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January 23, 1737

Covenant, Commerce, and the Cost of a Signature

Historical Spotlight

By 1776, John Hancock, the first signer of the
Declaration, was already one of the most recognizable
and prosperous men in America. Born in January of
1737, he was raised in a New England
household shaped by clergy and
commerce, and trained within the
Atlantic trading world. Hancock
inherited both great wealth and deep
ties to the British system that governed
colonial life. He was not just an outsider
rebelling against a distant empire. He
was a beneficiary, and friend, of that
empire, but gradually came to believe it
was morally broken.

Hancock made his fortune in
international shipping and the tea trade,
industries central to Britain’s tightening
control of the colonies. As one of New England’s
largest merchants, he imported tea, textiles, paper,
glass, and luxury goods from Britain and beyond.
When Parliament passed the Stamp and Tea Acts,
men like Hancock - wealthy, visible, and traceable -
became targets. When the time came to stand against
the king, Hancock stood publicly and decisively.

'The risk he took was enormous. His ships,
warehouses, contracts, and credit were all bound to
British law and protection. In June 1775,

General Thomas Gage oftered pardon to colonists
who laid down their arms - but explicitly excluded
John Hancock and Samuel Adams, declaring their
offenses worthy of punishment. Two months later,

King George III formally declared the American
colonies to be in “open and avowed rebellion,”
ordering his officials to suppress the uprising and
bring the rebels to justice. This was not symbolic
treason. Hancock could face imprisonment or even
execution. Yet he did not retreat.

That same year, he was elected President
of the Second Continental Congress,
placing himself at the very center of the
rebellion. When the Declaration of
Independence was approved in July
1776, Hancock signed first. His
signature large, deliberate, and
unmistakable. It was a public act of
witness and a visible declaration meant
to embolden those who followed.

Why it Matters Today

Scripture ties integrity to public
faithfulness.

“A good name is rather to be chosen than great
riches.” - Proverbs 22:1

Hancock embodied this truth at great personal cost.
His example challenges us to ask whether we are
willing to risk reputation, income, or security to stand
openly for what we claim to believe. The sunlight of
truth can light the cause of our own struggle to regain

John Hancock
John Singleton Copley, 1765

“Resistance to tyranny becomes the Christian and social duty of each individual.”
- John Hancock, Oration on the Anniversary of the Boston Massacre, March 5,1774
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