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On April 30, 1789, George Washington took the first 
presidential oath at Federal Hall in New York City 
under the new Constitution, turning constitutional
parchment into American practice. The 
Revolution was won, but the harder question 
remained: can a free people restrain power 
long enough for liberty to endure?

Washington did not approach the presidency 
as a man relishing power, but as one soberly 
aware of its weight. He admitted that “no 
event could have filled me with greater 
anxieties” than being called to office. His 
words reflect his understanding that success 
would depend as much on the character of 
the people as on the design of the Constitu-
tion.

He steadied himself by placing the moment in a 
larger story than ambition. He often called America’s
birth a miracle, guided by God: “No people…are 
more bound to acknowledge the invisible hand… 
Every step…bears some token of providence.” 
Gratitude, for him, was realism - it kept a nation from 
thinking it created or answered only to itself.

He then named what was at stake: “the preservation 
of the sacred fire of liberty” and the fate of the 
republican model of government - both resting, 
perhaps finally, on the American experiment. Liberty 
could be lost; the model could fail. His oath mattered 
because it bound power to law and affirmed that 
leaders are stewards, not owners.
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Washington’s warning was a moral charge directed 
at the new formed American people, “The propitious 
smiles of Heaven can never be expected on a nation 
that disregards the eternal rules of order and right, 
which Heaven itself has ordained.”

In other words, no amount of institutional 
design or political skill can compensate for 
a people unwilling to govern themselves 
under the Creator’s law. This truth feels 
especially relevant today, when taxes, justice, 
and authority can seem distant and 
unaccountable, and our behavior drifts from 
our faith.

 “Now therefore, O kings, be wise; be warned, 
O rulers of the earth. Serve the LORD with 
fear, and rejoice with trembling… Blessed are 

all who take refuge in Him”. (Psalm 2:10–12).

What this means for us

Washington’s first words as president reflect a biblical 
view of human nature and the burden of leadership, 
still calling Americans to love liberty enough to 
practice self-government, honor rightful authority 
without enabling unaccountable power, and keep their 
vows with gladness - since a republic’s strength rests 
on the humility of its leaders and the virtue of its 
people.

Please visit our Paper Trail of Liberty series HERE 
for George Washington’s full Inaugural Address.
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