
“City on a Hill” Study Guide 
Ten years after the Mayflower pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock, John Winthrop, an English 
preacher, made the trip in one of eleven ships which brought more than one thousand new 
Separatists to New England. Before disembarking from his ship, the Arabella, Winthrop preached a 
sermon to remind the pilgrims of their responsibility to God in their new home. Below is a famous 
excerpt from his sermon.  Follow the instructions in the box to highlight important lines in the 
excerpt. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
City on a Hill 
from the sermon “A Model of Christian Charity” by John Winthrop 
 
Now if the Lord shall please to hear us, and bring us in peace to the place we desire, then hath He 

ratified this covenant and sealed our commission, and will expect a strict performance of the 

articles contained in it; but if we shall neglect the observation of these articles which are the ends 

we have propounded, and, dissembling with our God, shall fall to embrace this present world and 

prosecute our carnal intentions, seeking great things for ourselves and our posterity, the Lord will 

surely break out in wrath against us, and be revenged of such a people, and make us know the price 

of the breach of such a covenant. Now the only way to avoid this shipwreck, and to provide for our 

posterity, is to follow the counsel of Micah, to do justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly with our 

God. For this end, we must be knit together, in this work, as one man. We must entertain each 

other in brotherly affection. We must be willing to abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the 

1. Locate and circle the sermon’s famous metaphor, inspired by Matthew 
5:14-16.  Winthrop believed that the new nation should be an example, 
or, a "model" for the world.   
 

2. Use a red pencil to underline the behaviors Winthrop challenges the 
Puritans to maintain in order to be "a model of Christian charity" for the 
world.   
 

3. Use blue pencil to underline the blessings the pilgrims could expect 
from God if they obeyed him. These statements reveal a covenant 
relationship.   
 

4. Use green pencil to underline the outcomes predicted by Winthrop if 
       



supply of others’ necessities. We must uphold a familiar commerce together in all meekness, 

gentleness, patience and liberality. We must delight in each other; make others’ conditions our 

own; rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together, always having before our eyes our 

commission and community in the work, as members of the same body. So shall we keep the unity 

of the spirit in the bond of peace. The Lord will be our God, and delight to dwell among us, as His 

own people, and will command a blessing upon us in all our ways, so that we shall see much more 

of His wisdom, power, goodness and truth, than formerly we have been acquainted with. For we 

must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us. So that if we 

shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His 

present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world. We shall open the 

mouths of enemies to speak evil of the ways of God, and all professors for God's sake. We shall 

shame the faces of many of God's worthy servants and cause their prayers to be turned into curses 

upon us till we be consumed out of the good land whither we are going.  

Therefore, let us choose life, 

that we and our seed may live, 

by obeying His voice and cleaving to Him, 

for He is our life and our prosperity. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

“You are the light of the world. 
A town built on a hill cannot be hidden.” 

Matthew 5:14 
 



“City on a Hill” Comparison Message 
 
Before the Israelites crossed over the Jordan to claim their God-given inheritance of the 
land of Canaan, their leader, Joshua, confronted them with the message below.   

 
Deuteronomy 30:15-20 New International Version (NIV) 
 
15 See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and destruction.16 For I command you 
today to love the LORD your God, to walk in obedience to him, and to keep his commands, 
decrees and laws; then you will live and increase, and the LORD your God will bless you in 
the land you are entering to possess. 

17 But if your heart turns away and you are not obedient, and if you are drawn away to bow 
down to other gods and worship them, 18 I declare to you this day that you will certainly be 
destroyed. You will not live long in the land you are crossing the Jordan to enter and 
possess. 

19 This day I call the heavens and the earth as witnesses against you that I have set before 
you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children 
may live 20 and that you may love the LORD your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. 
For the LORD is your life, and he will give you many years in the land he swore to give to your 
fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

 
How is Joshua’s “Choose You This Day” speech like John Winthrop’s “City on a Hill” 
sermon? 

__________________________________________
__________________________________________
__________________________________________
__________________________________________
__________________________________________
__________________________________________ 
 



“City on a Hill” Study Guide ANSWER KEY 
Ten years after the Mayflower pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock, John Winthrop, an English 
preacher, made the trip in one of eleven ships which brought more than one thousand new 
Separatists to New England. Before disembarking from his ship, the Arabella, Winthrop preached a 
sermon to remind the pilgrims of their responsibility to God in their new home. Below is a famous 
excerpt from his sermon.  Follow the instructions in the box to highlight important lines in the 
excerpt. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
City on a Hill 
from the sermon “A Model of Christian Charity” by John Winthrop 
 
Now if the Lord shall please to hear us, and bring us in peace to the place we desire, then hath He 

ratified this covenant and sealed our commission, and will expect a strict performance of the 

articles contained in it; but if we shall neglect the observation of these articles which are the ends 

we have propounded, and, dissembling with our God, shall fall to embrace this present world and 

prosecute our carnal intentions, seeking great things for ourselves and our posterity, the Lord will 

surely break out in wrath against us, and be revenged of such a people, and make us know the price 

of the breach of such a covenant. Now the only way to avoid this shipwreck, and to provide for our 

posterity, is to follow the counsel of Micah, to do justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly with our 

God. For this end, we must be knit together, in this work, as one man. We must entertain each 

other in brotherly affection. We must be willing to abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the 

5. Locate and circle the sermon’s famous metaphor, inspired by Matthew 
5:14-16.  Winthrop believed that the new nation should be an example, 
or in other words, a "model" for the world.   
 

6. Use a red pencil to underline the behaviors Winthrop challenges the 
Puritans to maintain in order to be "a model of Christian charity" for the 
world.   
 

7. Use blue pencil to underline the blessings the pilgrims could expect 
from God if they obeyed him. These statements reveal a covenant 
relationship.   
 

8. Use green pencil to underline the outcomes predicted by Winthrop if 
they would turn away from the covenant. 



supply of others’ necessities. We must uphold a familiar commerce together in all meekness, 

gentleness, patience and liberality. We must delight in each other; make others’ conditions our 

own; rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together, always having before our eyes our 

commission and community in the work, as members of the same body. So shall we keep the unity 

of the spirit in the bond of peace. The Lord will be our God, and delight to dwell among us, as His 

own people, and will command a blessing upon us in all our ways, so that we shall see much more 

of His wisdom, power, goodness and truth, than formerly we have been acquainted with. For we 

must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us. So that if we 

shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His 

present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world. We shall open the 

mouths of enemies to speak evil of the ways of God, and all professors for God's sake. We shall 

shame the faces of many of God's worthy servants and cause their prayers to be turned into curses 

upon us till we be consumed out of the good land whither we are going.  

Therefore, let us choose life, 

that we and our seed may live, 

by obeying His voice and cleaving to Him, 

for He is our life and our prosperity. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

“You are the light of the world. 
A town built on a hill cannot be hidden.” 

Matthew 5:14 
 



“City on a Hill” Comparison Message 
 
Before the Israelites crossed over the Jordan to claim their God-given inheritance of the 
land of Canaan, their leader, Joshua, confronted them with the message below.   

 
Deuteronomy 30:15-20 New International Version (NIV) 
 
15 See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and destruction.16 For I command you 
today to love the LORD your God, to walk in obedience to him, and to keep his commands, 
decrees and laws; then you will live and increase, and the LORD your God will bless you in 
the land you are entering to possess. 

17 But if your heart turns away and you are not obedient, and if you are drawn away to bow 
down to other gods and worship them, 18 I declare to you this day that you will certainly be 
destroyed. You will not live long in the land you are crossing the Jordan to enter and 
possess. 

19 This day I call the heavens and the earth as witnesses against you that I have set before 
you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children 
may live 20 and that you may love the LORD your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. 
For the LORD is your life, and he will give you many years in the land he swore to give to your 
fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

 
How is Joshua’s “Choose You This Day” speech like John Winthrop’s “City on a Hill” 
sermon? 
 
Answers will vary but may include: 

⋅ both relate God’s ways to “life” 
⋅ both remind the people of God’s commands 
⋅ both show that obedience is required, not just acknowledgement 
⋅ both predict the danger of turning away is destruction 
⋅ both recognize that obedience is not just for now but affects future generations 
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