense moment, Hancock said, “We
must be unanimous; there must be no
pulling different ways; we must all
hang together.” Benjamin Franklin
responded in his characteristic wit,
“Yes, we must indeed all hang to-
gether, or most assuredly we shall all
hang separately!”3

On August 1, the day before an
engrossed copy of the Declaration
was signed (the copy now displayed
in the National Archives in Washing-
ton, D.C.), Samuel Adams, the

Father of the American Revolution,
delivered an address in which he pro-
claimed regarding the day of
Independence: “We have this day re-
stored the Sovereign to Whom alone
men ought to be obedient. He reigns
in heaven and ... from the rising to
the setting sun, may His kingdom
come.”4 The men who helped give
birth to America understood what
was taking place. They saw in the es-
tablishment of America the first truly
Christian nation in history.

As Franklin suggested, they did
“hang together,” but even so, many

of these signers as well as tens of
thousands of colonists lost their
lives, families, reputations, and prop-
erty in order to purchase liberty for
themselves and their posterity.5

What was it that motivated these
people to risk everything in order
that they might have freedom? What
was it that brought about the events
leading to the colonists declaring
their independence? John Adams,
our second President and a leader in
the cause of independence, revealed
what he and many others thought as

he wrote at the time that
the colonies declared their
independence:

It is the Will of Heaven,
that the two Countries should
be sundered forever. It may be
the Will of Heaven that Amer-
ica shall suffer Calamities still
more wasting and Distresses
yet more dreadful. If this is to
be the Case, it will have this
good Effect, at least: it will in-
spire Us with many Virtues,
which We have not, and cor-
rect many Errors, and Vices,
which threaten to disturb, dis-
honor, and destroy Us. – The
Furnace of Affliction pro-
duces Refinement, in States as

well as Individuals…. But I must sub-
mit all my Hopes and Fears to an
overruling Providence, in which, un-
fashionable as the Faith may be, I
firmly believe.6

John Hancock echoed the reliance
upon God and the belief that the des-
tiny of nations is in the hand of God
as he said:

Let us humbly commit our righteous
cause to the great Lord of the Uni-
verse…. Let us joyfully leave our
concerns in the hands of Him who
raises up and puts down the empires
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and kingdoms of the earth as He
pleases.7

Thomas Jefferson’s original draft
of the Declaration of Independence
contained a recognition of God, in
particular: the laws of nature’s God,
the existence of a Creator, the equal-
ity of all men before God,
Creator-endowed rights,8 and the
purpose of government to protect the
God-given rights of God-made man.
However, the reliance upon God was
so universally adhered to among
those in America that the Continental
Congress insisted it be made clear in
this seminal document. When the
draft of the Declaration was debated
before Congress, they added the
phrase, “appealing to the Supreme
Judge of the World, for the rectitude
of our intentions,” as well as the
words “with a firm reliance on the
protection of divine Providence.”9

Thus, we see the Continental Con-
gress declaring to the entire world
their Christian convictions.

Not only does the Declaration of
Independence reflect our Founders’
faith in God, but this document only
came into being as a result of Bibli-
cal ideas that had been sown in the
hearts of the colonists for over one
hundred and fifty years. The Ameri-
can Revolution was a revolution of
ideas long before it was a revolution
of war. As the clergy and other lead-
ers taught the colonists their
God-given rights as men, Christians,
and subjects, the inevitable result
was a nation birthed in liberty.

Samuel Adams recognized the im-
portance of educating everyone
throughout the colonies so that they
could reason out their rights and po-
litical convictions based upon
Biblical principles. For this reason he
began establishing “Committees of
Correspondence” in 1772.10 His de-
sire was for the colonists to be united
“not by external bonds, but by the vi-
tal force of distinctive ideas and
principles.”

This unity of ideas and principles
helped to promote union among the
colonists. The common ideas sown
within the colonists’ hearts by Sam-
uel Adams and many other Christian
thinking men of that and earlier gen-
erations, resulted in the Declaration
of Independence and the external un-

ion of the colonies into the United
States of America.

Our celebration of the birth of the
nation on July 4th must surely place
God at the center, for without His
guiding hand our nation would have
never come into being. John Adams
wrote that the day of independence
“will be the most memorable
Epocha, in the History of Amer-
ica.—I am apt to believe that it will
be celebrated, by succeeding Genera-
tions, as the great anniversary
Festival. It ought to be commemo-
rated, as the Day of Deliverance by
solemn Acts of Devotion to God Al-
mighty…from one End of this
Continent to the other from this Time
forward forever more.”11 PP
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