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John Winthrop 

1588 – 1649 

 

Born Edwardstone, Suffolk, England 

Education Trinity College, Cambridge; trained in law at Gray's Inn 

Occupation Puritan lawyer, statesman, colonial governor 

Key Sermon A Model of Christian Charity (1630) 

Legacy First governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony; 12 terms in office 

 

“We shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us.” 

— John Winthrop, aboard the Arbella, 1630 

 

The Man 

John Winthrop was a Puritan lawyer and statesman who became the first governor of the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony. Born into a prosperous English family, he was educated at 
Cambridge and trained in law before sensing a call to lead a covenant community in the New 
World. 

 

He was not an adventurer seeking fortune. He was a man of means and standing in England who 
gave up comfort because he believed God was calling his people to something larger than 
personal security. That decision — and the sermon he preached before a single acre had been 
settled — set the moral tone for what would eventually become the United States of America. 

 

The Sermon 

In 1630, aboard the ship Arbella as it crossed the Atlantic, Winthrop preached A Model of Christian 
Charity to the Puritan settlers — arguably the most consequential sermon in American history. No 
land was in sight. No guarantee of survival. No army, no government, no infrastructure. 

 

He issued a charge before they had built a single thing: live in covenant with God and with each 
other. Love your neighbor. Bear one another's burdens. Give generously, lend freely, forgive 
debts when necessary. The world is watching — and if you fail to live as God's covenant people, 
you will bring shame on the gospel before all nations. 

 

His three reasons for social inequality are striking in their clarity: God designed difference so that 
we would need each other, so that His grace would be displayed in how we treat one another, 
and so that no man could claim his gifts as his own rather than as God's stewardship. Wealth is 
not an achievement — it is a trust. 

 



The Legacy 

Winthrop served as governor of Massachusetts twelve times over two decades, navigating the 
colony through disease, conflict, and the constant tension between liberty and order. He was not 
a perfect man — few were — but he understood that a nation's character begins not with its laws 
but with the moral commitments of its people. 

 

Ronald Reagan quoted his city on a hill image in his 1988 farewell address. The phrase belonged 
first to Christ in Matthew 5:14, then to Winthrop in 1630, and then to every generation that has 
tried to live up to it. It is still a charge — not a comfort. 

 

Winthrop's sermon predates the Declaration of Independence by 146 years. The American story 
does not begin in Philadelphia. It begins on a ship, with a lawyer-turned-governor standing before 
a frightened group of colonists and telling them who they were called to be. 

 

Why This Matters for Bible X 

Day 1 of Bible X opens with Winthrop because every other day builds on his foundation. Before 
Edwards's diagnosis, before Whitefield's cure, before Mayhew's framework for liberty, before 
Witherspoon's theology of providence — there is Winthrop's simple charge: love God, love your 
neighbor, and live like the world is watching. 

 

Because it is. 
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