Life Camp Lesson, Summer 2004

Biography: Billy Graham

Summer Theme: Fit for the Master’s Use (Clay in the Potter’s Hand)

Lesson Trait: Usefulness


Billy Frank Graham was born on November 7, 1918 in Charlotte, NC.  He grew up on a dairy farm and often had to do chores around the farm, including milking the cows.  Billy didn’t mind doing chores, but he hated going to school.  He wanted to be outside and active.  At school he was quiet and just waited to get home.


One day Billy’s father was struck in the mouth from a knot in from a plank of wood someone was sawing with a power saw.  Billy’s father spent a long time in the hospital, having his front teeth knocked out and his nose broken.  Eventually he was able to get back to work on the farm, but he was never the same.  He was a lot more focused on eternity.  He began to get very involved in the Christian Men’s Club, which had formed after Billy Sunday’s visit, ten years earlier.  One morning he had the men over to his farm to have an all-day prayer meeting.  That night Billy’s father was elated.  He announced plans to build a tabernacle and to get a preacher.


Billy’s mother was excited as well.  She said, “I heard that at your prayer meeting a man prayed that Charlotte would give rise to a preacher who would spread the gospel to the ends of the earth!”


Billy wasn’t very interested.  “Maybe Charlotte is the end of the earth.”  He didn’t know who from Charlotte would go around the world preaching, but he didn’t much care.  It wouldn’t be him, he knew that.


In high school, Billy was not interested in Spiritual matters.  He had fun driving the family car, playing baseball and flirting with girls.  He liked to drag race the other kids at school.  He wasn’t as great a baseball player as he though he was, but he was very popular with the girls.  When the famous evangelist, Mordecai Ham came to town, Billy was too busy with his girlfriend Pauline to worry about coming to a revival meeting, but then he heard that Dr. Ham was accusing the high school students of Charlotte of being sinful.  This piqued Billy’s curiosity and he decided to go see for himself what this preacher was all about.


When Billy went inside the giant saw dust floored tent, he sat right in the front and center.  At first he felt sorry for the thin, old man with rimless glasses and white hair.  He looked so insignificant, there was no way he could preach to the four thousand people assembled.  It didn’t take Billy long to change his mind.  When Dr. Ham started speaking he had everyone spellbound.  


“You are a sinner!” he bellowed, looking right at Billy.  Billy was astonished.  How did this man know about him?  Billy continued to attend the meetings, but he made sure to sit a little more out of the way.  Finally one day, Billy was feeling very convicted of his sin.  When Dr. Ham extended the invitation to come to the front both Billy and his friend Grady Wilson responded.  They both realized that while they had been going to church, they had never really trusted the Lord Jesus as their Savior.  They repented of their sins and received the precious gift of salvation.


Billy wasted no time in sharing his new-found faith.  He went down to Belk’s department store in downtown Charlotte and began preaching on the sidewalk, waving his arms and pointing at people as they walked by.  In school he and his friends, the Wilson brothers, were referred to as “the preacher boys.”  As Billy approached graduation he decided he wanted to go to college to learn to be a preacher.  He decided on Bob Jones because it was relatively inexpensive and because his friends the Wilson brothers were going there, as had Jimmy Johnson, another preacher he knew.


Since Billy’s family had little money to send Billy to college, Billy knew he had to earn some money over the summer.  He and the Wilson brothers went with a friend to South Carolina to sell paintbrushes door to door.  Billy quickly learned to be a good salesman.  At the first house he picked out a cheap brush and handed it to the lady who answered the door.


“I have a free brush for you, ma’am.  All you have to do…”


“Thank you.” She said while grabbing the brush and then slamming the door.


After this, Billy learned to take his time finding the free brush while giving his sales pitch to the customer.  He was a very successful salesman, and earned plenty of money that summer.  He spent much of this on gabardine suits and bright ties.


One day that summer, Billy and Grady Wilson went with Jimmy Johnson to visit a prison.  They were expecting to hear Jimmy preach to the prisoners, but when they got there Jimmy announced that Billy was going to share his testimony.  Billy froze.  He paused, prayed and then started.  “I’m glad so many of you turned out…”  He gave his testimony and told about how the Lord had saved him.  He did a remarkable job.


Billy did not really like Bob Jones as much as he thought he would.  Boys were not allowed to talk to girls, mail was monitored, and there were rules for everything.  Billy felt like he was living in a cage.  That summer, he went with his family on a trip to Florida.  On a side trip the family stopped to look at the Florida Bible Institute.  Billy instantly fell in love with the school and decided to go there.  He later found out his mother had engineered that visit for that very purpose.  Billy couldn’t talk his friends the Wilson brothers into coming with him, so he talked another friend, Wenell Phillips into coming to Florida Bible Institute with him.  Bob Jones was upset about the boys leaving his school.  “If you don’t fit in here, you won’t fit in anywhere, not even some small school in the swamps.”


Billy loved the Florida Bible Institute, and made many good friends there.  Students were encouraged to practice preaching.  Billy developed four sermons so he would be ready when he had his chance.  When he finally got his chance at a small church near Palatka, he delivered all four of his messages in a blazing ten minutes.  John Minder, dean of the Bible Institute filled in the rest of the time.  Billy was frustrated with himself, but Dean Minder afterward asked Billy to be the youth director for the Tampa Gospel Tabernacle.  Billy agreed, and the kids loved Billy.  The group grew greatly in number, and Billy enjoyed ministering there.


While at Florida Bible Institute, Billy met a girl named Emily and fell in love.  He took her home to meet his parents and eventually proposed to her.  She accepted.  She eventually broke off the engagement and broke up with Billy.  She had fallen in love with another student, and she told Billy she didn’t think he would ever amount to anything.  Billy was heartbroken.  At first he was angry with God.  This was a dark period in his life.  He started doubting whether he should ever go into ministry.  He often took walks on the golf course at night to try to sort things out.  One night in March of 1938, as he was sitting on the eighteenth hole, God broke through.  Billy had visions of rallies, with thousand of people listening to him preach.  He realized then that he had let love for this woman interfere with his love for the Lord.  He prayed and repented and vowed to never let anything compete with his love for the Lord.  He threw himself into the Lord’s work like never before.  He would spend hours reading the Bible and would preach anywhere he could.  He was appointed the Assistant Pastor of Tampa Gospel Tabernacle.  He began asking local preachers to tell people about him and made flyers to hand out announcing his preaching.  His flyers made bold claims, even going so far as to refer to himself as, “One of America’s Outstanding Young Evangelists.”


Even though Billy was growing in popularity, he was still not sure of his calling.  He never called people to the altar at the end of the meeting. It was always the presiding pastor who did this.  Billy doubted whether people would come if he gave the altar call.  Finally one day he got his chance.  He was to preach in Venice, FL, a town sixty miles south of Tampa, and he was to give the altar call.  Billy was so nervous about this that he prayed all afternoon before the meeting.  He was worried that no one would come.  When his sermon ended, he gave the invitation and people poured down to the front.  A churchman later told Billy that thirty-two people had come forward, and that in all his time in that church he had never seen so many people come forward at once.


One day Billy was caddying for two golfers, Elner Edman and Paul Fischer.  Mr. Ednam’s brother was the president of Wheaton Bible College, and Mr. Fischer’s brother was on the Board of Trustees.  Billy told them how his mother had dreamed of him going to Wheaton.  He wanted to go, but didn’t have the money.  The gentlemen each agreed to pay for one year of school for Billy.  They said that they wanted Wheaton to be the school to graduate Billy Graham.  Billy went to Wheaton the next year as a freshman, even though he was twenty-two.  Many of his classes didn’t transfer over.  Billy majored in anthropology and got a part-time job moving furniture.


One of Billy’s friends offered to introduce him to a godly young lady named Ruth Bell.  Billy was very cautious about meeting girls since his failed engagement with Emily, but he agreed to meet Ruth.  Billy immediately fell in love with Ruth, but she was not interested in him.  Billy prayed about the situation for several weeks before finally asking her to a performance of Handel’s Messiah.  She accepted.  Billy struggled with what to do with this relationship.  He wanted to marry Ruth, but she wanted to be a missionary and he wanted to be an evangelist.  He did not want to interfere with God’s will for her.  Billy spent a lot of time praying about his relationship with Ruth.  One day she had to leave the school to take care of her older sister.  Finally, Billy decided that he had to marry Ruth and sent her a letter proposing.  She wrestled with the decision for a long time.  Finally she agreed to marry him.  They were married on August 13, 1943, shortly after Billy graduated from Wheaton.


After Wheaton, Billy began pastoring a church at Western Springs.  He convinced the church members to change their name to “The Village Church” to encourage more people to come.  He started a prayer meeting that soon blossomed to three hundred businessmen.  Soon Billy was offered the opportunity of hosting the “Songs in the Night” radio broadcast.  Though he was very busy, he made time for this new ministry.  He recruited George Beverly Shea to sing hymns for the program and he preached.  Offerings began to pour into his church and more than made up for the $150 per week the program cost.  Billy’s preaching improved as he could not use his wild gestures on radio.


Soon after taking the radio show, Billy was invited by Torrey Johnson to be the speaker at a rally for soldiers in Chicago.  It was called, “Chicagoland Youth for Christ.”  Billy reluctantly accepted.  He preached to a hall full of cynical soldiers, and forty-two of them accepted Christ on the first night.  Billy started doing more rallies with Johnson.  Eventually it became obvious that Billy could not pastor a church and preach at so many rallies.  He resigned as pastor and became a full time evangelist for Youth for Christ, often speaking to crowds of ten thousand or more.


In 1946, Billy went to England along with YFC’s other top preacher – Chuck Templeton.  Cliff and Billie Barrows led music.  They spoke to one hundred thousand people in three weeks.  Billy returned in the fall for six months.  Ruth came out for part of the trip.  It was on this trip that Billy met Stephen Olford in Wales.  Olford became a spiritual confidante to Billy Graham.  He taught Billy to have daily “quiet time” and to dig deeper into the Scriptures, immersing himself in it.


When Billy was doing a crusade in Minneapolis, William Riley, the eighty-six-year old president of Northwestern Bible School asked Billy to become president of the school.  Billy refused.  Riley persisted until Billy finally agreed to take over if anything happened to Riley.  On December 6, 1947, Billy received a call that William Riley had died.  Billy wanted to focus his full attention on his crusades, but he had made a promise.  He moved his ministry headquarters to Minneapolis and took over as the president of Northwestern Bible School.  At 29, he was the youngest college president in the country.  Billy threw himself into the job, but he also quickly recruited T.W. Wilson to take over as administrator.  Billy became an absentee president, checking in on the school between crusades.  Still, the school benefited from his work.


After a few years, Billy decided it was time to pull away from Northwestern and from YFC.  He wanted to focus his full attention on evangelizing on his own.  He was discouraged by his former colleague, Chuck Templeton.  Templeton had been a mighty preacher for YFC, but then slipped into liberalism.  He began to question scripture as he enrolled at Princeton Theological Seminary, a liberal Bible school.  He told Billy Graham that evangelizing was a waste of time and that much of the Bible wasn’t even true anyway.  He was very intelligent and used clever arguments that Billy couldn’t refute.  Billy began to get very discouraged and to doubt himself.  His biggest campaign yet, Los Angeles, loomed on the horizon and Billy was beset by fear and doubt.  When he was driving across Utah with his friend Grady Wilson, he was overcome.  Tears began to stream down his face.  Grady looked him in astonishment.  


“What’s the matter, buddy?” he asked.


“Templeton says I’m committing intellectual suicide.  Maybe he’s right.”


“Pull over on that jeep trail.” Grady ordered.


The two went into the desert and kneeled in prayer.   After some time Billy found his confidence return.  He knew he was in the will of God.  He still struggled for a while as Templeton tried to convince him to give up evangelism.  At a Bible camp Templeton confronted Billy with clever arguments.  That night Billy went into the woods with his Bible and began to pray.  “Oh God, I cannot prove certain things.  I cannot answer some of the questions Chuck is raising, but I accept this book by faith as the Word of God.”  Rising he prayed, “From this point on I surrender myself to God’s hands – heart and soul.”


The Los Angeles campaign started off slowly.  Usually if the campaign was successful after the first few weeks they would extend it a few more.  On the last scheduled day Billy prayed for a sign of whether they should continue.  The weather had been cold and dreary.  He asked God to give them a warm day if they were to continue.  The next day was hot and Billy decided to press on.  The crusade turned around drastically.  Several celebrities made public confessions of faith.  This drew more celebrities, which in turn drew more media coverage and more people.   They had to change the venue to accommodate all the people coming.  In eight weeks he preached to 350,000 people, and 3,000 made professions of faith.  Billy became an instant celebrity.


As a result of the Los Angeles crusade Billy was invited to meet President Truman, along with Cliff Barrow, Grady Wilson and Jerry Beaven.  In their twenty minute meeting with the president Billy asked Pres. Truman to declare a national day of repentance.  As the four left the White House reporters asked them about the meeting.  Billy repeated what he had asked the president, and then the four men kneeled on the White House lawn to offer a prayer of thanks.  Billy Graham was publicly criticized for reporting to the press what happened in a private conversation with the president.  He also heard that Truman was not happy with what he did.  Billy Graham humbled himself and prayed to the Lord, confessing that it was pride that caused him to do what he did.  He learned to keep a close watch on his pride and to always remind himself that it was the Lord Who accomplished this work.


In 1950 ABC radio offered the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association a weekly radio program.  They said it would cost $25,000 up front and $7,000 per week.  Billy wasn’t very excited about this because it was so expensive, but he told his team that if the money came in that night they would proceed.  That night Billy announced to his audience in Portland that the opportunity for a radio show had arisen and that anyone who wanted to could contribute after the meeting.  When the team counted up the offering it totaled $23,500.  


“That’s not enough.” Billy said.  “We need $25,000.”  


When the team returned to their hotel they picked up the mail at the desk.  They found they had just enough money to make $25,000.”  Ruth Graham suggested they call the show, “The Hour of Decision.”  The team liked that name and the show was born.  It typically featured a Scripture reading by Grady Wilson, Jerry Beaven reading the news, a hymn sung by Bev Shea and a sermon by Billy.


In 1951, Billy started World Wide Pictures, which made two evangelistic films – Mr. Texas and Oiltown.  The films were criticized as being amateur, but Billy was glad that he was using one more channel to get the gospel out to people.


In 1954, Billy scheduled a crusade in Britain, but was met with severe hostility from the British press.  They viciously attacked him in the papers calling him a big business preacher because of the vast amounts spent to promote the crusade.  The British Labor party even tried to get Parliament to bar Billy from coming to the country because of his stand against socialism.  Billy persisted, but wasn’t sure he would have much turnout.  


On the day of the first meeting Bill was depressed.  All he heard was negative.  When he got to the arena he noticed that the dog racing track next door was lit up and packed with people, but the parking lot where he would be preaching was almost empty.  He dejectedly walked inside.  What he saw shocked him.  The place was completely packed.  Most of the people had come on the subway, which was why the parking lot was mostly empty.  Billy quietly prayed, “Forgive me, God, for not trusting you.  This is your glory, not mine.” 


Over the next twelve weeks Billy had tremendous success.  Even the press changed their minds about him.  On his last day Billy preached to crowds of 67,000 and 120,000.  His tremendous success caught the attention of Prime Minister Winston Churchill who invited Billy for a private meeting.  Mr. Churchill shocked Billy by suddenly asking, “Is there any hope for this world?”  Winston Churchill was a man who had given hope to Europe to defeat the Nazi war machine, but privately he was not sure that there was truly any hope for the world.  Billy reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his New Testament.  “Sir, this gives me hope.”  Billy went on to explain the simple way of salvation.  Churchill said that he did not see much hope for the world unless it was the kind of hope that Billy Graham was talking about.


Billy Graham continued to be used of God to preach the gospel to millions of people.  He traveled all over the world telling people that all they need is Jesus Christ.  He prayed for years to be able to go into Communist countries.  Eventually he was able to go to Russia, China and even North Korea.  He refused to go to South Africa until they would allow white and black people to attend his crusades together.  Eventually the government backed down and allowed this.  Billy Graham has befriended every U.S. president since Truman.  He was instrumental in Pres. George W. Bush coming to Christ.  Billy has spoken in countries all over the world, reaching over 100 million people.  At eighty-six he still conducts a couple of crusades per year as his health permits.  His son, Franklin conducts evangelistic campaigns as well as running Samaritan’s Purse, a worldwide Christian relief organization.  Pres. George W. Bush recently called Billy Graham “America’s Pastor.”


How was a farm boy from North Carolina able to accomplish so much?  How was he able to preach the gospel to more people than anyone else in history?  Billy Graham wanted to be useful to the Lord Jesus.  His life focus was on knowing the Lord and telling others about Him.  His focus was unrelenting.  He was always following the Lord and looking for ways to serve.  He did not get distracted, even by good things.  He knew that not everyone was called to be an evangelist, but that he was, so he knew better than getting sidetracked into ministries that had nothing to do with his calling.  Truly, Billy Graham was a useful vessel for his master.

