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Historical Spotlight

Three weeks before Jefferson’s pen gave the world the 
Declaration of Independence, Virginia had already 
struck the match.

On June 12, 1776, the Fifth Virginia 
Convention adopted George Mason’s 
Virginia Declaration of Rights, a 
document in a long line of colonial 
liberty writings that announced, with 
astonishing clarity, that liberty does not 
begin in Parliament, a king’s charter, 
or the goodwill of any government. It 
begins with the Creator. Men possess rights because 
God has given them, and civil rulers exist to guard 
those rights, not manufacture them.

Mason was not a reckless radical looking for 
rebellion. He was a Virginia statesman, a planter, and 
one of the clearest constitutional minds of his 
generation.  He found inspiration in the Scriptures, 
the English common law, Magna Carta, and the 
hard-won Reformational idea that rulers are not gods, 
and subjects are not cattle. When Mason wrote that 
“all men are by nature equally free and independent,” 
he was giving America one of its first great public 
confessions of ordered liberty.

His view of freedom rested on a Christian 
understanding of man and authority. If man is made 
under God, then government is never absolute. The 
magistrate is a servant, not a savior.

The state may punish evil and protect the innocent.  
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What it may not do is claim ownership over the 
conscience, the family, the church, or the God-given 
rights of the people, including property ownership, 
the right to confront one’s accusers and a speedy trial.  
Things we take for granted now, Mason cherished as a 
rare and precious inheritance he did not want 

Virginians to ever forget. 

Mason’s declaration went on to say that 
political power comes from the people, 
that rulers are accountable, and that 
government exists for the common 
benefit, protection, and security of the 
nation. When it fails in that trust, the 

people retain the right to reform or abolish it. That 
was not mob rule. It was covenantal government: 
authority under law,  and that law under God.  

Jefferson carried Mason’s language into the 
Declaration of Independence, writing that men are 
“endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 
Rights.” Mason later refused to sign the Constitution
because it lacked a clear bill of rights. His stand 
helped give America the first ten amendments and 
earned him the title “Father of the Bill of Rights.”

Why it Matters Today

George Mason knew the difference between 
permission and liberty. What government grants, 
government may withdraw. What God gives, no ruler 
may rightfully take away.
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