
S E L F - E V I D E N T  
The Truths That Built a Nation 

S T U D Y  G U I D E  N I N E  

“The Right of Conscience” 
 

The Phrase 

A right that flows from the Declaration’s foundation 
Derived from the truths of the Declaration of Independence 

Key Terms 

Conscience.  The inner court of belief and moral judgment, answerable first to God; the 
deepest part of the person. 
Coercion.  The use of force or threat to compel behavior or belief. Conscience cannot be 
truly commanded by coercion, only convinced. 
Liberty of conscience.  The freedom to believe and worship according to the truth as one 
understands it, without compulsion by the state. 

What It Means 

The Declaration names life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness as being among our rights, not 
the whole of them. So we now turn to the rights that grow from the same root. The first and 
deepest of these is the right of conscience, the freedom to know, believe, and worship God 
according to the truth as we understand it, without coercion from the state. 

The right of conscience follows directly from everything the Declaration has established. If we 
are created by God, endowed by Him with unalienable rights, and answerable first to Him, then 
no earthly power has the authority to command what we believe in the depths of our souls. 
Government may govern our actions within the bounds of justice, but it may not sit as lord over 
the conscience. That throne belongs to God alone. 

This is why the Founders treated liberty of conscience as among the most sacred of all freedoms. 
A man may be compelled by force to do many things, but belief cannot be truly commanded. To 
try to force conscience is both tyrannical and futile: tyrannical because it invades the one place 
government has no right to enter, and futile because genuine belief can never be coerced, only 
convinced. 

Where It Came From 

The conviction that conscience must be free has deep Biblical roots. Scripture consistently 
teaches that our first allegiance is to God, and that when human commands conflict with God’s, 
we must obey God. “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29), the apostles declared 
when ordered to stop preaching. The conscience bound to God cannot be rightly bound by the 
state. 

This principle shaped much of the American story. Many who came to these shores came 
seeking freedom to worship according to conscience, and the founding generation carried that 
conviction into the nation’s foundations. They had seen the bloody results of governments trying 



to compel belief, and they were determined to build something different: a place where the 
conscience would answer to God, not to the magistrate. 

The right of conscience is really the right of life, liberty, and dignity applied to the innermost 
person. Because we are made in God’s image and endowed by our Creator, the deepest part of 
us, our belief and our worship, belongs to Him. To protect the conscience is simply to honor the 
truths the Declaration already proclaimed. 

In Their Own Words 

“Conscience is the most sacred of all property; other property depending in 
part on positive law, the exercise of that being a natural and unalienable 
right.” 
— James Madison, essay on Property, National Gazette, 1792 

Why It Matters Today 

The freedom of conscience is under pressure in every age, including our own. Whenever 
government or culture tries to compel people to affirm what they believe to be false, or to violate 
their deepest convictions before God, the right of conscience is at stake. This is not a narrow 
religious concern; it is the frontline of human freedom, because a people who lose the freedom 
of their souls will not long keep the freedom of anything else. 

The Founders understood that protecting conscience is not a favor the state grants to the 
religious. It is a recognition of a boundary the state may not cross, drawn by the Creator 
Himself. When we defend the right of conscience, we defend the most basic truth of the 
Declaration applied to the human heart: that we belong first to God, and that no earthly power 
stands above Him. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why does the right of conscience follow naturally from the truths the Declaration already 
establishes about our Creator and our rights? 

2. What is the difference between governing people’s actions and trying to govern their 
beliefs? Why does government have authority over one but not the other? 

3. Read Acts 5:29. What does it mean that we must obey God rather than men, and how 
does that shape the limits of government authority? 

4. Why is it both wrong and ultimately impossible to force genuine belief through coercion? 
5. Where do you see the freedom of conscience under pressure today, and why is it 

described here as the frontline of human freedom? 

Going Deeper 

The right of conscience protects the inner person. But the Founders also understood that 
freedom must extend to the outer life, to what we do with our hands and what we make of our 
labor. The next right flows from the same source and protects the fruit of our work and the space 
in which we live out our callings. 

Next in the series: “The Right of Property,” how the right to the fruit of our labor extends the 
rights of life and liberty into daily life. 

OurSacredHonor.us | Sphere of Impact | Be the Hero of Your Story 


