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Sounding out the Word: The Personal Witness of Young People 

Rev. Bill Langerak  

 
Note: The following is from a speech given for the Young People’s Mass Meeting in December 2019 at 
Trinity PRC.  
 

Young people, your Lord calls each of you to witness to him and to the glad tidings concerning 
salvation from sin and death by him; and he calls you to do that, not simply with your mouth but with 
your life; and not only a few days a year or sometime in the future, but now and every day from now. 
This calling is not optional, something you may choose to do or not do, accept or reject. If you are a 
Christian young person in whom the Spirit dwells by faith, you will and must witness to Jesus Christ and 
his salvation.    

 
 By personal witness I mean what is often called personal evangelism, the topic on which I was 

asked to speak. I do not avoid the term “personal evangelism” because I object to it. Some do because 
evangelism is the official work of the church. The evangel is the good tidings of the gospel. Evangelist is 
listed as a special office of the church, along with apostle, pastor, and teacher; and both times it is used 
in scripture, it refers to officebearers: first to Philip, the apostle or deacon who preached to the 
Ethiopian eunuch; secondly, to the minister Timothy, whom Paul called to do the work of an evangelist. 
So strictly speaking, evangelism is the official work of the church, the fulfillment of the great 
commission from Christ to “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost” (Matt. 28:19). This commission the church carries out 
primarily in two ways: by calling ministers to preach the evangel, or gospel, and by sending forth 
specially qualified ministers to preach that gospel in what we call missions. So we must be careful with 
the term “personal evangelism,” lest we give the impression that individuals may take it upon 
themselves to preach, which only the church may do through ministers. Yet the phrase itself does not 
mean that, nor is this how it is commonly used. By it, we simply mean what I call personal witness—the 
calling of each of us to be a witness of the gospel to others, not as preachers, but as prophets, priests, 
and kings of Christ; and not with the authority and power only preaching has, but in the course of our 
everyday life by the sanctifying power and ability of the Spirit given us individually by faith.   

 
Also, regardless of what we mean by personal evangelism, the Bible places great emphasis 

upon the individual person’s calling toward this official evangelism of the church. Exactly because 
evangelism is the official work of the church, and the church is a body of individuals, every person in 
that body has a responsibility to carry out this work. It is to this body of persons that God gave the 
mandate to teach the nations by calling and sending preachers and missionaries. This is why your 
church has an evangelism committee of lay persons, who help share the gospel in various ways. This is 
why, although our churches band together and help each other evangelize through a denominational 
committee, an  individual church calls and sends the missionary, and some churches engage in mission 
work directly without the assistance of the other churches. This is lawful and good, for it reminds us 
that evangelism is the work of the church, only the individual congregation is the church, and the 
church consists of individual persons engaged in this work.   

  
But each person also has a calling to witness to the gospel without a special office in his own 

personal life. Now some of you, being men, have a special opportunity to do this as preachers. Our 
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churches need them, so consider studying for the ministry, and that with a view to being called by God 
to teach all nations on behalf of God and his people. There is no higher, more glorious, and more 
rewarding calling in all the earth. But you all as members of the church are also called to evangelize by 
supporting your minister and church and denominational mission labors by your gifts, prayers, and 
perhaps even involvement; by joining and supporting your local evangelism committee; and by 
witnessing in your life to the truth of the holy gospel. And, I might add, all these things should be an 
incentive for you to become members in full standing by public confession of your faith as soon as 
possible.   

 
I use the term “personal witness” for two reasons. First, it is a biblical term for the specific work 

of personally sharing or confessing to others your faith in Jesus Christ—it is to witness. Second, it 
emphasizes that personal evangelism is not simply a matter of words, but actions; and not simply 
conscious, deliberate actions, but even unconscious actions in which we seem quite passive. We are 
quite active if we would hide our light under a bushel, but if it is not covered that light will shine 
brightly in the darkness without seeming to do anything or ever going anywhere (Matt. 5:15).   

  
Some scripture can prove these points. The Old Testaments saints who lived by faith, listed in 

Hebrews 11, are called a great cloud of witnesses (Heb. 12:1). The souls of persecuted believers in 
heaven are called those who died for their witness of Jesus Christ and the word (Rev. 20:4). And the 
risen Jesus said before he ascended that all those who received the Spirit would be witnesses of him 
unto the uttermost parts of the earth (Acts 1:8). This faith and Spirit have been given by Jesus to you.  

 
These passages make clear why this calling is not optional. The reason is this: Jesus is THE 

witness of God. He repeatedly claimed that he is the faithful and true witness (Rev. 1:5; 3:14). He came 
to bear witness to the light, that through him men might believe (John 1:7). If now you are joined to 
him by faith, then like the heroes of faith, you are a witness of him. If you have faith, then the Spirit of 
Jesus lives in you, and like the saints on Pentecost you will be a witness of him unto the uttermost 
parts of the earth; for the Spirit of Jesus is the Spirit of witness and testimony of God, whether in Jesus 
Christ or in you. And this is why Jesus said, “I am the light of the world” (John 9:5), and why Jesus could 
also say to us, “Ye are the light of the world” (Matt. 5:14), and this light cannot or may not be hidden. 

 
One example of personal witness is the church of Thessalonica. In his letter to them, Paul 

writes: “For from you sounded out the word of the Lord not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in 
every place your faith to God-ward is spread abroad; so that we need not to speak anything” (I Thess. 
1:8). Paul here is speaking about what the church did—it sounded out the word of the Lord in all of its 
surrounding areas and places far away. But he isn’t speaking about how they did this through the 
official preaching or missions. Rather, he refers to what they did as individuals, for he speaks of them 
doing this: “in every place your faith to God-ward is spread abroad.” The idea is this: that wherever 
each person went to work or play, their faith went and was a personal witness, so that word of God 
was also spread abroad.  

  
Now how did they and how are we to do this? I have time only to be general, which is 

unfortunate because witnessing takes skill, wisdom, and understanding. First, you witness by speaking 
the word of God. This hardly needs to be said, for it is difficult to share any word without speaking. The 
chief way that we come to know and understand the Word, Jesus, is by someone proclaiming, 
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teaching, and explaining that Word by speech. Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of God. 
Now the working of faith occurs through preaching, the official means by which the Spirit usually works 
conversion. Nevertheless, your words may be instruments to lead someone to the preaching, 
sometimes in surprising ways, so don’t be afraid to invite your neighbor to church. And the Spirit may 
have already given someone faith, but they are weak and immature, and your words may be used to 
edify them.  

 
When we witness by our words, we witness to what we know and believe. Therefore, there is 

an important, but often minimized, step that especially young people must take first in order to 
witness. That step is to learn. The instruction you receive at church, school, and catechism is not only 
for your sake, but for others. You must learn not only for yourself, but for others. Learn not only how 
to say, “I believe Jesus is God,” but how to prove it. You make for a poor witness who will turn people 
away if all you can say is, “This is what my church believes”; or “This is what I believe, but I cannot tell 
you why.” If you ever think to yourself, “I don’t really need to learn all this stuff because I know I’m 
saved,” then ask yourself this question: “Do I know it well enough to witness to it, to explain it, and to 
prove it to others?”  

 
You also need to learn how to speak wisely and effectively. You need to learn how to initiate 

such a conversation; learn methods, such as how to discuss sin and the need for salvation before 
discussing the savior from sin (the method even the Catechism uses); and learn how, like any good 
teacher, to break down the truth into simple concepts and phrases, or explain with familiar examples. 
And these are just a few things. But do not be intimidated—God equips us all with his Spirit and faith, 
which are most powerful. And you can learn and practice these skills by first speaking to one another 
about your faith.  

 
Also remember there are many others with experience who have said things better than you 

can. Don’t be afraid to say, “I am sorry if I cannot explain this well; why don’t you read this?” Of course, 
this also takes some planning; you can hardly expect anyone who has read little more than tweets and 
texts and is unfamiliar with terms like “faith” to plow through heavy material. But you also may be 
surprised at what people can understand—a small blurb, quotation, meditation, something from 
scripture like the book of John, or parts of our creeds or catechism books. Experiment.  

 
As important as is speaking, the primary witness you make is by what you do. And it will likely 

be first. Usually, you don’t get an opportunity to speak to anyone without first giving a good witness by 
your actions. You would not expect anyone to listen to your witness if out of your mouth came both 
blessing and cursing (James 3:10). Likewise, you can expect no one will listen to what you say about 
how you believe and trust in Jesus if your actions say you are embarrassed about Jesus and trust in 
uncertain riches; nor will anyone ask if Jesus is your God when your actions say your body or money or 
pleasure is your god. And do not minimize this; even the world recognizes that actions speak louder 
than words. 

 
The importance of this is demonstrated by scripture and our creeds, which often speak of 

personal witness by our actions. The Catechism asks, “Since then we are delivered from our misery 
merely of grace…why must we still do good works?” One reason is so that “by our godly conversation 
others may be gained to Christ” (L.D. 32). Why? Because the whole of our conduct is a witness to our 
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gratitude for this salvation by grace. Either that, or it’s a testimony that we think little of this grace. 
Scripture calls us to holy living, in part, so that the name of God and his doctrine be not blasphemed by 
others on our account (1 Tim. 6:1). And, like the light from the candle, this witness goes forth in 
everything you do. Yes, we must put forth conscious effort to speak and do things that witness to our 
faith and God’s Spirit, but also remember we witness at all times and in every circumstance. To 
witness, we need not stand on a street corner with a Bible, publicly call out our college teacher, knock 
on doors, or travel to foreign lands. Some of these certainly could be done, and others not, because 
they are not a witness but obnoxious. But we give personal witness even when we drive down the 
street, learn quietly at college, are respectful of our neighbor, hammer a nail, play ball, or marry and 
raise children. We witness when we respond as only a Christian could in stressful or difficult 
situations—with patience or calm—which may be an occasion for someone to ask about the hope 
within us. And we need to be ready to give an answer. 

 
Although personal witnessing is something I said is not optional, the Bible still calls us to this 

work. It does so because we are sinners with an old man of sin who is easily embarrassed by the 
gospel, doesn’t like to be mocked or rejected, is lazy, and easily comes up with all kinds of excuses to 
avoid witnessing. For this reason, scripture also gives us many motivations to witness. One is the 
reminder that personal witnessing is one reason we were chosen by God to receive faith by his grace—
it is given so that we may testify of our gratitude not only to God, but before the world and to our 
neighbor. One reason for the gift of our spiritual life and existence is to witness about it. What 
disrespect when the divine potter makes us vessels of honor by grace, only for us to act like vessels of 
dishonor or be ashamed of who we are. We were given light to be light and shown grace to show 
grace, and Jesus witnessed of God to us so we might witness of him to others. Another motivation is 
that it is rewarding and beneficial work. If God is pleased to use our witness to bring someone into the 
church, such members add a certain liveliness and zeal that is invigorating to the church; and I can 
assure you that nothing is so invigorating personally as being used by God to this end. And when it 
happens, you will give God the glory, for you know how weak and feeble you were, and yet God was 
pleased to do such great things by it. 

 
There is another motivation. It is the same one that explains why you have faith: God’s decree 

of election. Ironically, we often use this as an excuse to avoid witnessing. We say, “Well, whoever is 
elect is elect, and God saves, not me; and he will see to it that they are saved.” Not so fast. Certainly in 
the church, we have no reason to doubt the election of our brothers and sisters. But outside the 
church, do you think none of them have been chosen by God? And do you know whom God has chosen 
to salvation? I don’t. Among those now running blindly down the path to eternal destruction, do you 
know which ones God may be pleased to call to the narrow path leading to eternal life? Me neither. 
And wouldn’t you, if you saw hundreds of people about to be consumed by flames of fire, try to warn 
them or try to get them help? Me too. And that is why scripture calls the preacher, whether in the 
church or on the mission field, to preach promiscuously to all whom God is pleased to place in the 
hearing of the word, without regard to whom we think they might be. So likewise, we are called to 
witness to all and sundry whom God, in his good pleasure, makes our neighbors. So witness to them of 
the wondrous love and grace of God that he has given to you. Sound out the word with your mouth 
and with all of your being. 
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