Sharpening the Skill of Sharing Your Faith #3

“Telling Your Story”

selected Scriptures

This month we are sharpening the skill of sharing your faith. In the first week we established the fact that we are all called to be witnesses and we identified our “mission field”—people we already know who don’t know Jesus. Last week we considered some principles of sharing our faith, being prepared, personal, and positive. This week we move on to telling your story with regard to your faith journey.

It is at this point, when we have to actually speak words, that Christians are known to panic. We know the world’s greatest, the world’s most important, the world’s most life-changing secret. And when it’s “time to tell,” we choke. As ambassadors for Christ, we have the privilege of delivering the best news that any individual could possibly receive. It would seem that one of life’s most fulfilling and sought after experiences would be sharing that good news. In reality, it’s the one thing most of us fear and avoid at all costs.

Yet 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 the unbeliever.

A personal testimony tells about God’s work in our own lives. The skeptic may deny your doctrine or attack your church but he cannot honestly ignore the fact that your life has been changed. He may stop his ears to the presentations of a preacher and the pleadings of an evangelist, but he is somehow attracted to the human-interest story of how you—just a regular person—found peace within.

Consider the Apostle Paul. He was the greatest theologian the church has ever known. Yet in Acts 22:1, while speaking to a hostile Jewish crowd, he said, “Brothers and fathers, listen now to my defense.” His defense was his personal testimony.

In fact, on six separate occasions between Paul’s third missionary journey and his trip to Rome, he stood before different audiences and presented Christ to them (Acts 22-26). Six times he stood alone. Six times he addressed unbelievers, many of them hostile and rude. Do you know the method Paul used each time? His personal testimony. Each time he spoke, he simply shared how his own life had been changed by the invasion of Christ and the indwelling of His power. Not once did he argue or debate with them. Not once did he preach a sermon. Why? The most convincing, unanswerable arguments on earth regarding Christianity is one’s personal experience with Jesus Christ. No persuasive technique will ever take the place of your personal testimony.

Let’s take a look at putting together your personal testimony. We will focus on composing your story, communicating your story, and confirming God’s glory.

Composing Your Story

We begin with composing your story. By its very nature, a personal testimony is unique. It should describe your life before receiving Christ, how you became a Christian, and how Christ makes a difference in your daily life. A personal testimony is difficult to refute because an individual is sharing firsthand truth through his or her own personal experience with God.

A personal testimony is an opportunity for you to identify with the unbeliever and to show how Christ makes the difference in a person’s life. Preparing a thoughtful and logical testimony enables the believer to present the gospel in a persuasive manner, answering with clear and precise reasons for his and her hope in Jesus Christ.

Remember, 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. You may not be a Bible scholar, but you are the authority on your life, and it’s hard to argue with personal experience. 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.

How do you share your personal testimony in a witnessing conversation?

Tell what life was like before you met Jesus. Describe how you felt before knowing Jesus as Savior and Lord. Tell of your sense of purposelessness, guilt and shame caused by sin, or confusion about the meaning of life. Tell them how you struggled with sin prior to knowing Jesus in salvation. Even a child can give a testimony and tell about how the Lord caused him to feel sorry for his sins against God.

But remember, you do not need to share details about your former sins. Avoid the old “before Christ I was a revolting rat and now I’m a super saint” mentality.
 Your aim is to give glory to God, not the devil. Instead, when talking about your former sins, speak in general terms. Say something like: “Before I met Jesus, I was involved in things that were wrong. If my parents had known what I was doing it would have broken their hearts.” Keep it general. Don’t exalt sin or the devil; exalt Jesus!

Tell how you were converted to Christ. Briefly describe how you were saved. Who shared Jesus with you? How did they lead you to faith in Him? What was it like when you repented of your sin, believed in Jesus and called on His name, receiving Him as your Savior and Lord?

Tell what your life is like now that you are saved. Contrast what your life was like before you met Jesus to what it is like now that He has become your Savior. Say something like, “Before I met Jesus, I worried about almost everything. But now I enjoy peace that can only come from Him.” Or, “Before I met Jesus I carried a load of guilt, but now I’m free!”

Now you might look at your life and think, “I don’t have much of a testimony.” Perhaps, like me, you came to Christ at an early age, grew up in a Christian environment, and do not have stories of wild living that God rescued you from. I remember in Bible college completing an assignment for my Evangelism class by writing out my personal testimony. I got a B- for the paper. My brother looked it over and said, “What, weren’t you lost enough?”

In addition to sharing with others how we came to know Christ, we can also share “life lessons” with them. Mature people develop the habit of extracting lessons from everyday experiences. Here are a few questions to jog your memory and get your started: 

 

· What has God taught me from failure? 

· What has God taught me from a lack of money? 

· What has God taught me from pain or sorrow or depression? 

· What has God taught me through waiting? 

· What has God taught me through illness? 

· What has God taught me from disappointment?

You might think, “Wait a minute…all those are negative experiences! Why shouldn’t I tell stories of my successes?” Well, honestly, people are not nearly as interested in your successes as in your failures. People have a tendency to be turned off by other people’s success stories. It is when they are facing failure or pain or anxiety or disappointment that people are most open to the Gospel, and they are more willing to hear about how we made it through our painful experiences than our positive ones.

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 1:3-4, “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.” Sharing the comfort we have received from God is a powerful tool in reaching out to the lost. Think of those seeds being watered by our own tears. It may be the only way we can bring them to Christ. (It can also help us cope with our own painful memories, if we can realize that God has used those experiences to bring someone else to Himself!)

Once you have prepared your testimony, think through the wording. Write it down, limiting it to two pages. 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.

After you have written out your testimony, you may want to have another Christian read it and make suggestions for improvement. Ask them to point out any areas that you need to explain further and to make sure the gospel is presented clearly.
 Don’t be offended by their remarks; graciously thank them for their input.

Communicating Your Story

The next step is communicating your story. Practice giving your testimony to a friend in four minutes or less. Sharing your testimony with your small group would also be an excellent opportunity to practice and receive feedback.
 

This may sound strange, but the first phase in communicating your story has to do with your ears, not your mouth. Listen to what your friend has to say. Discover their own perceived needs, their fears and worries, their hang-ups. Ask good questions that allow them to clarify what they mean. (That also establishes that you really care about what they think and feel.)

When you feel the opportunity presenting itself, here are a few tips:

1. You want to be listened to, so be interesting. No one, no matter how gracious, enjoys being bored. It’s a contradiction to talk about how exciting Christ really is in an uninteresting way. Work on your wording, your flow of thought, and your key terms. Remember, the person isn’t saved, so guard against religious clichés and hard-to-understand terminology.

2. You want to be understood, so be logical. I suggest that you think of your testimony in three phases…and construct your testimony accordingly: (a) the despair before you were followed Christ; (b) the decision that revolutionized your life, and (c) the difference He has made since.

3. You want the moment of your new birth to be clear, so be specific. Be extremely careful here. Don’t be at all vague regarding how you became a Christian. Speak of Christ, not the church. Refer to the decision you made, the moment of time when you received the Lord. Be simple and direct. Emphasize faith more than feeling.

4. You want your testimony to be used, so be practical. Be human and honest as you talk. Don’t promise, “All your problems will end if you will become a Christian,” for that isn’t true. Try to think as an unbeliever thinks as you are speaking. Refuse to pick theological lint. Restrain yourself from plucking the wings off religious flies. Theoretical stuff doesn’t attract his attention as much as practical reality.

5. You want your testimony to produce results, so be warm and genuine. A smile breaks down more barriers than the hammer blows of cold, hard facts. Be friendly and sincere. Let your enthusiasm flow freely. It’s hard to convince another person of the sheer joy and excitement of knowing Christ if you’re wearing a jail-warden face. Above all, be positive and courteous.

What do you do when you’ve finished sharing your personal testimony? You may want to conclude with a statement that causes the person to reflect on what you have just shared. What you say will depend on how this person has been responding to what you have shared. If their response seems positive you could say something like:

1. “Has anything like this ever happened to you?”
2. “Do you know for certain whether you have eternal life?”
3. “May I share with you how I know for certain that I have eternal life?”
4. “May I share an illustration with you that explains how a person can know for certain that he has eternal life?”
If their response seems negative or neutral you could say something like:

1. “If you are interested I would like to share more with you sometime.”
2. “Do you have any questions on what I have just shared with you?”
3. “Well, that is what happened to me. If you ever want to talk about it any further, I would love to do so.” 

Don’t force the issue. As Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 3:6, “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow.” Not everyone accepts Christ the first time they hear of Him. If your friend refuses, politely move the conversation on to another topic. Remember, Jesus saves; we don’t.

Confirming God’s Glory

Finally, I want to conclude by emphasizing the point that in telling our story we are confirming God’s glory. The personal testimony is a powerful means of grace, yet it has not been without abuses in the past. Testimonies can be self-absorbed, all-about-me talks, rather than instruments that bring glory to God.

Don’t let your testimony become a “braggamony.” We have all yawned and groaned as others rambled and preached their way through a so-called testimony—which was about as fresh, appealing, and tasty as warm, month-old lettuce. That kind of testimony never attracted anyone!

Whenever Paul shared his own personal testimony, he was “Exhibit A” to prove that the gospel of the grace of God really works. When you read Paul’s testimony, you begin to grasp the wonder of God’s grace and His saving power.
 Remember, it’s your story, but it’s God’s glory that counts!
Once again, an honest testimony is our responsibility; a positive response is not. In terms of positive response, Paul’s sharing of his personal testimony could be seen as failure. His defense of the gospel and his ministry to the Gentiles didn’t convince the audience to change their opinion. He merely told the truth of his own experience with Jesus Christ: his life of sin before, his conversion, and his ministry after. The apostle didn’t set out to convince the Jews to convert; he only determined to tell the truth. What they did with the truth, he left to the Holy Spirit. Some people won’t like what we have to say. Our job is not to change their minds; our responsibility is to proclaim the truth. Nothing more. Nothing less.

As I have said many times and in many places: Don’t judge your success by the results! How others respond is entirely up to them, not us. There is nothing wrong with trying to improve the composing and the communicating of our story, but the truth is, we can say and do everything right and the results are not what we had hoped. God calls us to be faithful, not successful. The next time we sing in church, “I Love to Tell the Story,” let’s mean it!
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