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Historical Spotlight

On a quiet Pennsylvania hillside, surrounded by the 
graves of thousands, President Abraham Lincoln 
rose to dedicate the cemetery at Gettysburg.  His 
speech lasted barely two minutes, yet 
the words still echo through history.  In 
those few sentences, Lincoln redefined 
America’s purpose - that liberty, once 
given by God, must be preserved by 
every generation.  But Lincoln’s closing 
phrase was not new.  Over thirty years 
earlier, statesman Daniel Webster had 
declared before Congress: 

“It is, Sir, the people’s Constitution, the 
people’s Government, made for the people, 
made by the people, and answerable to the 
people.” 

Webster, steeped in the founding ideals
of covenant and self-government, spoke of a 
republic accountable to both God and man.  We 
see these ideas in early American documents.  The 
Mayflower Compact (1620), The Fundamental 
Orders of Connecticut (1639) and The 
Massachusetts Body of Liberties (1641) all refer 
to “the consent of the governed” under God, not a 
king or a parliament.  Lincoln took that vision and 
hallowed it with sacrifice - that a “nation conceived 
in liberty” might endure even through civil war.
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The power of both Webster’s and Lincoln’s words lies 
not merely in politics, but in their moral vision.  The 
phrase “We The People” was a radical shift in 
governance.  Even the Magna Carta (1215) and the 
English Bill of Rights (1689) refer to the people as 

being subjects of the King.  Here in 
America, the people are seen as the 
responsible parties inside the Republic.  
The Gettysburg Address was not only 
a national dedication, but a renewal of 
covenant: a call for America to live up to 
the faith of her founding.  

Why it Matters Today

Self-government still depends on 
self-control, and self-control begins in 
the heart yielded to God.  If liberty is 
to endure, it must once again be “of the 
people, by the people, and for the people” 
who walk in truth and righteousness.

“... but that sentiment in the Declaration of Independence 
which gave liberty, not alone to the people of this country 
but, I hope, to the world, for all future time. It was that 
which gave promise that in due time the weight would be 
lifted from the shoulders of all men.”

- Abraham Lincoln, from his speech at 
Independence Hall, 1861

Stepping Stones in Christian History

“Governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.”
- Declaration of Independence, 1776
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