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John Adams 

Diligent Patriot

Proverbs 12:24

 “Independence Forever”

<>

Born 
October 30, 1735

Birthplace 
Braintree, Massachusetts

Education 
Harvard College

Occupation 
Lawyer

Married 
Abigail Smith, 1764

Children 
5

Age at Signing 
40

Died 
July 4, 1826, age 90

John served in the Continental Congress 
from 1774 to 1777. One of the hardest-
working congressmen, he awoke at four each 
morning and kept going until ten at night. By 
1775 he believed that America must become 
independent. “The die is now cast,” he wrote 
in a letter. “Sink or swim, live or die, survive 
or perish with my country is my unalterable 
determination.”  1

J
ohn Adams was born on October 30, 1735, in a nondescript frame 
house in Quincy (formerly Braintree), Massachusetts. He was a 
descendant of John Alden, one of our Pilgrim fathers. Young Adams 

showed an early love of reading, and his father provided for his early 
education by a tutor. When John was sixteen he was enrolled at Harvard 
College. 

Upon graduation, he accepted a position as schoolmaster in Worcester, 
Massachusetts. He was given a horse as his means of transportation, and 
made the 60-mile ride to Worcester in a day’s time. He was well liked by 
his students, as we see in his diary:

I find by repeated observation and experiment in my school, that human 
nature is more easily wrought upon and governed by promises and 
encouragement and praise, than by punishment and threatening and 
blame.3 

After teaching about a year, he decided to become a lawyer and moved 
into the house of John Putnam, a Worcester attorney. Free time was given to 
reading in Putnam’s fine library. Two years later, in 1758, he was admitted 
to the bar and began practicing law in Braintree.
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In October 1764, he married Abigail Smith, a nineteen-year-old 
daughter of a clergyman. They had an extremely happy marriage that 
lasted 54 years until Abigail’s death, and they had five children, one of 
whom later became the sixth president of the United States, John Quincy 
Adams.

When the Stamp Act was passed in 1765, Adams published (in the 
Boston Gazette) several articles entitled, “A Dissertation on the Canon 
and the Federal Law.” 

He appealed to the people to oppose the Stamp Act because lack of 
action by the people has “always prompted the princes and nobles of 
the earth, by every species of fraud and violence, to shake off all the 
limitations of their power. 

In conclusion, he exclaims, “let the pulpit resound with the doctrines 
and sentiments of religious liberty. Let us hear the danger of thraldom 
to our consciences, from ignorance, extreme poverty and dependence, 
in short, from civil and political slavery. Let us see delineated before 
us, the true map of man—let us hear the dignity of his nature, and 
the noble rank he holds among the works of God! That consenting to 
slavery is a sacrilegious breach of trust, as offensive in the sight of God, 
as it is derogatory from our own honour, or interest, or happiness; and 
that God Almighty has promulgated from heaven, liberty, peace, and 
good will to man.” 4 

The next year Adams moved his law office to Boston. At the time of 
the Boston Massacre, Adams volunteered to defend the soldiers as he felt 
the higher British authorities who had ordered their stationing in Boston 
to be at fault. Robert Treat Paine, a future signer, was the prosecutor in 
their case. 

It is testimony to the eloquence and legal abilities of Adams and Quincy 
that they won the acquittal of Captain Preston and all but two of his 
soldiers—these two being convicted of the lesser charge of manslaughter 
and released with little more than a reprimand. The case did not hurt 
Adams’ popularity, for shortly after he was elected to the Massachusetts 
General Court (legislature). Recognizing that his election was but the 
first step in what was to be a long career of public service devoted to his 
country, Adams said of it, “I consider the step as a devotion of my family 
to ruin and myself to death.” 5 

That same year he was elected as one of the representatives in the 
general assembly, and then appointed a member of the Continental 
Congress from Massachusetts. Adams was placed on many important 
committees. 

A few years before his death, Adams wrote a letter to a friend 
expressing his thoughts at the close of that convention.

When congress had finished their business, as they thought, in the 
autumn of 1774, I had finished with Mr. Henry, before we took leave 

{A discussion between 
Thomas Jefferson and John 
Adams about who should 
write the Declaration:}

TJ:	 “You should do it!”

JA:	 “Why will you not? You ought to do it.”

JA:	 “I will not.”

TJ:	 “Why?”

JA:	 “Reasons enough.”

TJ:	 “What can be your reasons?”

JA:	 “Reason first—you are a Virginian, 
and a Virginian ought to appear at 
the head of this business. Reason 
second—I am obnoxious, suspected, 
and unpopular. You are very much 
otherwise. Reason third—you can 
write ten times better than I can.”

TJ:	 “Well, if you are decided, I will do as 
well as I can.” 27

The piety of [Adams] had been always 
fervent and sincere, and the regular 
attention to the duties of public worship 
in the church of which he was a member, 
for sixty years, and to which he afterwards 
bequeathed property worth ten thousand 
dollars, was one of the habits of his life 
that endured to the last.2
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of each other, some familiar conversation, in which 
I expressed a full conviction that our resolves, 
declaration of rights, enumerations, and addresses, 
associations, and non-importation agreements, 
however they might be viewed in America, and 
however necessary to cement the union of the 
colonies, would be but waste water in England. Mr. 
Henry said they might make some impression among 
the people of England, but agreed with me, that they 
would be totally lost upon the government. I had but 
just received a short and hasty letter, written to me by 
Major Joseph Hawley, of Northampton, containing 
a few broken hints, as he called them, of what he 
thought was proper to be done, and concluding 
with these words, “after all, we must fight!” This 
letter I read to Mr. Henry, who listened with great 
attention, and as soon as I had pronounced the 
words, “after all, we must fight,” he raised his head, 
and, with an energy and vehemence that I can never 
forget, broke out with, “I am of that man’s mind.” 
The other delegates from Virginia returned to their 
state in full confidence that all our grievances would 
be redressed. The last words that Mr. Richard Henry 
Lee said to me, when we parted, were, “we shall 
infallibly carry all our points. You will be completely 
relieved; all the offensive acts will be repealed; the 
army and fleet will be recalled, and Britain will give 
up her foolish project.” 6 

The Second Continental Congress gathered in a state 
of alarm in Philadelphia on May 10, 1778; on June 15, 
Washington was appointed commander-in-chief of the 
American armies. It was John Adams who recommended 
him for this position.

When first suggested by Mr. Adams, to a few of his 
confidential friends in Congress, the proposition was 
received with a marked disapprobation. Washington, 
at this time, was almost a stranger to them; and, 
besides, to elevate a man who had never held a higher 
military rank than that of colonel, over officers of the 
highest grade in the militia, and those, too, already 
in the field, appeared not only irregular, but likely to 
produce much dissatisfaction among them, and the 
people at large. To Mr. Adams, however, the greatest 
advantage appeared likely to result from the choice 
of Washington, whose character and peculiar fitness 
for the station he well understood.7 

John Adams wrote of this time, “I was incessantly 
employed through the whole fall, winter, and spring of 1775 
and 1776: in Congress during their sittings, on committees 
in the mornings and evenings, and unquestionably did 
more business than any other member of the house.”28 By 
this time it became unlikely that reconciliation with Great 
Britain would be possible. On May 6, 1776, Adams offered 
a resolution:

that the colonies should form governments 
independent of the crown. On the 10th of May, this 
resolution was adopted, in the following shape: “That 
it be recommended to all the colonies, which had 
not already established governments suited to the 
exigencies of their case, to adopt such governments 
as would, in the opinion of the representatives of 
the people, best conduce to the happiness and safety 
of their constituents in particular, and Americans in 
general.” This significant vote was soon followed by the 
direct proposition, which Richard Henry Lee had the 
honour to submit to Congress, by resolution, on the 
7th day of June..8 

The vote was postponed until July 1, but a committee 

was chosen to draft the Declaration of Independence. 
While Adams was on the committee, he deferred to 
Jefferson in the actual writing of the document. Adams’ 
most important role was in influencing some of the more 
reluctant delegates to vote in favor of the declaration.

When Lee’s resolution for independence was discussed 
on July 1, Adams took a leading role in the arguments. 
Thomas Jefferson declared: 

John told Abigail, “We have appointed a continental fast. 
Millions will be upon their knees at once before their great 
Creator, imploring His forgiveness and blessing; He smiles on 
American councils and arms.” 29

It appears to me the eternal Son of God is operating powerfully 
against the British nation.26 

< John Adams >
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Mr. Adams was its great supporter on the floor of 
Congress. This was the unequivocal testimony of Mr. 
Jefferson. “John Adams,” said he, on one occasion, “was 
our Colossus on the floor; not graceful, not elegant, 
not always fluent in his public addresses, he yet came 
out with a power, both of thought and of expression, 
that moved us from our seats;” and at another time, 
he said, “John Adams was the pillar of its support on 
the floor of Congress; its ablest advocate and defender 
against the multifarious assaults, which were made 
against it.”  9

The resolution was adopted on July 4th unanimously 
agreed to. Adams, in a letter written to his wife the 
following day, best describes his elation: 

“ Yesterday,” says he, “The greatest question was 
decided that was ever debated in America; and greater, 
perhaps, never was or will be decided among men. A 
resolution was passed, without one dissenting colony, 
‘That these United States are, and of right, ought to be, 
free and independent states.’ The day is passed. The 4th 
of July, 1776, will be a memorable epoch in the history 
of America. I am apt to believe it will be celebrated by 

succeeding governments as the great anniversary festival. 
It ought to be commemorated as the day of deliverance, 
by solemn acts of devotion to Almighty God. It ought to 
be solemnized with pomp, shows, games, sports, guns, 
bells, bonfires, and illuminations, from one end of the 
continent to the other, from this time forward, forever. 
You will think me transported with enthusiasm, but I am 
not. I am well aware of the toil, and blood, and treasure, 
that it will cost to maintain this declaration, and support 
and defend these states; yet through all the gloom, I can 
see the rays of light and glory. I can see that the end is 
worth more than all the means; and that posterity will 
triumph, although you and I may rue, which I hope we 
shall not.” 10 

Britain’s Lord Howe, at this time, sent word to Congress 
that he would like to meet with them. Adams, Franklin, and 
Rutledge were chosen to visit Howe at British headquarters 
on Staten Island, New York.

Upon their arrival, they were conducted through an army 
of twenty thousand men, drawn up for the purpose of 
show and impression. But the display was lost on the 
commissioners, who studiously avoided all signs of wonder 

< Public Service >

1758	 Began practicing law

1774-1777	 Delegate from Massachusetts to the Continental Congress; 

	 he signed and also helped write the Declaration of Independence

1777-1779	 Served as U.S. Diplomat in France

1779	 Wrote new constitution for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts

1780-1785	 Served in Europe as diplomatic representative for the Continental

	 Congress and as a member of the commission that negotiated peace

	 with Great Britain

1785-1788	 U.S. minister to Great Britain

1789-1797	 First vice-president of the United States

1797-1801	 Second president of the United States

1820	 Helped write a new constitution for the Commonwealth of

	 Massachusetts; served as a presidential elector, voting for President 
	 Monroe
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or anxiety. As had been predicted by 
Mr. Adams, the interview terminated 
without any beneficial result. On being 
introduced, Lord Howe informed 
them that he could not treat with 
them as a committee of congress, but 
only as private gentlemen of influence 
in the colonies; to which Mr. Adams 
replied, “You may view me in any light 
you please, sir, except that of a British 
subject.”11 

For the remainder of 1776 and 1777, 
Adams worked tirelessly as a member of 
ninety different committees, and chaired 
twenty-five of them. His most important 
assignment was chairman of the Board of 
War and Ordnance, similar to Secretary of 
War in present day. 

On June 14, 1777, he introduced 
the following resolution which passed 
unanimously:

Resolved, that the flag of the thirteen 
United States shall be thirteen stripes, 
alternate red and white; that the union 
be thirteen stars, white on a blue field, 
representing a new constellation.12 

Late in 1777, Adams was appointed 
by Congress to join Benjamin Franklin 
and Arthur Lee in Paris to negotiate 
aid from France. He took his son, John 
Quincy Adams, then a boy of ten. When 
they returned, the citizens of Braintree 
elected Adams to the Massachusetts State 
Constitutional Convention.

He was on the committee to prepare a 
draft of the Massachusetts Constitution, a 
work which was interrupted by a mission 
to help negotiate peace with Great Britain.

…Congress appointed Adams 
as “minister plenipotentiary for 
negotiating a treaty of peace and 
a treaty of commerce with Great 
Britain.” He set sail for France in 

October, taking with him his oldest two sons, John Quincy and 
Charles. Their ship sprang a leak and was forced to put into port in 
Spain. From there the Adamses had to travel across Europe by land, 
finally reaching Paris in February, 1780. Meanwhile, the British had 
lost interest in discussing peace, having become more confident they 
would finally beat Washington’s army.13 

Adams carried on negotiations with the Netherlands. He wrote 
articles which were published in Dutch newspapers. In the summer of 
1781, he became extremely ill with typhoid fever. He did recover, and 
by October, 1782, the Netherlands had signed treaties of friendship 
and trade and they even agreed to loan the U.S. eight million gilders 
to carry on the war with Britain.

His success with the Dutch influenced Great Britain, and they 
redeveloped an interest in peace negotiations. On November 30, 1782, 
with John Adams, Ben Franklin, John Jay, and Henry Laurens serving as 
peace commissioners, a provisional peace treaty was signed. A few days 
after the signing, Adams again fell ill to a fever. 

In an effort to regain his health, he visited England. There, while 
attending a meeting of parliament, he had the satisfaction of 
hearing King George III announce Britain’s recognition of American 
independence.14  

For the rest of 1784 Adams lived in Paris, where he was joined by 
Abigail. He worked on negotiating another loan with the Netherlands 
and concluding trade treaties with European nations. In 1785, Congress 

Birthplace of John and John Quincy Adams
at Quincy, Massachusetts

< John Adams >
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appointed Adams as America’s first minister to Great 
Britain, which kept him in England for three years.

His report on his first reception by the British king 
illuminates his character and his abilities as a diplomat: 
The king then asked me, whether I came last from 
France? And upon my answering in the affirmative, 
he put on an air of familiarity, and smiling, or rather 
laughing, said, “There is an opinion among some 
people that you are not the most attached of all your 
countrymen to the manners of the French.” I was 
surprised at this, because I thought it an indiscretion, 
and a descent from his dignity. I was a little embarrassed, 
but determined not to deny the truth on one hand, nor 
leave him to infer from it any attachment to England 
on the other, I threw off as much gravity as I could, 
and assumed an air of gaiety, and a tone of decision, 
as far as it was decent, and said, “that opinion sir is 
not mistaken; I must avow to your majesty I have no 
attachment but to my own country.” The king replied, 
as quick as lightning, “an honest man will never have 
any other.” 15 

He found England, although friendly, to be disinterested 
in seriously discussing an American trade treaty. While 

there he wrote The Defence of the Constitutions of Government 
of the United States of America.

In it he upheld the American use of constitutional 
authority to establish a balance of power between 

the executive, legislative, and judicial branches of 
government.16 

Tired of his long stay overseas, Adams asked Congress 
to relieve him of those duties. They returned home in 
June, 1788, just as the new United States Constitution 
was ratified.

In February of 1789, when votes were counted for 
the President of the United States, George Washington 
won unanimously, with Adams as Vice President.

Upon his election, Adams observed wryly, “My 
country has in its wisdom contrived for me the most 
insignificant office that ever the invention of man 
contrived or his imagination conceived.” 17 

When Washington declined to run for a third term 
the Federalists chose John Adams as their candidate and 
the Anti-Federalists chose Jefferson. The vote in the 
election was close, with Adams received 71, only three 
more than Jefferson’s 68. Adams became President, 
Jefferson his Vice President.

Adams described his own inauguration in a letter to 
Mrs. Adams, who was unable to attend. 

“A solemn scene it was indeed,” Adams wrote, “and 
it was made affecting to me by the presence of the 
General [Washington], whose countenance was as 
serene and unclouded as the day. He seemed to me 
to enjoy a triumph over me. Methought I heard him 
say, ‘Ay! I am fairly out and you fairly in! See which 
of us will be the happiest!’ ” 18 

Adams’ administration had trouble at the start. 
England was at war with France, and both nations wanted 
the U.S. on their side. Adams was caught in the middle, 
wanting to avoid war, and pleasing neither the Federalists 
nor the Anti-Federalists.

James Madison wrote to Jefferson in 1799, this 
comparison of Adams and Washington:

There never was perhaps a greater contrast between 
two characters than those between those of the 
present President and his predecessor…The one 
cool, considerate and cautious, the other headlong 
and kindled into flame by every spark that lights 
on his passions; the one ever scrutinizing into the 
public opinion, and ready to follow where he could 

The general principles on which the fathers achieved 
independence were…the general principles of 
Christianity. I will avow that I then believed, and now 
believe, that those general principles of Christianity are 
as eternal and immutable as the existence and attributes 
of God.24 

We have no government armed with power capable of 
contending with human passions unbridled by morality 
and religion… Our Constitution was made only for a 
moral and religious people. It is wholly inadequate to the 
government of any other.25
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not lead it; the other insulting it by the most adverse 
sentiments and pursuits. Washington a hero in the 
field, yet overweighing every danger in the Cabinet—
Adams with not a single pretension to the character 
of a soldier, a perfect Quixote as a statesman; the 
former Chief Magistrate pursuing peace everywhere 
with sincerity, though mistaking the means; the latter 
taking as much pains to get into wars, as the former 
took to keep out of it…19 

Adams was strong in military preparedness. Under 
his urging the Department of the Navy was established 
and construction of warships begun.

“From the day when he took his seat as President of 
the Senate,” John Quincy Adams later wrote of his 
father, “until that when his administration expired, he 
was assailed with unappeasable virulence; nor did it 
even cease with his retirement to private life.”20 

In the election of 1800, the Federalists were divided. 
Hamilton urged Adams to go to war against France, and 
when he refused, Hamilton withdrew his support for 
Adams. Adams lost by eight electoral votes. Jefferson 
and Burr tied, and the House of Representatives declared 
Jefferson the winner.

Adams, disappointed, returned home to Quincy, 
where he spent 25 years in quiet retirement. It should be 
noted,that after Jefferson’s administration was replaced, 
the mutual friendship which had been broken by political 
disagreements was restored, and in their last years, Adams 
and Jefferson carried on a friendly correspondence.

Abigail died in 1818. Two years later, at the age of 
85, Adams was honored as a presidential elector for the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts, casting his vote for 
James Monroe.

He was also elected president of a Massachusetts 
Constitutional Convention to revise the state constitution 
he’d written 40 years earlier. He declined due to his age, 
but attended and took part in some of the debates. In 
1825, he had the joy of seeing his oldest son, John Quincy 
Adams, elected President. 

He saw around him that prosperity and general 
happiness, which had been the object of his public 
career and labours. No man ever beheld more 

clearly, and for a longer time, the great and beneficial 
effects of the services rendered by himself to his 
country. That liberty, which he so early defended, that 
independence, of which he was so able an advocate 
and supporter, he saw, we trust, firmly and securely 
established. The population of the country thickened 
around him faster, and extended wider, than his own 
sanguine predictions had anticipated; and the wealth, 
respectability, and power of the nation, sprang up to 

a magnitude, which it is quite impossible he could 
have expected to witness, in his day. He lived, also, to 
behold those principles of civil freedom, which had 
been developed, established, and practically applied 
in America, attract attention, command respect, and 
awaken imitation, in other regions of the globe; and 
well might, and well did he exclaim, “Where will the 
consequences of the American revolution end!” 21

He remained in good health until late June, 1826.
The morning of the fourth of July, 1826, he was unable 
to rise from his bed. Neither to himself, or his friends, 
however, was his dissolution supposed to be so near. 
He was asked to suggest a toast, appropriate to the 
celebration of the day. His mind seemed to glance 
back to the hour in which, fifty years before, he had 
voted for the Declaration of Independence, and with 
the spirit with which he then raised his hand, he now 
exclaimed, “Independence forever.” At four o’clock in 
the afternoon he expired.22 

<>

The last words uttered by the ninety-year-old John Adams 
were, “Thomas Jefferson still survives”; but unknown to 
Adams, the author of the Declaration of Independence had 
died a few hours earlier.23

< John Adams >
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< Questions for Discussion >

  1.	 What was John Adams’ most outstanding character quality, according to Thomas Jefferson?

  2.	 About what character deficiency did Adams poke fun at himself?

  3.	 John Adams was described as one of the hardest working congressmen. What kind of hours did he 
often keep?

  4.	 What statement did John Adams make which revealed the degree of his commitment to the patriots’ 
cause?

  5.	 What reason did John Adams give for wanting Thomas Jefferson to pen the Declaration of Indepen-
dence?

  6. 	 What do we know of John Adams’ Christian character? What was his practice concerning public wor-
ship?

  7. 	 From which Pilgrim father was John Adams descended?

  8.	 What type of training would John Adams have received at Harvard? (See appendix)

  9.	 How did Adams prepare to become a lawyer?

10.	 What was Adams’ comment on how to treat students in order to enable the best learning atmosphere?

11.	 For what reasons did Adams commit himself to fight for independence?

12.	 Why did Adams feel justified by God to fight for liberty?

13.	 Tell an incident in which Adams, committed to justice, defended some British soldiers.

14.	 Who recommended George Washington for commander-in-chief?

15.	 What resolution did Adams propose to Congress in May of 1776?

16.	 What was Adams’ most influential role in Congress?  What quality did it demonstrate in his life?

17.	 How did Adams demonstrate persuasiveness in his public addresses in support of independence?

18.	 What did Adams suggest to his wife about how July 4th should be commemorated?



<Questions for Discussion>< Questions for Discussion >

< Massachusetts >

55

19.	 Show how vision and commitment to his posterity was foremost in his mind. How do you know he 
knew the reality of what it might cost?

20.	 During  1776-77, how many committees did Adams serve on? On how many  did he serve as chair-
man? What character quality is reflected by this?

21.	 Adams helped to draft the Massachusetts State Constitution. Read about it in the appendix and 
comment on its Christian nature.

22.	 Tell what quality Adams had that led Congress to appoint him to negotiate a treaty with Great Britain.

23. 	 Tell of the result of Adams’ negotiations with the Netherlands. 

24. 	 Why was John Adams in England right after the signing of the Declaration of Independence? What 
did he have the pleasure of hearing?

25. 	 Tell of an incident with the British king that illuminates Adams’ character and abilities as a diplomat.

26. 	 What comment did Adams make when he was elected Vice-President?

27. 	 Tell of James Madison’s comparison of George Washington and John Adams. 

28 	 What department was established under John Adam’s urging?

29. 	 Describe the liberty John Adams witnessed in his lifetime, the liberty for which he had so diligently 
worked.

30. 	 According to John Adams, upon what principles was independence achieved? Give his actual quote 
about the type of people for whom our Constitution was written.

31.	 Give evidence that our nation looked to God for guidance, for victory, and for acknowledged bless-
ings on their efforts.

32. 	 Discuss John Adams’ powerful declaration in his letter to Abigail on Dec. 15, 1777.

33. 	 How did Adams demonstrate diligence in his fervent convictions?

34. 	 What special task has God given you right now to accomplish? How can you apply diligence to bring 
it to completion?

< John Adams >




