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Wilberforce,

B ritish lawmaker William Wilberforce, who worked
indefatigably for nearly 40 years to abolish slavery in
Great Britain, is often cited by Christian political activists as
their exemplar for political activism. On July 26, 1833, after
Wilberforce had left office and only three days before he

died, Great Britain’s House of Commons passed the Slavery
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Why Written
Bible Studies?

Scripture says faith comes from
bearing, and hearing by the
word of Christ (Romans 10:17).
Making disciples of Jesus Christ
requires steady, consistent, and
in-depth study of the pure Word
of God.

People in ministry who are not
committed to regularly teaching
God’s Word year round are miss-
ing the mark. How can you say
you are making disciples among
the political people group of
America if you have five or six, a
dozen, or two dozen Bible stud-
ies with them every year—if any
atall?

Continued on page 4
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Wilberforce: Insights on Successfully Persevering in Office (Part 1)

Abolition Act and ended the practice of African slave trading throughout its empire.
While Wilberforce is a wonderful model, it is evident that Christian political
activists completely miss the point regarding what we can learn from the example of
Wilberforce, especially when it comes to the role of the Church in politics. In truth,
William Wilberforce would be a forgotten figure in history had it not been for a
pastor like John Newton. Newton remained singularly focused on his calling, which
was making disciples of Jesus Christ by teaching the Word of God. He was perhaps
just as responsible for ending the slave trade in Britain as Wilberforce, yet he never
engaged directly in politics.

A motion picture titled “Amazing Grace,” highlights the life of William Wilber-
force, and you should definitely see it. This movie’s title is derived from the famous
Christian hymn of the same name which was written by Newton. A self-described

“wretched man,” Newton had been a slave trader who was dramatically saved by the
powerful message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. After his conversion he became a
pastor and had a profound personal impact on Wilberforce—not a political impact,
but a spiritual one.

Newton and other ministers within the Church were responsible for helping
Wilberforce develop convictions born from Scripture. Their discipleship efforts led
Wilberforce to become a man driven by theology and doctrine. The Church made
Wilberforce who he was through the ministry of the Word.

After he became a Christian, he decided to spend legislative recesses studying the
Bible. It was common for him to spend 10 hours per day studying and memorizing
Scripture. This righteous conviction rooted in biblical doctrine is what sustained
and directed Wilberforce during his decades-long battle against slavery.

Wilberforce’s vital work occurred in the late 1700s. Today, as Christian lawmakers,
you continue legislative battles for good laws that will underpin and buttress our
nation. To aid you in your crucial work, we will examine in two parts, “Wilberforce:
Insights on Successfully Persevering in Office.”

Read on, friend.



The Weekly In-Depth Bible Study For Political Leaders

I. INTRODUCTION

One of the darkest chapters in Ameri-
can history is nineteenth-century Afri-
can slavery. During America’s Civil
War (1861-1865), Bible scholars on
both sides of the slavery issue were fir-
ing theological volleys back and forth
at one another in an attempt either (1)
to decry the enslavement of one human
being by another or (2) to justify slavery
by aligning it with slavery in the Bible.!

Commenting on this theological war-
fare, one historian writes, “Abolitionists
argued vehemently that, based on the
Bible, the spirit of Christianity forbids
the enslavement of one race by another.
Slavery’s defenders in the South argued
just as vehemently that the Bible itself
did not condemn slavery but took it for
granted.”

While it is not the purpose of this study
to reconstruct and analyze the theolog-
ical arguments surrounding this human
atrocity, be assured that nineteenth-cen-
tury African slavery in America was in
no way biblically justified.> Nor was it
justified in Great Britain. Let’s examine
the primary figure behind the abolition
of African slavery in Great Britain 200
years ago, the politician William Wil-
berforce.* And importantly,

How did Wilberforce
persevere in his decadal
quest that changed the

course of a nation?

Contemporary Christian activists® of-
ten cite this man as the par excellence
example of Christian political activism.®
His ultimately successful 20-year fight
in British Parliament to end slavery is
looked upon as a jewel in the crown of
moralistic campaigning. While it can-

not be denied that Wilberforce fought
a persevering, meritorious fight, pre-
vailing against the odds, and helping
to eradicate a vile cancer from his part
of the world, what sustained him as
he fought the good fight for so long?
Was he motivated by the simple desire
to take back the culture? Or was there
something deeper that put the fire in
his bones to fight for righteousness? As
the following pages will show, it was the
Word of God that dwelt richly in Wil-
berforce. He had a vibrant and grow-
ing faith in the Lord Jesus Christ that
steered his political career, informed
his convictions and gave him the mo-
tivation to persevere against incredible
odds.” The following survey of Wilber-

force’s life will bear this out.
In Wilberforce’s own words,

The diligent perusal of the Holy
Scriptures would discover to us
our past ignorance. We should
cease to be deceived by superficial
appearances, and to confound
the Gospel of Christ with the sys-
tems of philosophers; we should
become impressed with that
weighty truth, so much forgot-
ten, and never to be too strongly
insisted on, that Christianity calls
on us, as we value our immortal
souls, not merely in general, to be
religious and moral, but specially
to believe the doctrines, and im-
bibe the principles, and practice
the precepts of Christ.?

In yet another way to answer what mo-
tivated him, he was involved in Bible
study with other believers in Parliament,
one that was led by a skilled Bible teach-
er named Newton. How sad that so
many believers in office in America to-
day do not get this! How unfortunate it

For past studies or additional copies, go to capmin.org
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Let the word of Christ
richly dwell within you.

It was the Word of
God that dwelt richly
in Wilberforce; he had
avibrant and growing
faith in the Lord Jesus
Christ that steered his
political career, informed
his convictions, and
gave him the motivation
to persevere against

incredible odds.
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The question in the political are-
na is how best do you unleash
the Word of God? The answer to
that question must be informed
by the lifestyle of public servants:
the higher they go in their ca-
reer paths, the more complicated
their daily schedules become—
and the more difficult it is for
them to maintain consistency in
attending a weekly Bible study
where Ministry Leaders teach
them (in person) the Word of
God.

b 11

For 30 years Capitol Ministries

has been committed to perfect-
ing written Bible studies for pub-
lic servants—Bible studies that
have both depth and personal-
ized application to these busy, in-

fluential people. We publish 52

Bible studies per year that aver-

Continued on page 6
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is to see believers leave office this year in
discouragement! Regrettably, many of
them were never connected to a Bible
study while on the Hill.

II. WHO WAS WILLIAM
WILBERFORCE?°

William Wilberforce was born in 1759
in Hull, England. He was a contempo-
rary of some of England’s (and history’s)
greatest preachers, including John New-
ton, John Wesley, and George White-
field.'* God used unusual circumstances
in the life of young Wilberforce to bring
him into the company of Evangelicals
and one of these great men of God—
John Newton.!! Writes Wilberforce bi-
ographer John Pollock:

When William was turning nine,
his father died at the age of for-
ty. Abel Smith became head of
the business; the firm changed its
name to Wilberforce and Smith,
and William’s life changed too.
Not merely because he would be
independent and quite rich when
he came of age, but because he
was sent, a year after his father’s
death, to live with his childless
uncle and aunt, William and
Hannah Wilberforce, at their
Wimbledon villa in the Surrey
countryside and their London
house in St. James’s Place. They
put him to boarding school at
Putney.'?

As it turns out,

These relatives were despised
evangelicals, friends of the
preacher George Whitefield, a
leader in the first Great Awak-
ening, and John Newton, best
known today as the author of

“Amazing Grace.” Newton, an old
seadog, ex-naval deserter, ex-lech-
er, and ex-slave-trader who had
been converted slowly in and af-
ter a storm at sea, fascinated the
boy with his yarns. And Newton
showed little William “how sweet
the name of Jesus sounds” until
his mother, horrified that he was
turning “Methodist,” took him
away."?

An article by Steven Gertz on Wilber-
force’s relationship with Newton states,
“As a boy of eight years [or nine!], he
[ Wilberforce] sat at the feet of the fasci-
nating sea-captain [Newton], drinking
in his colorful stories, jokes, songs—and
perhaps most importantly, lessons of
faith.”"* Later in life,

William remembered a younger
Evangelical, John Newton, the
parson of Olney in Buckingham-
shire who often preached in Lon-
don and was soon to be famous as
a hymn-writer. A boy could hard-
ly fail to be impressed by this jol-
ly, affectionate ex-sea captain and
slaver, who as a youth had been
flogged in the Royal Navy for de-
sertion and later suffered as the
virtual slave of a white man’s na-
tive mistress in West Africa. Wil-
berforce listened enthralled to
his sermons and his stories, even
“reverencing him as a parent when
I was a child”®

Seeds of faith may have been planted
in young Wilberforce’s life, yet the real
fruit of true salvation was still years
away. Wilberforce, Piper notes, “had ad-
mired George Whitefield, John Wesley,
and John Newton as a child. But soon
he left all the influence of the evangel-
icals behind”'® As noted previously,
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Wilberforce’s “mother was more high
church and was concerned her son was
‘turning Methodist” So she took him
out of the boarding school where they
had sent him and put him in another.”"”
“In the holidays the Wilberforce family
began to scrub William’s soul clear of
Wimbledon and Clapham a slow pro-
cess: he [William] wrote manfully to
his uncle [whom he was pulled away
from] of endurance under persecution
[from his family], and of increasing ‘in
the knowledge of God and Christ Je-
sus whom he sent, whom to know is
life eternal.”'® In Wilberforce’s life, the
intervening time between his child-
hood exposure to Newton and his later
conversion via Isaac Milner’s ministry
was one of spiritual deadness. Says one
writer about Wilberforce’s college years,
he “lost any interest in biblical religion
and loved circulating among the social
elite”!? So far had he drifted, “Newton
said sadly that nothing seemed left of
his [Wilberforce’s] faith except a more
moral outlook than was usual among
men of fashion.”® Being moral apart
from regeneration was no more salvific
back then than it is now—or ever will

be!

III. COMING TO FAITH IN
JESUS CHRIST

In the spiritual vacuum of his heart,
Wilberforce made room for the popular

religion of his day.

In London, he [ Wilberforce] had
a sitting at the Essex Street chapel
founded by Theophilius Lindsey,
the “father” of modern Unitar-
ianism, one of the few clergy of
the Church of England who had
shown courage and principle
enough to resign their livings on
abandoning, like so many, a be-

lief in the divinity of Jesus Christ.
Lindsey still preached the Chris-
tian ethic and read the Church
services, and his chapel attracted
several eminent men: Wilber-
force rated him London’s only
fervent preacher, since the Evan-
gelical or “methodistical” preach-
ers he had enjoyed with the uncle
and aunt were now outside his

pale.”!

But Wilberforce would eventually be
saved from this anti-biblical notion of

Jesus Christ.

Wilberforce’s

counts of his long-drawn-out

subsequent  ac-

Conversion or perhaps Rededica-
tion to the Christ of his boyhood
faith—are somewhat contradic-
tory but he gives a prime share
to his reading Doddridge’s
book with Milner. They possibly
looked up relevant passages in
the Bible, for Wilberforce says he
adopted his religious principles
from the “perusal of the Holy
Scriptures and ... the instruction
I derived from a friend of very ex-
traordinary natural and acquired

powers.”*

Wailberforce had come to salvation in
Jesus Christ at age twenty-five,” a few
years before a life-changing meeting
with Newton. According to one bi-
ographical sketch of Wilberforce’s life,
after he won his election to Parliament
in 1784, he “agreed to take a tour of the
When he happened to

run into his old schoolmaster from Hull,

continent. ...

Isaac Milner, Wilberforce impulsively
invited him to join the traveling party.
That invitation was to change Wilber-
force’s life.”**

For past studies or additional copies, go fo capmin.org

George Washington

“I can only say that there is not
a man living who wishes more
sincerely than I do to see a
plan adopted for the abolition

»
.

of it [slavery]

— George Washington, first president of
the United States, commander-in-chief
of the Continental Army, member of the
Continental Congress, president of the
Constitutional Convention, “Father of
His Country,” judge.

George Washington to Robert Morris,
April 12, 1786; Founders Online, National
Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/
documents/Washington/04-04-02-0019.
[Original source: The Papers of George
Washington, Confederation Series, vol. 4,

2 April 1786-31 January 1787, ed. W. W.
Abbot. Charlottesville: University Press of
Virginia, 1995, 15-17.]
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age eight pages in length, and we
distribute one study every week.

Here’s how we see it: if someone
is reading the CapMin studies
every week, he or she is reading
the equivalent of a 400-page col-
lege- or seminary-level book ev-

ery year! Unfortunately, very

few people in our culture will
read a 400-page book related to
biblical theology, commentary,
and word studies of the original
Greek and Hebrew—ryet that is
precisely what they most need
to grow in Christ and do their
job of leading our nation in a
God-honoring way. Our purpose
for publishing a four-color, beau-
tifully illustrated Bible study ev-
ery week is to cultivate a taste for
the Word of God in a way that is
attractive to the people who lead
our nation.

In 1996, we never imagined this
ministry tool would gain such
distribution.  We
praise God for this, for the team
that takes the manuscripts and
produces what you see, and for
your partnership. All are neces-
sary teammates to create “oaks in

office”

worldwide

Wilberforce: Insights on Successfully Persevering in Office (Part 1)

By the time Milner deposited him
on 22 February 1785 at Number
10 Downing Street, Wilberforce
had reached intellectual assent
to the Biblical view of man, God
and Christ. He thrust it to the
back of his mind and resumed his
social and political life.”

In the summer of that year, “slowly intel-
lectual assent became profound convic-
tion.”* But, still not a Christian by his
own summation, it was not until “the
third week of October 1785 the ‘great
change’, as he afterwards termed it, had
driven Wilberforce to rise carly each
morning to pray.””” The story goes that
Milner spoke of his Christian faith to
Wilberforce, and that the latter “ini-
tially treated the subject flippantly, but
eventually agreed to read the scriptures

»28

daily:

IV. WILBERFORCE’S
CRISIS OF FAITH

Faced with tremendous difhiculty, “feel-
ing weary and confused”® over how to
reconcile his political career with his
new life in Christ, Wilberforce “turned
to his boyhood hero, John Newton, now
sixty years old and Rector of St. Mary
Woolnoth in the City.”*® Says Gertz of
Wilberforce’s 1785 meeting with New-
ton: “Now, in a moment of spiritual
crisis, wondering whether his reborn
faith in God required him to leave pol-
itics, Wilberforce knew who could help
him most. ... He mustered his courage
and strode to the front door to call on
his old friend.”" It is noteworthy that
when it came to his political career, Wil-
berforce sought counsel from none oth-
er than a minister of the Word of God.
Newton advised Wilberforce to stay in
office and pursue Christ as well.

What We Can Learn From
Newton and Wilberforce

Pertaining to the Differing
Roles of Church and State

Newton and Wilberforce serve
to magnificently model a clear,
biblically correct understanding
of the relationship between the
institution of the state and the
institution of the Church. The
latter is to disciple the former
versus trying to do the state’s
job! God appointed Wilberforce
to lead in His institution of the
state while God appointed New-
ton to lead in His institution of
the Church. The latter is called
to make disciples; the former is
called to moralize the unregener-
ate. As mentioned in the pream-
ble, it is ineffective for leaders in
the Church to assume the work
of God’s leaders in the state—es-
pecially while turning a deaf ear
to their call of making disciples of
the state’s leaders.

V. THE LIFE OF A SAVED
POLITICIAN

Once saved and sure that
he should stay in politics,
Wilberforce “worked
hard to strengthen not
only mental but spiritual
stamina.”®? In the process,
“the Bible became his best
loved book and he learned
stretches by heart.”®®

He did this “so that he could meditate
at night, or should his eyes trouble him,
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or when needing guidance in his place
in the Commons or at committees.”> In
other words, he let the Word of Christ
richly dwell in him (Colossians 3:16).
Perhaps most telling of the primacy he
put on his salvation over his entire life is
the following statement by Pollack:

For Wilberforce wanted to sub-
ject not merely his appetites but
his politics to Christ: “A man
who acts from the principle I pro-
fess,” he told a constituent three
years after the conversion, “re-
flects that he is to give an account
of his political conduct at the
Judgment seat of Christ.”*

Wilberforce’s reliance and account-
ability to biblical precepts underlie the
tremendous things he did as a legisla-
tor—namely, fighting a 20-year battle
to abolish the African slave trade. It is
unfortunate his successful campaign
against slavery is often trumpeted with-
out proper and necessary emphasis on
his love for the Word. Like a faithful
pastor-teacher is continually mindful of
James 3:1, Let not many of you become
teachers, my brethren, knowing that as
such we will incur a stricter judgment,
it seems that Wilberforce had similar
sentiments about answering to the Lord
Jesus Christ one day for his political
endeavors as a minister of God ... for
good (Romans 13:4).

It was also only a few years after his con-
version that Wilberforce’s heart slow-
ly became set on abolishing the slave
trade. Much could be said from a histor-
ical perspective about the providential
workings of God through specific peo-
ple and circumstances that brought the
issue to a rolling boil in Wilberforce’s
heart, but be assured that God raised up

the right person, at the right time, for
the right task.

Next week, “Wilberforce: Insights on
Successfully Persevering in Office,” Part
2, will examine the importance of evan-
gelism and discipleship in Wilberforce’s
life and how those influences resulted in
his successful career-long political battle
to change the world.

1. For more on this topic see: H. Shelton Smith, Rob-
ert T. Handy, and Lefferts A. Loetscher, American
Christianity: An Historical Interpretation with Repre-
sentative Documents, Vol. 2, 1820—1960 (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1963), 167-212.

2. George M. Marsden, Religion and American Culture,
2nd ed. (Fort Worth, Tex.: Harcourt College Pub-
lishers, 2001), 74.

3. As the preamble to this study concludes, that which
germinated the overturn of slavery in America was
not political activism, Abraham Lincoln, or the
Civil War. It was the winning out of correct Bible
interpretation, and that correct theology influenced
the state. By way of application, this influence is
why Bible study among public servants is so vitally
important—because politics and policy, wars and
actions, stem from the beliefs people hold close in
their hearts. Actions are reflective while beliefs are
causal.

4. To get a sense of the political courage necessary to
lead this charge, consider the following: “Britain
two hundred years ago was the world’s leading
slave-trading nation; uprooting the vile practice
threatened the annual trade of hundreds of ships,
thousands of sailors, and hundreds of millions of
pounds sterling.” (John Pollock, “A Man Who
Changed His Times,” in Character Counts: Lead-
ership Qualities in Washington, Wilberforce, Lincoln,
and Solzhenitsyn, ed. by Os Guinness [Grand Rap-
ids, Mich.: Baker Book House, 1999], 81.)

5. It is generally accepted that the goal of the Chris-
tian political activist movement in America is to
increase societal morality. The method employed
by this movement to reach this goal is political in
nature, i.e. the passage and enforcement of laws
that promote morality.

6. One of many examples is the Wilberforce Forum,
which is a subsidiary of Prison Fellowship. The An-
nual Wilberforce Forum Award “recognizes an indi-
vidual who has made a difference in the face of for-
midable societal problems and injustices.” heeps://
colsoncenter.org/ww-award

7. Dear Reader, this same God-given wisdom is avail-
able to every Christian legislator today who believes
in Jesus Christ and submits him- or herself to the
Word of God.

8. William Wilberforce, A Practical View of Christianity,
ed. Kevin Charles Belmonte, with an introduction
by Charles Colson (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson
Publishers, Inc., 1996), 5-6.

9. Respected author and Bible teacher John Piper wise-
ly suggests, “To understand and appreciate the life
and labor of William Wilberforce, one of the wisest
things to do is to read his own book, A Practical

For past studies or additional copies, go to capmin.org

Discover treasured
sermons by America’s
best Bible teachers

Throughout biblical history,
God has set aside and equipped
specific men to accurately
teach His Word (Romans 10:15,
Ephesians 4:11-13). We are
blessed in our time to have
an abundance of outstanding
preachers and their sermons are
available to you. Build your faith
and Bible knowledge through the
consistent hearing of God’s Word
(Romans 10:17). Hear biblically
accurate exegesis from these
excellent preachers anytime
at oneplace.com.

Truth For Life
Alistair Begg

Turning Point
David Jeremiah

Grace to You
John MacArthur

Thru the Bible

J. Vernon McGee

Insight for Living
Chuck Swindoll

Mature in your faith, and
receive the blessings God has
prepared for you by listening
to biblically correct sermons
from these faithful and superb
master Bible teachers.
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View of Christianity, first, and then read biographies”
(John Piper, The Roots of Endurance: Invincible Per-
severance in the Lives of John Newton, Charles Simeon,
and William Wilberforce (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway
Books, 2002), 117). Let the reader also read Piper’s

book, 7he Roots of Endurance for a cogent synthesis

on the vibrant faith in Christ that fueled Wilber-
force’s political efforts. The politician who is willing
to study the life of William Wilberforce through his

writings and those writings about him will be richer
for the experience.

10. Though Wilberforce was personally encouraged by

both Wesley and Newton, he “almost certainly ...
never heard Whitefield, who in the early autumn of
1769, at about the time of William’s coming south,
left for his sixth and last visit to America, where
he died.” (John Pollock, Wilberforce (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1977), 5.)

11. Contrast with Charles Colson, “Introduction,” in

Wilberforce, A Practical View of Christianity, xxii.
Colson writes, “By the time Wilberforce knew of
him, Newton was a clergyman in the Church of
England, renowned for his outspokenness on spir-
itual matters.”

12. John Pollock, Wilberforce (New York: St. Martin’s

Press, 1977), 4.

13. John Pollock, “A Man Who Changed His Times.”
14. Steven Gertz, “Pastor to the Nation: Newton re-

sponded to thousands of requests for spiritual coun-

22
23

24

idence in some way also the judge of man’s actions,
but they rejected Christ’s divinity, the Christian
view of the Atonement, and the authority of Scrip-
ture.” (Pollack, Wilberforce, 33—4). Wilberforce may
have been no atheist, yet he was not a Bible-believ-
ing Christian!

. Pollock, Wilberforce, 35.

. J. Douglas Holladay, “A Life of Significance,” in
Character Counts: Leadership Qualities in Washing-
ton, Wilberforce, Lincoln, and Solzhenitsyn, ed. by
Os Guinness (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book
House, 1999).

. Charles Colson, “Introduction,” xxi. Pollack writes
of the situation: “Wilberforce was looking for a
traveling companion. He ‘had no one else in mind
when the family went to Scarborough, Yorkshire’s
fashionable watering place, for the summer season.
Here he fell in with the huge Isaac Milner, his for-
mer usher at Hull Grammar School who now was a
tutor of Queen’s College, Cambridge. On impulse,
apparently, Wilberforce invited Milner, all expens-
es paid.” (Pollock, Wilberforce, 32.) Notes Pollack
of Wilberforce’s and Milner’s initial acquaintance,
“Isaac [Milner] would one day influence William
Wilberforce profoundly, but their paths crossed
only briefly at Hull Grammar School.” (Pollock,

Mﬂklﬂg Dis, CZP1€5 sel with letters advising the lowly and the great,” in Wilberforce, 4.)
0f]€5145 Christ Christian History & Biography, Issue 81, Winter 25. Pollock, Wilberforce, 35.
. » 2004, 37. 26. Ibid., 36.
in the Political Arena 15. Pollock, Wilberforce, 5. 27. Ibid., 37.
ﬂ)mughout the World 16. PiPer, 123. 28. Colson, “Introduction,” xxi.
17. Ibid. 29. Ibid.

18. Pollock, Wilberforce, 6.
19. Piper, 123.
20. Pollock, “A Man Who Changed His Times.” 31. Gertz, 37. ]
21. Pollock, Wilberforce, 33. Pollack further states of 32. Pollock, Wilberforce, 44.
Wilberforce’s spiritual instruction at that time: “In 33. Ibid., 44.
no sense was he an atheist. Lindsey’s disciples at Es-  34. Ibid., 146.
sex Street worshipped the Deity, a benevolent Prov-  35. Ibid, 46.

30. Pollock, Wilberforce, 38.
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