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“This is a book you must read because this is a man you should know. Through him, 
millions have come to know the God who loves them and gives hope. And this God, the 
God who made the universe and you and me, loves you. He loves you deeply and dearly. 
There are so many of us who loved Billy Graham, myself included, and Lon is someone 
who knew and loved Billy and had the privilege of serving by his side. His is a unique 
perspective into a unique man whose message will impact your unique life.” 

—DR. MICHAEL OH, Global Executive Director and CEO, Lausanne Movement

“This is a book that is about an extraordinary God who spoke through and is displayed 
himself through Billy Graham. In chapter after chapter, you will read about how you also 
can experience a close relationship with God.”

—STEVE DOUGLASS, President, Campus Crusade for Christ/Cru

“Lon Allison’s winsome biography about Billy Graham is much more than a biography. 
Not only do we get a look at Billy’s ordinary life which became an extraordinary life, we get 
portraits of Jesus Christ in almost every chapter. Mr. Graham never wanted the attention 
to be on him. He wanted Jesus and his Gospel to shine. In this book, you will see Jesus 
shine forth, and it will be an encouragement to Christians and a helpful explanation for 
non-Christians.”

—ED STETZER, PhD, Billy Graham Chair of Church, Mission and Evangelism, 
Wheaton College 

“I woke at 5:00 AM this morning and read the entire book! I love good biographies and this 
book is no exception. Lon Allison explores the extraordinary life of Billy Graham: his roots, 
conversion, ministry, family life and even his regrets. You will be drawn to the person of 
Jesus, who fills every chapter. I highly commend this book to you.”

—BECKY MANLEY PIPPERT, author of Out of the Saltshaker and into the World

“As a lover and collector of biographies, I am thrilled with Lon Allison’s new book on Billy 
Graham. There are already a dozen biographies of Graham on my shelf, but Lon’s contribu-
tion is a unique profile of this great evangelist and America’s pastor. And that’s because Lon 
himself is a passionate evangelist and pastor. He gets Billy Graham. Lon loves to share the 
gospel, which is woven into this biography with gripping clarity. This is a book to read for 
yourself and to purchase for your friends!” 

—JIM L. NICODEM, Senior Pastor, Christ Community Church, St. Charles, IL; 
author of Prayer Coach
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“I love this book! Lon, who personally knew Billy Graham in both formal and informal 
settings, is just the right man to introduce us to the human side of the famous evangelist. Yes, 
there were the large crusades, fiery preaching, and press conferences. But there is also that 
other side of Billy, relaxing in a chair, visiting, asking questions, and encouraging all whom 
he met. Once again you will be impressed by Billy’s humility, his deferential attitude toward 
others, and his down-to-earth view of the world. No matter how much you have read about 
Billy Graham you will discover this is a delightful page-turner. Read it and pass it along.”

—DR. ERWIN W. LUTZER, Pastor Emeritus, The Moody Church,
author of Rescuing the Gospel

“Billy Graham’s recent graduation to the presence of the Lord provides the perfect chance 
to reflect on the life lessons, faith, vision, and passion for the Gospel that characterized 
his life and can characterize the lives of all followers of Jesus. Mr. Graham modeled a 
refreshing humility and confidence in the power of the Good News to radically change 
lives. He devoted his life to a simple yet powerful message, and Lon Allison shares the 
belief that nothing in life is more important than communicating this message far and 
wide. Read this book and be inspired to follow in the footsteps of one of the great ones.”

—KEVIN PALAU, President, Luis Palau Association

“With an insider’s perspective, Lon has captured Billy Graham’s relentless commitment 
to evangelism, heartbeat of grace-filled relationships, and God-trusting enormous vision. 
Lon shows through his own life how Dr. Graham’s timeless core is an inspiring model to 
study and emulate.”

—DR. ROGER PARROTT, President, Belhaven University

 “A great introduction to one of the defining figures of our times. My friend and fellow 
evangelist, Lon Allison, has given us an honest and insightful portrayal of Billy Graham 
that authentically conveys both the man and the power of his message.”

—J. JOHN, Reverend Canon and Evangelist, England

 “My two favorite evangelists of this generation are Billy Graham and Lon Allison. I believe 
it’s no accident they had a long partnership in ministry and relationship. Not only will 
you get great insights from this book about Billy Graham, you’ll get great insights as well 
about how to represent the Christian faith in our generation with class and power.”

—RAY JOHNSTON, Founding and Senior Pastor, Bayside Churches, California

“There are many exhaustive books on Dr. Billy Graham. What makes this one special is 
its unique accessibility. Lon covers the contours of Dr. Graham’s life, while finding the 
applicability for our own. Yes, you will learn the life story of Dr. Graham, but you will 
also learn his life motivation—giving himself unreservedly, so that people like us, from 
all walks of life, from all over the world, would know we are loved by God. Through this 
book, as you take an interest in Dr. Graham, you cannot help but take encouragement 
knowing God knows you and loves you.”

—GARY WALTER, President, The Evangelical Covenant Church



BILLY

GRAHAM
A N  O R D I N A R Y  M A N 
A N D  H I S  E X T R A O R D I N A R Y  G O D

Foreword by Dr. Leighton Ford and Jean Graham Ford

LON ALLISON

Pa r ac l e t e  P r e s s 
BREWSTER, MASSACHUSETTS



2018 First Printing

Billy Graham: An Ordinary Man and His Extraordinary God

Copyright © 2018 by Lonnie J. Allison

ISBN 978-1-64060-087-4

Unless otherwise noted, quotations from Holy Scripture are taken from the Holy Bible, 
New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ 
Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com. 
The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United 
States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™

Scripture quotations marked (nlt) are taken from the Holy Bible, New Living 
Translation, copyright ©1996, 2004, 2015 by Tyndale House Foundation. Used by 
permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All rights 
reserved.

Scripture quotations marked (esv) are taken from The ESV® Bible (The Holy 
Bible, English Standard Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing 
ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked (cev) are taken from the Contemporary English 
Version © 1991, 1992, 1995 by American Bible Society. Used by Permission.

The Paraclete Press name and logo (dove on cross) are trademarks of Paraclete Press, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
Names: Allison, Lon (Lon J.), 1952- author. 

Title: Billy Graham : an ordinary man and his extraordinary god / Lon Allison 
   ; foreword by Dr. Leighton Ford and Jean Graham Ford. 

Description: Brewster, MA : Paraclete Press, Inc., 2018. | Includes 
   bibliographical references. 

Identifiers: LCCN 2018008555 | ISBN 9781640600874 (hardcover) 
Subjects: LCSH: Graham, Billy, 1918-2018. | Evangelists—United 

   States—Biography. 
Classification: LCC BV3785.G69 A75 2018 | DDC 269/.2092 [B]—dc23 

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018008555

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in an electronic retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, 
recording, or any other—except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior 

permission of the publisher.

Published by Paraclete Press
Brewster, Massachusetts
www.paracletepress.com

Printed in the United States of America



C O N T E N T S

F O R E W O R D
by Dr. Leighton Ford and Jean Graham Ford

7

I N T R O D U C T I O N
9

 O N E  FIRST IMPRESSIONS 13  

 T W O  HOW IT ALL BEGAN 20  

 T H R E E  THE TIPPING POINT 28

 F O U R  PREPARING FOR HIS FUTURE 37

 F I V E  INTIMATE GOD CONNECTION 59

 S I X  ALL HEAVEN BREAKS LOOSE 73

 S E V E N  RACIAL JUSTICE, PEACE NOT WAR,    
  HUMAN SUFFERING 98

 E I G H T  WEAKNESSES AND REGRETS 116  

 N I N E  A SOUL MATE FOR LIFE 132

 T E N  THE MESSAGE OF THE MAN 142

 
B I B L I O G R A P H Y  A N D  A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

149

N O T E S
151



May God use these pages to point  you 
not to Bi l ly  Graham, but to Jesus Christ , 
the one I  have always sought to serve. 1



You have no idea how sick I  get  of  the name 
Bi l ly  Graham, and how wonderful  and thr i l l ing 

the name Christ  sounds to my ears. 2

—BILLY GRAHAM



F O R E W O R D

T his book is about an ordinary man. It is also written for 

ordinary readers, not scholars, historians, or theologians. 

And we are so glad for that—because Billy always had 

a heart for ordinary people. You may remember him, 

perhaps vaguely, as a preacher to large crowds, a personality on 

television, an admired celebrity. But who was he? What did he stand 

for? I overheard two young people talking and one asked, “What is 

this Billy Graham about anyway?” The other replied, “I think he’s 

some old guy who wants everyone to be good”!

This book will tell you what he was about. Who he was. What his 

message was. And how his message can bring new hope and meaning 

to your life. As an artist friend, a relative of his, said, “He looked as if 

he knew something. Something he had to share.” And he did.

We can still picture him when he spoke to a crowd: standing tall, 

humble, with piercing blue eyes, hands clutching a Bible, jabbing 

them out to make a point. His voice was clear and penetrating, like 

the whistle of a train on an early morning, with a hint of thunder.

But to us the personal Billy is as real as the public preacher. There 

were not two Billy Grahams. Just one. He was as real and genuine in 

person as he was on the platform.

I (Jeanie) remember when I was about five and my big brother 

put me in his goat wagon and got the goat to pull me out to the garden 

to pick vegetables. And when I had polio, he had just made the long 

drive to Chicago, and when he heard I was sick he turned around and 

came straight home to care for me.
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I (Leighton) remember when I was seventeen and he came to 

speak at a youth rally in my home city in Canada. I was the leader 

and was sure all our friends would come forward to give their lives 

to follow Jesus. Only one did. I was so disappointed. But Billy put an 

arm around my shoulder and told me he would pray for me, and if I 

stayed humble God would use me.

His tall frame is gone now, his voice silenced. But his presence is 

still very real.

We are so glad that Lon Allison was asked to write this book. He 

is the right person to do it. Lon himself is a gifted evangelist. He has 

a deep passion to make Christ real and available to people. As the 

director for years of the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College he 

knows firsthand how wide and deep the influence of Billy has been. 

As you read, our wish and hope is that the extraordinary God, 

who used this ordinary man, will use this book to make his extra-

ordinary love very real and compelling to you.

—LEIGHTON AND JEAN FORD
 Charlotte, North Carolina



I N T R O D U C T I O N

I’m a reluctant witness when it comes to writing about Billy 

Graham. I am privileged to know him and to have visited with him 

several times, beginning in the last decade of his public ministry. I 

also got to know many of his closest team members and some of 

the family. Even as I sit here writing I think of them with much fondness 

and respect. They remind me of the words of the psalmist who said,

I say of the holy ones who are in the land,

 “They are the noble ones in whom is all my delight.” 

(Ps. 16:3)

My bird’s-eye view came from serving as the executive director 

of the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College in Wheaton, Illinois. 

Those were fifteen wonderful years. I am full of memories and 

reflections from what I learned.

So, why am I reluctant to write of him? Because he emphatically 

disliked attention. He would often quote from Isaiah 48:11, stating that 

God “will not yield [his] glory to another.” He feared people would 

focus on him more than on the God who created him, saved him, 

and called him to serve the world with the great message of his Lord 

Jesus Christ. For instance, in 1996 he visited the campus of Wheaton 

College, his alma mater, and was led on a tour of the “new,” revised 

Billy Graham Center Museum. First off, he didn’t like it called the 

Billy Graham Center Museum. Why? He’d felt the original rendition, 

which opened in 1980, was too focused on his life and not enough on 

the work of God operating through many others in the evangelization 
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of America. Further, he feared there was too much Billy Graham and 

too little Jesus Christ in the story the museum presented. So as he 

completed his tour of the newly revised exhibits he was asked if he now 

liked it better. One of his friends told me this story and showed me the 

exact spot where Billy responded. His words were few but poignant: 

“there is still too much Billy Graham here.”

Thus I am reluctant to offer yet another version of the Billy 

Graham story, knowing he would have frowned on such a thing. He 

really would not want it. On top of that, several excellent books on his 

life and ministry have been written, and a few of them in recent years. 

Many are by trained historians with the expertise that only those in that 

field have mastered. Is another book needed, and by a nonhistorian 

like me? No, not really. Yet both the publisher who first approached me 

and a couple of close friends argued that I might be perfect for another 

Billy Graham book as we neared the centennial year of his life. Why? 

Because an observant eyewitness who would focus just as much on the 

message Mr. Graham preached as on Billy himself might be helpful.

I know it would please Billy more for a book about him to take such 

an approach. As one of my young friends, Johnnie Moore, said, “Lon, 

you have to write this because Billy made Jesus bigger.” That sold me. If 

I have anything to offer, it is to look at his life from a slightly different 

point of view. I’d like to tell Mr. Graham’s story, but always pointing to 

the Good News or gospel about Jesus that was the core purpose of his 

life. I’ll explain more about this Good News or gospel in a moment. But 

my take on Mr. Graham is that in every role of his life he was consumed 

with the desire to be obedient, with God’s strength, so he might display the 

life of Christ. Friends who knew him far better than I did say it is so too.

Thus I’ll be talking about Mr. Graham but always pointing to 

Jesus, who made Billy Graham the man he was. I recall the story of the 
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preacher visiting a church as a guest speaker. When he stepped up to 

the pulpit there was a brass plaque on the pulpit facing him. It simply 

said, “Preacher, we wish to see Jesus.” If you will allow, I will therefore 

write about Mr. G. (as we often called him), but more about Jesus, who 

worked so powerfully in him.

Now, as promised, let me define a word that will be used a lot in 

the book. It’s the word gospel. Gospel is an Old English word that means 

“good spell or story.” Often today it is also called good news or good 

message. It is used a lot, but always means the same thing. It is the good 

news or good message or good story about God. That’s it in a nutshell. 

The gospel is about God. The God Billy Graham believed in is the God 

of the Bible, who, we are told, is the only God and is distinctly three 

persons in the same God. He is the Father, the Son (Jesus), and the 

Holy Spirit. Three distinct persons as one God.

The essence of the gospel is that God the Father loved humankind 

so very much he sent his only Son, Jesus, to die for our sins and then, 

three days later, to rise to new life so he could live in all who seek 

him by the Holy Spirit. In that person of the Spirit, he promises to be 

with us and in us always. Because of these great acts of God, people 

can experience three tremendous benefits, which is why it is such 

gospel—such Good News. First, we can know him personally. He is 

no longer distant and otherworldly. We can actually experience God 

living in our own hearts. The second benefit is to receive forgiveness 

for all our evil thoughts, words, and deeds from our past, our present, 

and our future. We are completely forgiven, and not on the basis of 

our goodness (because we aren’t good enough), but by his perfect 

goodness (because Jesus was good enough). Not only are we forgiven 

for our badness, but because he lives in us, he starts transforming us 

into the good people we’ve always wanted to be. Finally, we receive 

Introduction



BILLY GRAHAM12

the gift of eternal life in heaven when we die. And like forgiveness, 

heaven can’t be earned, but is freely given.

I hope you can now see why this is such good news and why 

Billy and so many others, including me, have given our lives to tell 

people this gospel. I am quite sure that anything good we witness in 

Mr. Graham’s life, he would readily credit to the gospel of the living 

God working in him. Further, any failures and even sins we find in 

his history, whether it be in his personal life or ministry, he’d readily 

attribute to those times when instead of relying on God, he depended 

instead on himself. Whenever people try to do God’s work for him 

without depending completely on God to do it, there is failure.



My prayer is that this book will be read by a generation that has 

never heard of Billy Graham. When I asked my twenty-six-year-old 

musician-artist son if his friends would know of Billy Graham he said, 

“Dad, they know more about Bill Graham, one of the first producers 

of the music of the 1960s, than they will Billy Graham.” So, it is for 

them that I write. I also write for those who are broadly attached 

to the Christian faith, and for those who have had only a small or 

short brush with faith in their lives. Billy influenced everyone from 

Catholics and Lutherans to Bible church evangelicals and Assemblies 

of God charismatics. As I hope you will hear clearly in what follows, he 

touched people like me with very little religious background. He was 

the “pastor to presidents” and a spiritual guide to celebrities. But more 

than everything else, he was a friend of Jesus and passionately devoted 

to telling Jesus’s story to everyone he possibly could in all the world.



O N E

FIRST IMPRESSIONS
God blesses those who are humble,
for they wi l l  inheri t  the whole earth.

—Matthew 5:5 (nlt)

I  am not a great  preacher and 
I  don’t  c laim to be a great preacher. . . . 

I ’m just  an ordinary preacher, 
just  communicat ing the Gospel 

in the best  way I  know how.

—BILLY GRAHAM3

Let me tell you about when I first met with Billy Graham 

in person. This story illustrates a bit of who the man 

was. It was a summer Sunday night in 1998. I flew to 

Ottawa, Canada, to meet with him. I was at that time 

being considered for the role of director of the Billy Graham Center 

at Wheaton College in Illinois, and Billy had to approve me for the 

task. Those in leadership at the college had told me the meeting was 

mostly a formality, since the search committee had already voted to 

call me, but still, they wanted Billy to be consulted. Ottawa was the 

location for our meeting because that’s where Billy was. It was the last 

night of his crusade in that city.
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I was nervous as they led me to a private hospitality room that 

Sunday afternoon in the lower recesses of the great Ottawa stadium. 

Billy often met with dignitaries, church leaders, major donors, 

celebrities, and the like prior to going out to preach, and I was taken 

to a room loaded with fruits, cheeses, cold drinks, cookies, and all 

manner of good things to sustain me until I was summoned. Other 

people were there as well. I think one of the people was the mayor of 

Ottawa. Others were business leaders and a leading Ottawa pastor or 

two. One by one or in groups, they were taken in to talk with Graham. 

When none of them returned to the green room, I assumed that 

after you met with Billy you were ushered somewhere else to see the 

spectacle about to commence, namely, the crusade meeting. Soon, I 

was alone and waiting in the room.

Finally, the door of the suite opened and the director of North 

American Crusades for the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association 

(BGEA), Dr. Sterling Huston, entered. Dr. Huston was the man 

responsible for the crusade that was going on above us. He was also the 

leader of the selection committee for the new director of the Graham 

Center. Sterling was one of the finest Christian gentlemen I ever met. 

He smiled and asked if I was ready. I said, quaveringly, “Sure,” but I was 

increasingly nervous. I already realized I was in some kind of rarified 

air and was out of my league.

Ever since I had first heard about Billy Graham, and seen him 

preach for the first time as a freshman in college, I had been in awe. 

I did not come from a Christian family. I was not raised in any kind 

of a church. But in my later high school years I heard the gospel at a 

critical time in life and responded to the invitation to commit my life to 

Christ. I had been intensely lonely and suffered chronic guilt from life 
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failures even though I was only sixteen, but when I heard of God’s love 

and forgiveness of my sins, I jumped into Christ’s forgiving arms. My 

life began changing slowly, and I began to sense that God could truly 

forgive even me. I started telling friends what I’d found. My irresistible 

urge to know God and Christ began to grow to an urge to tell people 

what I’d found. So, two years later, as a freshman in college, there I was 

leading a whole busload of kids to see and hear, for the first time, this 

man named Billy Graham. Fifty thousand people or more were present 

in the Oakland Coliseum that night in 1971. I was amazed. Where 

had they all come from? Were this many people looking for God to 

help them, just as I had been? When Graham invited anyone seeking 

God to come to the front of the stadium, my amazement reached 

astonishment. They just kept coming and coming and coming. Now, 

thirty years later, I was going to meet him in person.

As Dr. Huston and I left the green room and headed down a 

hallway, my anxiety increased yet another notch. I had been with the 

mayor of Ottawa and other Canadian leaders in the hospitality room, 

but I was a stranger to them, as they were to me. Now, as we walked the 

long, dimly lit hallway, I saw several large men in business suits, each 

with an earpiece, looking quite serious, watching me pass by. They did 

not smile. They were hired security. I remember feeling uncomfortable 

around all the pomp and circumstance, and wondered if this is what 

it is like to meet a president or a king. I also wondered, Is all this really 

necessary for meeting a Christian speaker? Finally, we approached 

another door. Standing outside was another large man in a suit who 

looked about my age. He was the final checkpoint guard, I guessed. He 

was not smiling either, but he wasn’t quite as scary as the rest of the 

security detail. Dr. Huston stopped and said to the man, “Franklin, this 

First  Impressions
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is Lon Allison. He’s here to meet your father and talk about the Graham 

Center position.” That was my introduction to Franklin Graham, who 

was being a good son by watching over his eighty-year-old father from 

outside the door. Franklin smiled and we shook hands; then he opened 

the door.

The room wasn’t nearly as nice as the hospitality suite. In fact, 

it appeared to be part of the backstage to the Ottawa stadium floor. 

There were two high-backed chairs with a small table, as I recall, and 

there might have been a small carpet under the chairs. There was no 

pretense in this room, no grandeur, no armed guards, no cookies and 

cheese or Perrier. There was only an elderly white-haired man sitting 

in one of the chairs. Sterling looked at the man and said, “Bill”—if you 

really knew him well, you could call him Bill—“this is Lon Allison.” 

Then, Billy spoke. I will never forget what he said: “I’ve been waiting to 

meet you.” I didn’t expect those words. He went on to say that “they,” 

meaning the search committee, “tell me I have to sign off on the next 

director of the Wheaton Center.” Even then he refused to call it the 

Billy Graham Center. For fifteen years, or whenever I spoke with 

him, it was never the Billy Graham Center, just simply “the Wheaton 

Center.” Then he added, “I don’t think it necessary I approve you, but I 

am glad to meet you.”

Billy went on to ask about my family. He wanted to know about 

my wife and children. I didn’t expect that either. Then he talked a bit 

about his family. Wasn’t he far too busy to talk with me, particularly 

at that moment? Well over twenty thousand people were pouring into 

the hockey stadium above us to hear him speak. And yet, he had time 

to talk with me about my family. We chatted for five or ten minutes 

about our personal lives. Then we discussed, as I recall, his love for “the 
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Wheaton Center” and for Wheaton College, where it was located, and 

how he hoped it would be a place where many younger leaders would 

be trained to declare the gospel to the world.

At some point during our conversation, which was now about 

twenty minutes long, Dr. Huston said to Billy, “Bill, I wanted you to 

know that Lon earned his doctorate at Gordon-Conwell” (a seminary 

Mr. Graham also helped start, though I don’t think I knew that at that 

time), “and Lon’s thesis was on evangelistic preaching for the twenty-

first century.”

“It was?” Billy said. Then he put his hand on my shoulder and 

asked the question I will never forget. It was the last possible thing I 

ever thought he would ask me. He said, “Do you think you could teach 

me some things about preaching the gospel better?” Now, pause for 

a moment and allow that question to sink in. Here was Billy Graham 

asking me to help him preach better! I laughed out loud, absolutely 

flabbergasted. Billy Graham was asking me to help him preach the 

gospel better. It was unbelievable. For a quick second, I wondered if it 

was a backhanded joke between him and Dr. Huston. But Billy looked 

at me so seriously and honestly when he said it.* When I realized this 

was no joke, all I could come up with in response was something like, 

“No, sir, I don’t think I could since most of my work in the field is 

predicated on your example.” He said something else, but I didn’t hear 

it. By then my head was spinning.

Billy Graham in person was such a contrast to the massiveness of 

the stadium, the surging crowds, the hospitality suite, the dignitaries 

First  Impressions

* Incidentally, I have the picture taken by Billy Graham’s photographer, Russ Busby, at 
precisely that moment to prove this. In the photo, I am laughing as the greatest evangelistic 
preacher in the world, perhaps in all of church history, asks me to teach him how to be better 
at his craft.
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and celebrities, and the security force. He was a somewhat frail and 

exceedingly kind man who listened more than he talked, asked about 

my family, and then asked me to teach him about preaching, when he 

was the best at it in the world. The contrast was shocking, stunning. 

Finally, he thanked me for coming and said he was sorry we couldn’t 

talk longer, but that one of the performing artists had asked to see him 

about her marital problems before the crusade started. He said she was 

like a daughter to him and he hoped her marriage would be okay.

That was my first personal experience of this man Billy Graham. 

His gentleness was striking, his humility astonishing. How can one of 

the most famous leaders in the world be so gentle and humble? In a 

world where leaders lie, curse, exaggerate, hyperbolize, castigate others, 

and display narcissistic behavior, where did this guy come from? From 

another world, I think. He was from a different mold than the world in 

which we dwell. By the way, in case you are wondering, this was who 

he was every time I was with him over the next fifteen years. More 

importantly, those who knew him far better than I corroborated the 

experience I’d had. Billy Graham’s most compelling character traits were 

gentleness and a humility that leaves you shaking your head in wonder.

So, how does such a gentle, humble person become one of the most 

famous and important people in the world? The Bible says, “Humble 

yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up 

in due time” (1 Pet. 5:6). I guess that’s how.

Billy would tell you that what I witnessed had little to do with 

him. He would tell you that only Christ living in him could make him 

as he was that Sunday evening in Ottawa. He would tell you that he 

was not always like that and that his own life was still full of sinful 

tendencies. And he would mean it, and he would be right. But there 

was the spark of a new kind of person in him. The Bible says that “if 
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anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the 

new is here! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through 

Christ” (2 Cor. 5:17–18). What I witnessed that night was a man who 

had embraced Christ and was being transformed as a result. He was 

looking more and more like Jesus all the time because Jesus was in 

him. There are some verses in the Bible where Jesus called people to 

come to him and experience his power and character when he was on 

earth. “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will 

give you rest. . . . For I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find 

rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light” (Matt. 

11:28–30). Gentle and humble of heart was part of who Jesus was. I 

saw a trace of that in Mr. Graham that night.

Every person can be made new inside and to look more and more 

like Jesus. That is part of the gospel message. We are forgiven for our 

flaws and evil behaviors, thoughts, and words. We are given a new, 

second birth with God in us and his beauty and perfection placed in 

our hearts. That is part of the gospel Graham preached throughout 

the world. This is possible because of God’s Son, who died for our sins 

because of his great love.

How does one receive this new birth? By humbly admitting that 

living your life on your terms has not helped you or anyone else very 

much. By telling God how sorry you are for the flaws and evil in your 

old life. And finally, asking him to give you the new life where he is the 

center and the leader of everything. He will give you rest. And he will 

start to make you new.

Perhaps some readers sense the need to do this right now even 

though we are only starting to tell the story of Billy Graham’s life and 

message for today. If so, please do it. Let nothing stop you. God awaits, 

and he loves you.

First  Impressions




