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Why Do We Have Rights? 
 
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the 
pursuit of Happiness. — that to secure these rights, governments 
are instituted among men…” 
 

These are the profound words of the U.S. Declaration of 
Independence. The founders of the United States recognized 
some of the most important principles ever to be understood. 
These words show their understanding that all men (male and 
female) are created (Gen. 1). Mankind is not some perchance, 
randomly evolved race. But this recognition carries with it a 
deeper understanding that because we are created, we have 
been given, by our Creator, “certain unalienable rights.” That is, 
these rights are ours by virtue of the fact that we are humans 
created by God in His image, and no one can take them away 
from us but God alone. Human rights are ours because of our 
created nature and thus unalterable.  
 

People like to talk about their rights. We have a right to free 
speech, a right to engage in religious assembly, a right to a free 
press, a right to bear arms, a right to privacy, etc. etc. We are 
quick to point out when our rights have been violated; think of the 
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cases that go before the Supreme Court that are based upon 
these rights.  
 

But why do we have rights? To answer this question, let’s look at 
a couple other points that are necessarily tied to this. First, when 
it comes to having rights, there are really only two possibilities*: 
either everyone has rights or only some have them. The fact is 
that at least some do have rights (i.e., it is not true that no one 
has rights – this is also self-evident). The question is, why do 
these “some” have their rights? Is it merely because they have 
been placed in a position of power? Are they somehow superior 
to everyone else in a way that they deserve rights while no one 
else does? Or do they have rights because they are human?  
 

If these “some” have rights merely due to some other human’s 
power and will, then those rights are not inherent in being human. 
It would be nonsense, then, to try to argue about our rights, for 
they would be solely at the whim of those in power. There would 
be no such thing as “certain unalienable rights” endowed by a 
Creator. They would be endowed only by lawmakers and tyrants 
who could just as easily take them away and decide who gets the 
privilege of “personhood.”  
 

However, if these “some” have rights because they are human, 
then logically every human has the same rights because they are 
also human. To argue that only some have rights is to 
dehumanize everyone else. And the criteria for establishing why 
only some have rights would become quite arbitrary and 
subjective. But if the criterion for having human rights is that one 
is human, then every human has those same unalienable rights 
regardless of status.  
 

The point is that humans have human rights because they are 
human. But why does this matter? The problem is that some 
apparently think that people have rights only because they have 
been given those rights by other humans who are in power. That 



is, might makes right, and might bestows rights on those whom 
the empowered ones choose (usually themselves). The founding 
fathers of the United States were fighting against this very abuse. 
They recognized that humans have rights because they are 
human, and when a government begins to abuse those rights, 
then that government becomes illegitimate.  
 

The founders recognized that the purpose of the government was 
to secure human rights, not to grant them. In other words, the 
purpose of those in power is not to decide who should and who 
should not have rights. The purpose is for those in power to 
protect the God-given rights that belong to all people on the 
grounds that they are humans created by God with those rights 
already in place. Government is not the giver of rights, and if 
those in power think that’s what government is about, then they 
have misunderstood their role and should not be in that position. 
A government established with this in mind is in a position to fight 
tyranny. A government that forgets this will deteriorate into a 
tyranny.  
 

What happens when people lose their bearings regarding who 
they are? What happens when God is pushed out of the public 
picture? Our country is now coming face to face with this very 
problem. The problem is that, while trying to argue for our rights, 
people are denying the source of their rights (God). They 
essentially want to turn the granting of rights over to the 
government, and this will increasingly turn us into a “might makes 
right” society. Then our rights will be at the whim of those in 
power. They will decide what “rights” are and what “rights” mean. 
And those rights can change once the powers change hands. By 
then we will have become the image of the country from which the 
founders were trying to break free. People cannot consistently 
argue for their rights when they fail to establish the source of their 
rights and the purpose of government. In this country, we are in 
grave danger of failing on both counts.  
 



The founders said that these truths are “self-evident.” This means 
that these truths need no further proof; they prove themselves. 
That we are created by an Invisible Maker is self-evident (cf. 
Rom. 1). That we have human rights because we are human is 
self-evident. That a government should seek to protect those 
rights (not impose their own arbitrary ones) is self-evident.  
 

Paul argued that a government’s purpose is to recognize the 
difference between good and evil (as defined by God), punish the 
evil-doers, and reward those who do well (Rom. 13). What better 
reward can we have from a government than a protection of the 
rights with which we are endowed by our Creator? Government is 
to serve the purposes of God, not usurp them.  
 

This basic point has serious implications for several other issues. 
For example, how does this position affect an issue like abortion? 
Basically, abortion is performed by those who are exerting their 
power over the helpless (in this case, the infant). Abortionists do 
not recognize that the fetus is human, and therefore do not 
“bestow” human rights on “it,” as if such rights are theirs to 
bestow. This is really no different from a super-power government 
exercising itself over the will of the people and deciding which 
people have rights. Abortion is a conspicuous example of the 
“might makes right” mentality. “Right to privacy” is a cop-out 
because an inherent right to privacy does not include being able 
to exert power over the helpless and failing to respect their 
inherent rights as humans. Yet if the fetus is not human, then 
what is it?  
 

The point is that if we are going to continue to enjoy the rights we 
have, then we need to get back to biblical foundations recognized 
in the Declaration that all men are created equal and endowed by 
the Creator with their rights. Once we get away from this principle, 
we will fall headlong into a mentality that neither we nor our 
fathers could bear. May God help us to remember who we are! 

- Doy Moyer 



 

Does Moral Goodness Make One A Christian? 
 

Before Christ came, there were two classes of people: Jews, 
God’s covenant people through whom He would bring Christ and 
salvation into the world, and Gentiles, all non-Jews. Because they 
accepted God’s covenant, the Jews were expected to live in 
obedience to the Law of Moses, which contained moral 
standards, fundamental principles that belong to all men because 
of the relations of one to another. Among all men, some things 
are right and some things are wrong, within themselves. If a man 
knew nothing of God’s covenant or the Law of Moses, he would 
know that it is wrong to murder his fellow man, or to steal his 
family members or his possessions. The Jews kept these moral 
standards because they were given by revelation and included in 
the Law of Moses. Gentiles kept these moral standards 
“instinctively.” (Rom. 2:14). Of course there were exceptions, both 
among Jews and Gentiles (Rom. 2:21-23). 
 

Moral standards are principles that any honorable, praiseworthy, 
decent people would recognize as proper and right, even if they 
never had any revelation from God. Does observing these make a 
person, who is honorable and decent, a Christian? 
 

The scriptures teach that all, Jews and Gentiles, are guilty of sin 
(3:9-18, 23), even those who have sincerely and diligently kept 
good moral standards. The righteousness of God has been made 
known, and it is achieved “through faith in Jesus Christ for all 
those who believe” (Rom. 3:21-22). Paul continues: “Therefore, 
having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through 
our Lord Jesus Christ,” (Rom. 5:1). One may be a diligent keeper 
of good moral standards, but that does not make him a Christian. 
Christians do live to a high moral standard, but Christianity is 
more than being good. 
 



Those who hope to live with Christ (Rom. 6:8) must die with Him, 
a death to sin, that takes place when we are baptized into Christ 
Jesus, baptized into His death (Rom. 6:3). In baptism, the believer 
is “united with Him in the likeness of His death” (Rom. 6:5). This is 
where “our old self was crucified with Him, in order that our body 
of sin might be done away with” (Rom. 6:6). To Roman Christians, 
Paul said, “… consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to 
God in Christ Jesus.” (Rom. 6:11). Further, “But now having been 
freed from sin and enslaved to God, you derive your benefit, 
resulting in sanctification, and the outcome, eternal life. For the 
wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Rom. 6:22-23). 
 

To illustrate, consider the conversion of Cornelius (Acts 10). He 
was “a devout man and one who feared God with all his 
household, and gave many alms to the Jewish people and prayed 
to God continually.” (Acts 10:2). Wouldn’t you agree that his moral 
life would put to shame many a professed Christian of today? He 
was “a righteous and God-fearing man well spoken of by the 
entire nation of the Jews” (Acts 10:22), but at this point in his life 
he was not a Christian. 
 

Fortunately for Cornelius, he was remembered by God (Acts 10:4, 
31). He was instructed to send for the Apostle Peter to hear a 
message from him (Acts 10:22), a message “commanded by the 
Lord” (Acts 10:33). Peter proceeded, “preaching peace through 
Jesus Christ … that through His name everyone who believes in 
Him receives forgiveness of sins” (Acts 10:34-43). When God 
gave them “the gift of the Holy Spirit,” and they were “speaking 
with tongues and exalting God” (Acts 10:45-46), Peter and his 
companions were convinced that these Gentiles believed the 
gospel of Christ (Acts 15:7) and were prepared to die to sin and 
be made alive in Christ. “He ordered them to be baptized in the 
name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 10:48). Cornelius and all others who 
complied with the Apostles directive became Christians at that 
time. 



 

It was not the prayers of Cornelius, nor his good deeds, nor his 
high moral standards that made him a Christian. Seeing and 
hearing an angel did not make him a Christian. Following the 
angels instructions and sending for Peter did not make him a 
Christian, nor did receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit, speaking 
with tongues, and exalting God, which was God’s testimony that 
these Gentiles had faith (Acts 15:8-9). Nor did their repentance 
(Acts 11:18) make them Christians. These conditions and their 
good moral behavior certainly contributed to their becoming 
Christians, but the process was not complete until they were 
baptized into Christ upon the command of God’s ambassador. 
 

Morally good and morally bad people must believe and obey the 
gospel of Christ to be saved!      

- Gary F. Smalley 

 

> “Conceit causes a man to be so full of himself that he is 

empty!” 
 

> “Be silent, or say something better than silence!”  
 

> “The man who loses his head is apparently the last one to 

miss it!”  

> “Christians can get weary in their work, but never of their 

work!” 

 
 

 
THIS WEEK’S LESSONS: Sunday morning: “What Did Jesus Think of the 
Scriptures?” (Text: Matt. 4:1-4); Sunday evening: “A Cherished Legacy!” 
(Prov. 20:7).  
 


