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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Civics Alive! Lesson 3, The Roots of American Government. Full support, 
including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Florida Civics Benchmarks:
• 7.CG.1.1 Analyze the influences of ancient Greece, ancient Rome and the Judeo-Christian tradition on America’s 

constitutional republic.
• 7.CG.1.2 Trace the principles underlying America’s founding ideas on law and government.

Ancient Greek and Roman Influences in the U.S. Government

The Religious and Classical Roots of Colonial Ideas About Government

Lesson Overview

Students begin by playing a game in which they guess if buildings are from ancient Greece and Rome or 
Washington D.C. Students then read about religious and classical influences on the U.S. government. 

Procedures

1. Guessing game. Project this image of buildings from ancient Greece, ancient Rome, and modern-day 
Washington D.C.
• Ask students to examine these photographs of buildings and to identify each as “ancient” or “United 

States.”
• Reveal the answers. 
• Discuss as a class: Why do you think so many U.S. government buildings reflect Greek and Roman 

architecture? What ideas about government do you think the ancient Greeks and Romans have 
contributed to the world? 

2. Provide context. Have students read Ideas that Shaped Colonial Views on Government. 
3. Discuss as a class.

• What ancient ideas shaped colonial views on government?
• Why are each of these ideas important?

4. Complete benchmark assessment. Students respond to prompts about the influences from ancient 
Greece, ancient Rome, and the Judeo-Christian tradition on the U.S. government. 
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Ideas That Shaped Colonials Views on Government

The Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution are among the 
most important political documents ever written. Their authors—men like 
Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and James Madison—were 
among the most creative political thinkers of their time. But these men did not 
operate in an ideological vacuum. They were influenced by political ideas and 
ethical teachings that had roots in ancient times. These ideas and beliefs helped 
to shape political views in the colonies and eventually gave rise to the American 
system of government.

The Religious and Classical Roots of Colonial Ideas About Govern-
ment Colonial thinkers were strongly influenced by the ethical ideas shared 
by the Judeo-Christian religious traditions. Their notion of justice, for example, 
was rooted in the principles of ancient Judaism, which stressed that people 
should seek to create a just society based on respect for the law.

They were also influenced by the concept of natural law. This was the belief 
that there exists, beyond the framework of human laws, a universal set of moral 
principles that can be applied to any culture or system of justice. According to 
the Christian philosopher Thomas Aquinas, people could discover these natural 
laws using both reason and their inborn sense of right and wrong. A human 
law that violated natural law, many colonists believed, was unjust and should 
be changed.

The creators of the Declaration of Independence used natural law to explain 
why the 13 colonies needed to rebel against the British. The Declaration states 
that “the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God” empowered the colonies to seek a 
“separate and equal station” from an oppressive government.

Colonial leaders also looked to the ancient past for ideas about how to gov-
ern a society. From the Greek city-state of Athens came the tradition of direct 
democracy, or decision making by all citizens. Direct democracy took root in 
New England’s town meetings, where citizens gathered to discuss and solve 
their local problems.

From the Roman Republic came the idea of republicanism, or representative 
government, which refers to decision making by officials elected from the 
citizenry. Many colonists also admired the Roman idea of civic virtue, which 
they understood to mean a willingness to serve one’s country.



For each category, identify at least one idea that shaped colonial views on government.  Describe 
each idea, and explain why it is important.

Religious and Classical Roots

Roots Identify ideas Description Explanation

Ancient Greece

Ancient Rome

Judeo-Christian 
tradition
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