Letters to the Front Lines #3

“The Power of a Personal Testimony”

1 Timothy 1:12-17

How many of you would like to lead someone to faith in Christ?

What do you think is the most important component of witnessing? If you said the power of the Holy Spirit, you are correct. Beyond that, though, what is the most valuable tool? A well-polished presentation of the Gospel? A better knowledge of the Bible?

No, nothing is any more effective in drawing someone to Jesus Christ than the sharing of personal testimony. We should always be ready to share our own experience with Christ. A personal testimony catches the attention and holds the interest of an unbeliever like nothing else.
By its very nature, a personal testimony is unique. It should describe your life before receiving Christ, how you realized your need for Christ, what steps you took to become a Christian, how Christ helps you and makes a difference in your daily life, and any unique ways Christ has dealt with you in drawing you to Himself. A personal testimony is difficult to refute because an individual is sharing truth that has come to them firsthand through their own personal experience with God.

There is no way of arguing against that—it was the truth! This man was no expert in blindness or healing or theology; he only knew what had happened in his own life! He was a witness, like a witness in a modern courtroom. 

As Rick Warren puts it, “This is the essence of witnessing—simply sharing your personal experiences regarding the Lord. In a courtroom, a witness isn’t expected to argue the case, prove the truth, or press for a verdict; that is the job of attorneys. Witnesses simply report what happened to them or what they saw.”

He goes on to add,

Jesus said, “You will be my witnesses” [Acts 1:8], not “You will be my attorney.” He wants you to share your story with others. Sharing your testimony is an essential part of your mission on earth because it is unique. There is no other story just like yours, so only you can share it. If you don’t share it, it will be lost forever. You may not be a Bible scholar, but you are the authority on your life, and it’s hard to argue with personal experience. Actually, your personal testimony is more effective than a sermon, because unbelievers see pastors as professional salesmen, but see you as a “satisfied customer,” so they give you more credibility. 

Personal stories are also easier to relate to than principles, and people love to hear them. They capture our attention, and we remember them longer. Unbelievers would probably lose interest if you started quoting theologians, but they have a natural curiosity about experiences they’ve never had. Shared stories build a relational bridge that Jesus can walk across from your heart to theirs.

As we continue our study of 1 Timothy, Paul gives a personal testimony of his own in the first chapter, verses 12-17. After stressing the importance of maintaining the message in verses 3-11, he adds a personal touch in the verses the follow. We can learn three important characteristics of a personal testimony.

A Personal Testimony is Honest

First, a personal testimony is honest, as we see in verses 12-14,

I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me faithful, appointing me to his service. Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.
Before we get into the details, let me note that Paul begins and ends his personal testimony by focusing on Christ. This is the foremost rule of testimonies—it is to honor Him, not me.

Verse 12 opens with Paul’s appreciation to Jesus for what He did in the apostle's life. This gratitude is something Paul possesses (literally, “I have”). The present tense of the verb underscores the continual, present possession of this gratitude.
 Paul never forgot where he had come from and what Christ had pulled him out of.

Then Paul honestly shared his past. This is so important because a factually based personal testimony is unanswerable; internal experience alone is questionable. The most compelling case for Christianity is a personal testimony. Paul’s testimony follows a simple outline: My life before Christ, my encounter with Christ, and my life after Christ.

What Paul had been is summarized in three expressions, each one intensifying the nature of Paul’s sin. He had been, first, “a blasphemer.” The word refers to one who speaks foolishly, injuriously or with evil intent against God. Second, Paul had been “a persecutor.” The word is found nowhere else in the New Testament, nor is it found in any ancient Greek writings. It is related from the verb meaning “persecute,” in which case it would have the sense of pursuing or hunting someone down. It was, in fact, Christ Himself whom Paul had been persecuting.

The third word Paul used was “violent,” a Greek term that is a mixture of pride and insolence, which finds satisfaction in insulting and humiliating other people.
 It is especially ugly. It describes one who takes sadistic delight in inflicting, without reason, pain and suffering upon others.
 A modern equivalent might be “bully.”

We read these words and it may not mean that much to us. After all, this is the apostle Paul we’re talking about—usually considered the greatest figure in Christianity after Christ Himself. Try to imagine in our world the head of Isis, known for beheading Christians in the Middle East, suddenly announcing that he has turned to Christ and became a Christian. How quickly would we accept that? Or convicted serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer claiming to become a Christian while behind bars? (That actually happened before he was killed by a fellow inmate.)

Now Paul adds a disclaimer in verse 13 that might not sit well with us initially: “Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief.” What did Paul’s “ignorance” have to do with his salvation? Is ignorance an excuse before God? Of course not! The fact of his ignorance is related to a special Jewish law outlined in Leviticus 5:15–19; Numbers 15:22–31.
 The Jews made a distinction between sins of ignorance and those done defiantly or presumptuously. That Paul saw his prior sins in the first category is evidenced in his initial exchange with the Lord. When Christ appeared to him on the road to Damascus and asked, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?” His answer was, “Who are you, Lord?”
 Paul was not saying that his acting “in ignorance and unbelief” had earned him mercy. Rather, he meant that it did not disqualify him from receiving mercy.

Proof that Paul was not excusing his past behavior due to ignorance is seen in the fact that he calls himself “the chief of sinners” twice in the next paragraph. It was, in the words of John Bunyan’s autobiography, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners; he borrowed both parts of his title from verses 14 and 15.
 There is no hyperbole here. Paul expressed the facts with careful precision at the end of Romans 5 when he said, “But where sin increased, grace increased all the more, 21 so that, just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 5:20-21). There is no conceivable amount of sin that grace cannot overcome.

So Paul is honest in his appraisal about his past and what Christ has done for him. Honesty is essential in our personal testimony.
 We might be tempted to exaggerate or inflate our past in order to make our testimony more interesting or compelling, but this is a bad idea. 
When I was in junior high school, a Christian comedian named Mike Warnke emerged on the scene, writing books and recording albums of live performances. He told of his experiences as a drug dealer and Satanist high priest in a book entitled The Satan Seller, shared his personal testimony of coming to Christ in his album, Mike Warnke—Alive! A later album, Hey Doc! relayed a heart-stirring story that happened while serving as a Navy corpsman attached to a Marine unit during the Viet Nam war. Years later, though, investigative reporters found that none of his testimony was true. He had made it all up. Just like that, he lost all credibility…and gave the cause of Jesus a black eye.

A Personal Testimony is Humble

Second, a personal testimony is humble, as evidenced in verses 15-16,

Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.
At every stage of his testimony, Paul emphasizes not himself but Christ. The subject of the sentence is Christ Jesus, who came into the world to save sinners. Then he adds, “of whom I am the worst.” In the next verse he repeats this, claiming to be “the worst of sinners.” We admire Paul’s humility, and note that he considered himself to be the “least of the apostles” in 1 Corinthians 15:9 and the “least of all saints” in Ephesians 3:8.
 Furthermore, Paul did not say, “I was the worst of sinners, but “I am the worst.” This is the thinking of a healthy regenerate heart. Saving Christianity never endows one with a sense of superiority.

But does he mean it? Are we to understand him literally? Is he embellishing his sinfulness for effect? Common sense tells us not to take his statement as a precise, scientific fact, for he had not investigated the criminal records of all the inhabitants of the world, carefully compared himself with them, and concluded that he was worse than them all. The truth is rather that, when we are convicted of sin by the Holy Spirit, an immediate result is that we give up all such comparisons. Paul was so vividly aware of his own sins that he could not conceive that anybody could be worse. It is the language of every sinner whose conscience has been awakened and disturbed by the Holy Spirit. We may begin like the Pharisee of Jesus’ parable in Luke 18, “God, I thank you that I am not like other men,” but we end like the tax collector who beat his breast and said (literally), “God have mercy on me, the sinner.” The Pharisee inflated his ego by comparing himself with others; as far as the tax collector was concerned, however, there were no other sinners with whom to compare himself; he was the one and only.
 I don’t believe that Paul is overstating the case or trying to elicit sympathy by a show of false humility.

Furthermore, Paul sets himself up as an “example” for others who would come to Christ. The Greek word he uses can be translated “prototype” of subsequent conversions, because it was an exhibition of Christ’s infinite patience. Paul seems to speak to us across the centuries: “Don’t despair! Christ had mercy even on me, the worst of sinners; he can also have mercy on you!”

Salvation requires “belief” in Christ. Paul’s language (believe on him) indicates that he means personal faith in Christ, not simply adherence to a dogma or doctrine.
 Again, the emphasis is not on how bad Paul was but on how good God is.
A Personal Testimony is Honoring

Finally, a personal testimony is honoring. I have alluded to this through this message, but verse 17 brings it home: “Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.” Paul assured Timothy and the church in Ephesus that his authority to preach the gospel came not from his own greatness but from God, whose grace overcame the apostle’s sinful past and personal shortcomings.

Anyone who has a growing comprehension of the holiness of God will also have a commensurate growing understanding of his sinfulness before this God. The closer one comes to the light, the more dirt one sees. Paul lived so near to the heart of God that he could not help but understand the desperate need of his own heart. And let us never forget that in this confession Paul was magnifying the mercy and grace of God, not his own sinfulness.

We must be careful not to allow our personal testimonies to be a commemoration of our sinfulness instead of a celebration of God’s mercy and grace. We should never be the star of our testimony! All the praise and glory must go to God!

Each Christian’s spiritual history is filled with touching reminders of God’s grace and mercy. While it will not do to live in that past, from time to time we may need to relate our experiences that have brought us to where we are. Paul’s testimony of his personal encounter with Christ demonstrated the power of the approved gospel. Paul knew in his heart and was fully convinced that this message was true. And it is essential that every Christian share this conviction borne out of experience.

Taking the opportunity for personal testimony to the joy and reality of Jesus is likely to be more productive than inviting a friend to church, valuable though that can be.
 So if you’re going to prepare a testimony, think through the wording. Include what your life was before Christ, how you came to Christ, and what your life is in Christ now. Write it down and limit it to two pages at the most. Include only relevant details that others have observed and could affirm. Read it through a few times, not to memorize it, but to become comfortable with what you would like to say. Then let the opportunities and the Holy Spirit be your guide as you testify from the heart.

Something wonderful happens when we share our personal story of salvation with a close friend. Share your spiritual journey with someone, and don’t forget to make God the hero.

�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on Acts, Swindoll’s New Testament Insights (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2016).


�Rick Warren, The Purpose-Driven Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2002).


�Ibid.


�John A. Kitchen, The Pastoral Epistles for Pastors (The Woodlands, TX: Kress Christian Publications, ©2009).


�Swindoll, Insights on Acts.


�Kitchen, op. cit.


�John R. W. Stott, Guard the Truth: The Message of 1 Timothy & Titus, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1996).


�Robert H. Mounce, Pass It On, A Bible Commentary for Laymen (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, ©2005).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Faithful (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1981).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Kitchen, op. cit.


�R. Kent Hughes and Bryan Chapell, 1 & 2 Timothy and Titus: To Guard the Deposit, Preaching the Word (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, ©2000).


�Stott, op. cit.


�Hughes and Chapell, op. cit.


�Kitchen, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Hughes and Chapell, op. cit.


�Stott, op. cit.


�Mounce, op. cit.


�Stott, op. cit.


�Philip Towner, 1–2 Timothy & Titus, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1994).


�Charles R. Swindoll, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, Swindoll’s Living Insights New Testament Commentary (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2014).


�Kitchen, op. cit.


�Towner, op. cit.


�Michael Green, One to One (Nashville: Moorings, ©1995).


�Swindoll, Insights on Acts.


�Swindoll, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus.





PAGE  
5

