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Wilberforce: Insights 
on Successfully 
Persevering in Office

Various non-profit organizations and opinion leaders 
within Christian political activist groups to this day 

point to William Wilberforce as an example as they recruit 
pastors, churches, and individual Christians into political 
campaigns against the moral ills within our culture.

“William Wilberforce” by Sir Thomas Lawrence, oil on canvas, 1828, 
National Portrait Gallery
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PUBLIC SERVANT 
ENDORSEMENT

Kevin Cramer
U.S. Senator, North Dakota  

“There are a lot of reasons that 
in-depth Bible studies are 
important to political leaders.

“Let me start with the most 
obvious one, and that is 
fellowship itself. There is this 
incredible benefit of being 
with brothers and sisters who 
you share intimate things with, 
who you grow to love and who 
hold you accountable. That 
is invaluable to our political 
process, in my view, today. 

“But more in particular in the 
Senate Bible study, we drill 
down pretty deep. We spend 
weeks on end if not on a single 
verse, then on a single chapter, 
and several weeks on a specific 
passage to begin to understand 
intellectually.

“We, as politicians and 
government officials, are 
naturally intellectually curious, 

At first glance this seems like a reasonable alliance, but a closer look shows that 
Christian activists misunderstand the critical importance of a Church focused on its 
mission, which is an activism of a different kind: a pre-political engagement discipling 
the lives of public servants. 

The primary purpose of the Church is not politics but evangelism and discipleship 
through the preaching and teaching of the Gospel of Jesus Christ as every believer 
is commissioned to evangelize the lost. Furthermore, political wars should not be 
mistaken by the Church as biblical ministry efforts. 

The Church is called to save souls, not culture. 

Saving souls is the only real means to change culture. As the Church makes disciples, 
and Christ reigns in the hearts of more people, the culture may very well be preserved. 
But if the Church makes cultural preservation its highest goal, choosing to moralize 
though political lobbying pursuits rather than choosing to prioritize the Gospel of 
Christ, the culture will most certainly be lost. 

Such has been the misfortune of America’s Christian political activist movement since 
the 1970s. After 40 years of a biblically uninformed direction, America is only much 
worse off. No one can disagree with that. 

In Part 2 of “Wilberforce: Insights on Successfully Persevering in Office,” we will 
examine an exemplar of the fruit of the Church in proper focus, in proper mission. 
Wilberforce was a recipient of what only the Church can properly manifest in the life 
of a political leader. 

Read on, friend. 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

America is certainly not the only country 
that has engaged in the abominable prac
tice of chattel slavery. America’s progeni
tor, Great Britain, relied heavily on slave 
labor for economic reasons throughout 
its empire. History records that slavery 
was eventually abolished in both Great 
Britain and in the United States; the for

mer through a peaceful political process, 
the latter through a violent civil war. 

There are many worthy subjects of study 
within this broad area, but this study’s 
specific purpose is to help you better 
understand the primary figure behind 
the abolition of African slavery in Great 
Britain 200 years ago, the politician Wil
liam Wilberforce.1 
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Continued on page 4
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VERSE OF THE WEEK

✚

Saving souls is the  
only real means  

to changing culture.

Acts 9:15

“[B]ear My name before  
the Gentiles and kings  
and the sons of Israel.”

II.  �WILBERFORCE’S  
“TWO GREAT OBJECTS”2 

Slavery was rampant in Great Britain 
during Wilberforce’s lifetime. “The 
[slave] Trade was legalized by Royal 
Charters of 1631, 1633 and 1672 and 
by Act of Parliament in 1698. One of the 
most prized fruits of the War of Spanish 
Succession was the Assiento clause of the 
Treaty of Utrecht, giving Britain the sole 
right to supply slaves to the Spanish Col-
onies.”3 In the years following his conver-
sion to Jesus Christ, Wilberforce became 
convinced that God had called him 
through His providence to a specific task: 

Wilberforce stated this mission 
in his diary entry on October 28, 
1787, when he was a young twen
ty-eight-year-old parliamentarian. 
With the menacing black clouds 
of the French Revolution rolling 
up on the horizon and Britain’s 
own social conditions providing 
cause for grave concern, he wrote 
simply: “God Almighty has set 
before me two great objects, the 
suppression of the Slave Trade and 
the reformation of manners.”4 

These convictions were what led him to 
tirelessly pursue the abolition of slavery 
for 20 years,5 as well as societal reform. 
Author Charles Colson observes that 
during these years, Wilberforce came to 
an important conclusion concerning the 
second of his two aims: 

“It was the great genius 
of Wilberforce that he 

realized that attempts at 
political reform without, at 
the same time, changing 
the hearts and minds of 

people were futile.”6

Wilberforce’s platform to reform the 
manners of Britain is worth mentioning 

due to the methodology he used to effect 
change. Writes John Pollock: 

Interestingly, the campaign was 
never specifically religious. Wil
berforce never tried to enlist the 
religious or even the professed
ly moral. Some of the grandees 
whose support he gained were 
in fact notoriously dissolute. But 
Wilberforce believed strongly that 
the destinies of a nation could best 
be influenced by deeply commit
ted followers of Christ, and that 
conversion to Christ was a per
son’s most important political ac
tion as well as religious.7 

Not only did Wilberforce’s perspective 
on the public arena put a premium on 
salvation, but it also emphasized the 
importance of understanding sound 
doctrine. Piper sheds valuable light on 
Wilberforce’s biblical presuppositions: 

What made Wilberforce tick was 
a profound biblical allegiance to 
what he called the “peculiar doc
trines”8 of Christianity. These, he 
said, give rise in turn to true “affec
tions” for spiritual things, which 
then break the power of pride and 
greed and fear and lead to trans
formed morals, which lead to the 
political welfare of the nation. No 
true Christian can endure in bat
tling unrighteousness unless his 
heart is aflame with new spiritual 
affections, or passions.9 

By placing such a premium on Christ 
and sound doctrine, is there any question 
about the epistemological basis from 
which Wilberforce operated? Wilber
force diagnosed the root cause of Brit
ain’s sliding moral condition as being 
connected with a low view of genuine 
Christian doctrine. Observing the atti
tude of his day, he commented, 
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Continued from page 2 The fatal habit of considering 
Christian morals as distinct from 
Christian doctrines insensibly 
gained strength. Thus the “pe
culiar doctrines” of Christianity 
went more and more out of sight, 
and as might naturally have been 
expected, the moral system it
self also began to wither and de
cay, being robbed of that which 
should have supplied it with life 
and nutriment.10 

If Christian morals and Christian doc
trines must be connected as Wilberforce 
suggests, should not a country that de
sires a return to a God-honoring culture 
strive to reconnect them? The first step 
involves understanding those “peculiar 
doctrines”—not trying to change a na
tion’s laws. If Wilberforce is right, the 
latter flows out of the former, and Wil-
berforce personifies what he preaches: 
he makes the case for the evangelism, 
discipleship, and in-depth expositional 
teaching of God’s Word to our govern-
mental leaders both in principle and in 
historical example! The fruit of his prem-
ises and personifications were discern-
able throughout British life well into the 
following century: “Whatever its faults, 
nineteenth-century British public life 
became famous for its emphasis on char-
acter, morals, and justice and the British 
business world famous for integrity.”11 
What sweet relief to a country once rav-
aged by untold human suffering! It was 
salvation in and the doctrines of Christ 
that energized Wilberforce’s political 
life and motivated him to reshape his 
culture!12 

Driven by sound biblical theology, Wil
berforce did much for the morals of the 
culture not only for the benefit of his day, 
but also for the years that followed. As 
for his other “great object:” 

It was a full forty-six years later 
and only three days before his 

death on July 26, 1833, when the 
bill for the abolition of slavery 
throughout the entire British Em-
pire passed its second reading in 
the House of Commons.13 

Not only had he succeeded in prohibit-
ing the slave trade (but not yet abolish
ing it) in 1807, but also his efforts shut 
down the entire insidious institution! A 
lifetime of work changed the world for 
the benefit of millions of people. But it 
all began first with a change in the heart 
of the man who would one day change 
the world. Wilberforce faithfully pur
sued his God-given mission. 

III.  �THE IMPORTANCE 
OF EVANGELISM AND 
DISCIPLESHIP IN 
WILBERFORCE’S LIFE 

The back of the British slave 
trade was broken not by 
political activists, not by 

Christians who attempted 
to change civil laws without 
consideration for the hearts 
of legislators, but by a man 

of God who stood for the 
truth of Scriptures.

As a lifelong Member of Parliament who 
never lost an election,14 Wilberforce 
made himself strong in the doctrines of 
grace15 and allowed himself to be dis
cipled by great men of the Church like 
Isaac Milner and John Newton. 

It is important to note that Wilber-
force was not strong in his own strength  
(1 Corinthians 1:27); rather, in his hu-
mility lay his strength. In 1785, at the 
risk of ostracism, Wilberforce repeatedly 
met with Newton whom Parliament de-
spised. Through these meetings and the 
sound teaching he received in both his 
childhood and adult years, Wilberforce 
grew bold in Christ. Newton later said 
of Wilberforce, “It is hoped and believed 

and so to be able to take that 
natural intellectual curiosity and 
apply it to Scripture with the 
benefit of good teaching, and the 
additional benefit of collective 
wisdom of the participants, is 
very rich.

“It also allows us to drill down 
on theology and doctrine and 
application of Scripture. Perhaps 
the most important thing at 
the end of the day is that we 
have a source of encouragement, 
and a source of direction and a 
source of correction that is really 
important to the decisions we 
make as individuals and as an 
institution.”

[          ]4
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John Jay

“That men should pray and 
fight for their own freedom 
and yet keep others in slavery 
is certainly acting a very 
inconsistent as well as unjust 
and perhaps impious part.” 

—	 John Jay, president of Congress, diplomat, 
author of The Federalist Papers, original 
chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, 
governor of New York.

Correspondence and Public Papers of John Jay, 
Henry P. Johnston, editor (New York and 
London: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1891), Vol. III, 
168–169. In a letter to Dr. Richard Price on 
Sep. 27, 1785. 

[          ]5

that the Lord has raised you up for the 
good of His Church and for the good 
of the nation.”16 Keep in mind too that 
Wilberforce’s relationship with Newton 
came about despite the counsel of his 
close colleague Prime Minister William 
Pitt who attempted to pressure him away 
from Newton. Pitt castigated Newton as 
an Evangelical who would, “render your 
talents useless both to yourself and man-
kind.” Nothing, as it turned out, could 
have been further from the truth! Many 
legislators who read this will have to 
surmount the same counsel of their col-
leagues relative to attending CapMin’s 
Bible studies to political leaders. But we 
must all keep in mind what the apostle 
Paul stated in Galatians 1:10, For am 
I now seeking the favor of men, or of 
God? Or am I striving to please men? If 
I were still trying to please men, I would 
not be a bond-servant of Christ. Your 
answer to that question is critical. Will 
you end up sitting at the seat of scoffers 
or the counsel of the wise in Christ?17 

Wilberforce did not shirk from the truth 
written on his heart by the Word of God. 
Writes Pollack: 

In planning moral reform, he 
showed awareness that politics are 
influenced more by the climate of 
an age than by the personal piety 
of statesmen and politicians. Wil
berforce believed, nonetheless, 
that England’s destiny lay safest in 
the hands of men of clear Chris
tian principle, and that submis
sion to Christ was a man’s most 
important political as well as reli
gious decision.18 

Accordingly, “very early in his own pil
grimage Wilberforce set out to bring his 
friends to Christ.”19 Wilberforce knew 
that salvation in and submission to Jesus 
Christ were preeminent factors in the 
lives of effective national leaders.20 Piper 
notes Wilberforce’s strategy, “Alongside 

all his social engagements, he carried 
on a steady relational ministry, as we 
might call it, seeking to win his unbe-
lieving colleagues to personal faith in 
Jesus Christ.”21 Such a relationship with 
a fellow politician, Edward Eliot, serves 
to manifest the Christian and political 
philosophy of Wilberforce. Wilberforce 
won Eliot to Christ after the latter’s wife 
died while giving birth. Subsequent-
ly, “the two [Wilberforce and Eliot] 
could open their hearts to each other. 
Both knew the difficulties of walking 
with God when pressed by the rush and 
other temptations of political life.”22 
Wilberforce’s emphasis on evangelism 
throughout his political career remained 
consistent with his political philosophy. 
Conversely, 

Contemporary religious 
activists show little concern 
for the welfare of the heart of 
public servants. Rather, they 

pressure those who do not 
know the Author of Scripture 
to accede to the precepts of 

His book.

IV.  �WILBERFORCE’S THOUGHTS 
ON MORALISM 

Wilberforce wrote a treatise in 1797 on 
the actual state of Christianity among the 
professing Christians of his day entitled, 
A Practical View of Christianity.23 Pollock 
notes, “A Practical View took the reader 
on a discursive journey to discover how 
Christianity should and could guide the 
politics, habits and attitudes of a nation 
from the highest to the lowest.”24 In it 
Wilberforce states that he wrote with the 
intent “to point out the scanty and erro
neous system of the bulk of those who 
belong to the class of orthodox Chris
tians, and to contrast their defective 
scheme with a representation of what the 
author apprehends to be real Christiani
ty.”25 The volume’s depth proves especial
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Benjamin Rush

“Domestic slavery is 
repugnant to the principles of 
Christianity. … It is rebellion 
against the authority of 
a common Father. It is a 
practical denial of the extent 
and efficacy of the death of 
a common Savior. It is an 
usurpation of the prerogative 
of the great Sovereign of the 
universe who has solemnly 
claimed an exclusive property 
in the souls of men.” 

—	 Benjamin Rush, signer of the Declaration 
of Independence, surgeon general of 
the Continental Army, ratifier of the 
U.S. Constitution, “Father of American 
Medicine,” treasurer of the U.S. Mint, 

“Father of Public Schools under the 
Constitution,” governor of New York.

Zachariah Poulson. Minutes of the 
Proceedings of a Convention of Delegates from 
the Abolition Societies.Established in Different 
Parts of the United States, Assembled at 
Philadelphia, on the First Day of January, One 
Thousand Seven Hundred and Ninety-Four 
(Philadelphia: Zachariah Poulson, 1794), 24. 

“To the Citizens of the United States.” 

ly remarkable considering Wilberforce 
regarded himself no more than a “Lay
man.”26 Yet with doctrinal accuracy and 
prowess, Wilberforce outlined much of 
the failure of eighteenth-century British 
Christianity. For instance: 

The truth is their opinions on 
these subjects are not formed 
from the perusal of the word of 
God. The Bible lies on the shelf 
unopened; and they would be 
wholly ignorant of its contents, 
except for what they hear occa
sionally at church, or for the faint 
traces which their memories may 
retain of the lessons of their earli
est infancy.27 

Wilberforce saw a deplorable lack of bib-
lical reliance among the professing Chris-
tians of his day.28 Sadly, such a state is far 
too often characteristic of the Church in 
the twenty-first century as well. Wilber-
force drills deeper: 

How different, nay, in many re
spects, how contradictory, would 
be the two systems of mere mor
als, of which the one should be 
formed from the commonly re
ceived maxims of the Christian 
world, and the other from the 
study of the holy Scriptures!29 

Wilberforce’s distaste for rank moralism 
apart from a doctrinally rooted meth
odology of developing epistemology 
from the Word of God is readily appar-
ent. To this statement Wilberforce adds 
the coup de grâce to any notion that he 
would support moralism in the public 
square: 

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 systems 

of philosophers; we should be
come impressed with that weighty 
truth, so much forgotten, 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 reli
gious and moral, but specially to 
believe the doctrines, and imbibe 
the principles, and practice the 
precepts of Christ.30 

Accordingly, 
Wilberforce would not 
be pleased with those 
today who pin him up 
as the poster child for 

the moralistic religious 
right movement.

Wilberforce’s emphasis on societal 
change was fueled by an evangelistic fer-
vor. He placed his hopes on the truth of 
God’s Word as the means of bringing 
solidarity to the nation and its people. 
For this reason, he had firm opinions 
about the role of the Church in promot-
ing biblical understanding rather than 
moralistic campaigning. For example, in 
reaction to the radicals of his day, Wil-
berforce felt it necessary 

to encourage the increase of devot
ed clergymen who would promote 

“true honest practical Christianity.” 
He saw the role of clergy as that 
of reconcilers, harmonizers and 
quieters: he would not have liked 
radical parsons who preached po
litical revolt, even against glaring 
injustice, for revolt bred distress 
and confusion for the common 
man. Wilberforce’s eye was on the 
happiness of families rather than 
on the creation of a distant bet
ter order through civil strife; the 
French Revolution had been proof 
enough of the misery such might 
cause, and he was too near to ap
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preciate its lasting contributions 
to liberty.31

V.  SUMMARY 

The ministry of evangelism 
and discipleship of a 

governmental leader made 
William Wilberforce strong 

in Christ and broke the 
back of slavery in Britain.32 

And so should be the 
primary ministry of the 

church today.

The institution of  the 
Church should be pre-
political rather than 

political.

It should concentrate its energies on 
evangelizing, teaching, and discipling 
public servants in Christ, rather than 
on becoming a political lobbying force 
on moral issues.33 Pressure tactics may 
work effectively for a time—they might 
even seem like the most practical way 
to achieve change in culture, yet Wil
berforce “was practical with a differ
ence. He believed with all his heart 
that new affections for God were the 
key to new morals and lasting political 
reformation.”34 

If Evangelicals in the political arena 
desire to have more Wilberforces in of
fice (i.e., men and women whose most 
important political decision is their sal
vation and submission to God’s Word), 
the biblical methodology to achieve this 
goal is only through the accurate proc
lamation of the truth of God’s Word. 
Evangelism and discipleship of govern
mental leaders is the rightful and criti
cally necessary place for the institutional 
Church within the halls of civil govern-
ment. John Piper sets forth the follow-
ing challenge: 

Is it not remarkable that one of 
the greatest politicians of Britain 
and one of the most persevering 
public warriors for social justice 
should elevate doctrine so highly? 
Perhaps this is why the impact of 
the church today is as weak as it 
is. Those who are most passionate 
about being practical for the pub
lic good are often the least doc
trinally interested or informed. 
Wilberforce would say: You can’t 
endure in bearing fruit if you sev
er the root.35 

How true this is, and how sad as well. 
Wilberforce was not merely full of good 
and moral ideas; rather, he was full of 
God’s wisdom and His Holy Spirit! This 
illustrates the need for evangelizing and 
discipling today’s governmental leaders! 
God may have another Wilberforce in 
the making! Maybe even two or three in 
our Capitol! 

Wilberforce serves as a pivotal Evangel
ical public servant role model! His sto
ry is an exemplar for every present and 
future public servant! States biographer 
Steven Gertz, who wrote about the life 
of Newton in “Pastor to the Nation:” 

In 1786, Newton wrote of Wil
berforce, “I hope the Lord will 
make him a blessing both as a 
Christian and a statesman. How 
seldom do these characters co
incide! But they are not incom
patible.” To Newton’s credit as 
a spiritual counselor and friend, 
few politicians have ever done 
so much as Wilberforce for the 
cause of Christ or the church.36 

In many ways, William Wilberforce is 
a biblical role model of a most effective 
Evangelical public servant! 

VI.  CONCLUSION 

Unfortunately, slave trading is still 
alive and well today in many countries 
throughout the world. It is estimated 
that over 25 million people around the 
globe are living under the yoke of slavery. 
This is a human tragedy. It highlights the 
depravity and sinful nature of man. Man 
is not basically good; he is essentially 
evil, and it is the government’s role to 
punish such evil (Romans 13) not con
done it. The Church today needs more 
men like John Newton, men who will 
make disciples of Jesus Christ among 
those in political leadership to enable 
them by the clear teaching of the Word 
of God to lead the State with visceral 
biblical convictions. 

	 1.	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-trad
ing 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: Leadership Qualities in Washing­
ton, Wilberforce, Lincoln, and Solzhenitsyn, ed. by Os 
Guinness [Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book House, 
1999], 81.) 

	 2	 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), 69. 

	 3.	Garth Lean, God’s Politician: William Wilberforce’s 
Struggle (Colorado Springs, Colo.: Helmers & How
ard, 1987), 3. 

	 4.	Holladay, 69. 
	 5.	“Of course the opposition that raged for these twenty 

years [of Wilberforce’s legislative battle] was because 
of the financial benefits of slavery to the traders and to 
the British economy, because of what the plantations 
in the West Indies produced” (Piper, 130–1). 

	 6.	Charles Colson, “Introduction,” in Wilberforce, A 
Practical View of Christianity, xxii. 

	 7.	Pollock, “A Man Who Changed His Times,” 86. 
	 8.	Explains Piper, “By that term [‘peculiar doctrines’], he 

simply meant the central distinguishing doctrines of 
human depravity, divine judgment, the substitution
ary work of Christ on the cross, justification by faith 
alone, regeneration by the Holy Spirit, and the prac
tical necessity of fruit in a life devoted to good deeds” 
(Piper, 120). 

	 9.	Piper, 118. 
	10.	William Wilberforce cited in Piper, 116. 
	11.	Pollock, “A Man Who Changed His Times.” 
	12.	While there is no biblical mandate to shape our cul

ture (as is the subtitle of one popular Religious Right 
book), there is a biblical formula as expressed herein 
as to how one best shapes culture. 

13.	Holladay, 70. 
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