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THE KINGDOMS OF THE CROSS | DR. RANDY WHITE 
SESSION 11: WILLIAM WILBERFORCE - CRUSADER FOR EMANCIPATION 

William Wilberforce (1759-1833) was a British politician, philanthropist, and a leader of the movement to abolish the slave 
trade. 

 
EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION 

Born in the bustling city of Hull, Yorkshire in 1759, William Wilberforce belonged to an affluent family involved in maritime 
trade. After his father's early demise and his mother's illness, he was sent to live with his relatives in London. Here, he came 
across the burgeoning Methodist movement. Although he never officially joined, the teachings left a lasting impact on his 
evangelical faith. 

After returning to Hull, Wilberforce continued his education at Hull Grammar School and later at St. John's College, 
Cambridge. Despite his inclination towards socializing and debates over academics, his charisma and eloquence paved the way 
for his political career. 

The defining moment in his spiritual journey occurred during a European tour with his relative, Isaac Milner, a devout 
Christian. Their discussions led to Wilberforce's conversion to evangelical Christianity, and Milner's influence stayed with him 
throughout his life. 

This conversion significantly shaped his life's work. Guided by his newfound faith and moral perspective, he focused on 
personal piety and social reform. This blend of evangelical zeal and political acumen was instrumental in his fight against the 
slave trade, marking him as a significant social reformer and abolitionist. 

POLITICAL CAREER AND SPIRITUAL TRANSFORMATION 

Elected as the Member for Kingston upon Hull at 21, William Wilberforce entered politics in 1780, aided by his family's status 
and his persuasive charm. Joining the House of Commons during a period of limited democracy, he was a Whig party member, 
supporting constitutional monarchy and parliamentary sovereignty. Initially, he was known for his eloquence and wit rather 
than focus on moral or humanitarian issues. 

MEETING JOHN NEWTON 

Wilberforce's life changed after meeting John Newton, a former slave ship captain turned Anglican clergyman. Newton, author 
of "Amazing Grace," influenced Wilberforce, particularly with his transformation from a slave trader to a devout Christian 
abolitionist. Their conversations, during a time of personal reflection for Wilberforce, strengthened his resolve to use his 
political influence for social reform. Newton's guidance and graphic accounts of the slave trade solidified Wilberforce's 
commitment to abolition, intertwining personal faith with moral action. 

IMPACT OF EVANGELICAL CHRISTIANITY ON HIS POLITICS 

Wilberforce's turn to evangelical Christianity reshaped his political career. He saw his role in Parliament as a divine mandate to 
advocate for social justice and moral reform. 

Besides politics, he wrote on doctrinal subjects, most notably "A Practical View of Christianity" (1797). The book criticized 
superficial Christianity in British society and called for genuine devotion to Christian principles. 

His religious conviction led him to support causes like abolition of the slave trade, prison reform, education for the poor, and 
improved factory conditions. His faith was his driving force in these endeavors. 
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Wilberforce's faith-based political actions and writings were revolutionary. He showed how personal beliefs could be 
integrated into public service, influencing future socially conscious political leaders. His book contributed to a revival of 
serious religion in Britain. 

Others in Parliament, like Henry Thornton and James Stephen from the Clapham Sect of evangelical Anglicans that Wilberforce 
belonged to, also played significant roles in various reform movements. 

CAMPAIGN AGAINST THE SLAVE TRADE 

The 18th-century transatlantic slave trade, central to many European economies, was a horrific system that forcibly 
transported Africans, mainly to the Americas. Despite ethical objections, it persisted due to substantial economic gains. 

Wilberforce's exposure to slavery, through interactions with abolitionists and his own research, was a turning point. Horrified 
by the brutality, he felt a faith-rooted duty to oppose it, marking his lifelong commitment to eradicating the slave trade. 

During the 18th century, slavery was practiced across Europe. Though the Hapsburg Monarchy banned serfdom in 1781, 
global abolition of slavery and its lucrative trade didn't occur until the 19th century. 

FORMATION OF THE CLAPHAM SECT 

Wilberforce played a key role in establishing the Clapham Sect, a group of influential evangelical Anglicans in Clapham, 
London. Noteworthy members included William Wilberforce himself, Henry Thornton, a banker and philanthropist, Zachary 
Macaulay, a former governor of Sierra Leone and anti-slavery activist, and John Venn, a pastor and father of John Venn, the 
mathematician celebrated for the Venn diagram. Other significant members included James Stephen, Thomas Clarkson, and 
Granville Sharp. United by their commitment to social reform based on Christian principles, the group was instrumental in 
several philanthropic and reform initiatives, with their most significant cause being the campaign against the slave trade. 

WILBERFORCE IN PARLIAMENT 

In Parliament, Wilberforce became the leading voice against the slave trade, introducing bills and gathering evidence against 
it, including testimonies from former slaves. Despite facing opposition, especially from those with economic interests in the 
trade, his persistence, persuasive oratory, and ability to rally support never wavered. His tireless advocacy and leadership 
were key in shifting public opinion and leading to legislative action against the slave trade. 

CHALLENGES AND PERSISTENCE 

Wilberforce faced significant challenges in his fight against slavery in Parliament. Despite repeated defeats due to economic 
interests, particularly among those who benefited from the trade, he remained undeterred. His unwavering resolve, fueled by 
a moral imperative to abolish slavery, drove his two-decade-long crusade. His strategic efforts, gathering of evidence, and 
attempts to sway opinion stood as a testament to his character and faith, propelling him despite repeated setbacks. 

Wilberforce's campaign saw varied reactions from different sectors of society. 

• Support: He garnered significant support from fellow abolitionists, the growing middle class, and certain religious 
groups, notably the Quakers, who were among the earliest proponents of abolition. His efforts were bolstered by the 
work of activists like Thomas Clarkson, who gathered crucial evidence about the atrocities of the slave trade. Public 
campaigns, petitions, and boycotts of slave-produced goods also demonstrated growing public support. 

• Opposition: Conversely, Wilberforce faced strong opposition from several quarters. This included plantation owners, 
businesses profiting from slave trade, and political figures who feared the economic consequences of abolition. 

• Complexities within the Church: The Church's response was complex. Some Anglican clergymen and evangelicals, 
including members of the Clapham Sect, were vocal in their opposition to the slave trade. However, others in the 
Church were either ambivalent or outright supportive of the status quo, often due to economic interests or differing 
theological views. This division within the Church mirrored the broader societal split over the issue of slavery. 
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Wilberforce's journey through these challenges is a story of remarkable endurance. His ability to maintain his course, 
undeterred by opposition and setbacks, and to gradually shift public and political opinion, played a pivotal role in the eventual 
abolition of the slave trade in 1807. 

ABOLITION OF THE SLAVE TRADE ACT 1807 

The Abolition of the Slave Trade Act in 1807, passed in British Parliament, marked a key victory against slavery for Wilberforce 
and the abolitionists. The act, which prohibited slave trade within the British Empire, signified a major shift in British law and 
attitudes towards human rights. As the British Empire played a significant role in the global slave trade, its abolition influenced 
other nations and sparked a global movement towards ending slavery. Wilberforce's Christian faith, which believed in the 
equality of all humans, served as his source of strength and conviction in his campaign against the slave trade. 

IMPACT ON THE BRITISH EMPIRE AND ITS COLONIES 

The abolition of the slave trade had significant economic and social implications for the British Empire and its colonies. It 
challenged the business models of many colonial plantations and industries that relied on slave labor. The act also initiated 
cultural and social shifts within the British Empire, contributing to a gradual change in attitudes about race and human rights. 
While the act did not immediately end slavery in the British colonies, it was a crucial step towards the eventual abolition of 
slavery itself, which would be solidified with the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833. 

The Abolition of the Slave Trade Act of 1807 stands as a landmark moment in history, demonstrating the impact of 
determined humanitarian advocacy and moral leadership. It laid the groundwork for the continued fight against slavery and 
the promotion of human rights, both within the British Empire and around the world. 

LATER LIFE AND OTHER REFORMS 

After the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act in 1807, William Wilberforce continued to champion numerous social and moral 
reforms. He was deeply invested in improving British prison conditions, advocating for humane treatment and rehabilitation. 
Furthermore, he campaigned against societal moral decline, supporting measures to reduce vice and encourage moral 
behavior, targeting practices such as gambling and animal cruelty. 

PROMOTION OF EDUCATION AND MISSIONARY WORK 

Wilberforce strongly believed in education, especially for the underprivileged. His advocacy for education was based on its 
vital role in moral and spiritual growth. Besides education, he significantly promoted Christian missionary work, influencing 
both Britain and abroad. As a founder of the Church Missionary Society in 1799, he supported missions to spread Christianity 
and education in Africa and India. The Society, now known as CMS, continues to send missionaries globally. 

FOUNDING OF THE SOCIETY FOR THE PREVENTION OF CRUELTY TO ANIMALS (SPCA) 

Wilberforce, a founder of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) in 1824, was driven by his belief in 
Christian stewardship towards all creation. This early animal welfare organization, based on humanitarian and moral 
principles, aimed to protect animals and inspired modern movements. Throughout his life, Wilberforce remained dedicated to 
these causes, influencing social change and moral improvement, thus cementing his legacy as a comprehensive reformer. 

WILBERFORCE'S LEGACY ON WESTERN CIVILIZATION AND CHRISTIANITY 

William Wilberforce's legacy, including his abolition of slave trade and social reforms, has deeply influenced Western 
civilization and Christian thought. His campaign against the slave trade, an early example of organized human rights activism, 
influenced future movements. His principles, emphasizing every individual's value and rights, have shaped global human rights 
policies and inspired many social justice and equality movements. 
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CONTRIBUTION TO CHRISTIAN SOCIAL ETHICS 

Wilberforce's life in Christian ethics demonstrated how faith can transform society. His advocacy showed that Christian social 
ethics should emphasize justice, compassion, and active love. His integration of faith and action has encouraged Christians to 
view social activism as a key part of their religion. 

A PIONEERING STANCE: FAITH WITH ACTION IN THE PUBLIC SQUARE 

William Wilberforce, unique among magistrates, merged faith with public action. Previously, the church hadn't promoted 
social activism with religious conviction, but Wilberforce set a new standard. His life exemplified the transformative power of 
faith translated into action for social reform. Hence, his contribution to Christian social ethics, blending personal faith with 
public activism, remains influential. 

SLAVERY ABOLITION ACT 1833 AND WILBERFORCE'S DEATH 

In 1833, the Slavery Abolition Act was passed, ending Wilberforce's lifelong fight against slavery throughout most of the British 
Empire. This act, passed days after Wilberforce's death, was a milestone for human rights and set a precedent for other 
nations. Wilberforce, who knew of the Act's upcoming passage, passed away on July 29, 1833. He was mourned as a national 
hero dedicated to human service. He was honored with a burial at Westminster Abbey, a testament to his enduring legacy of 
justice and human dignity. 

 


