Pastor Parker's Personal Testimony
Throughout my life I was always involved in organized religion but never had a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. As a child and teenager I was active in choir, church youth groups and usually found myself at the center of many social activities sponsored by the church. I always thought my participation in those areas would impress God and appease His anger toward me for things I failed to do to please Him. I had honestly hoped that I was one of His favorites, and considered the value of my "good works" to be sufficient to earn myself a place in heaven someday. Unfortunately, I didn't realize how wrong I was and lived with this deception for many years. 

Over this time period various individuals had, on occasion, shared the gospel with me telling me about God's love and forgiveness through Christ. Time and again I rejected these messages perceiving them to be nothing more than the biased opinions of "Jesus freaks" and religious fanatics. I never saw myself as a sinner in need of God's grace because I never viewed myself as ever being spiritually "lost" or particularly "sinful." True, I was often guilty of fashioning God into my own image, thinking He was who I wanted Him to be, but then I was ignorant (Eph. 4:18). Was it my fault that I did not know God as He had revealed Himself in Scripture? Yes! Although I could plead ignorance, I am accountable for the error of my way. "For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that they are without excuse. For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God, or give thanks; but they became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened" (Rom. 1:20-21). 

When I married the woman of my dreams I believed life would be great! The loneliness and emptiness that periodically tugged at my heart would be replaced, I thought, by having a good Christian wife and a wonderful family. Once again I was wrong. No human can replace what God has reserved for Himself alone. I learned this truth about the time I was ready to terminate my marriage, my job, and possibly my life. Though I had a good wife and a beautiful daughter I still had a "wicked and deceitful heart" (Jeremiah 9:17) which neither I, nor anybody else, could change. I also began to feel the guilt and weight of sins committed lifelong. It was out from such despair that God saved me through His Word and the progressive witness of strangers and friends. 

Up until this time I should tell you that words like "sin", "saved", "born-again", "grace" "salvation", "repentance", and "redemption", were all foreign to my vocabulary. The teachings I heard from my youth up misled me to believe that my birth, heritage, baptism and other religious traditions along with my own good works were sufficient qualifiers to earn me a place in heaven. When I discovered what the Bible really said, "not as a result of works, that no one should boast" (Eph. 2:9) and "not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness" (Titus 3:5), I knew, before God, that I was in serious spiritual trouble. 

The biggest obstacle I needed to overcome was the issue of sin. I wasn't perfect but I didn't believe I was a "sinner" either. I tried to live as a decent moral human being and did my best to contribute in positives ways to my family, church, and community. "Everyone lies, cheats and steals from time to time", I thought. "That's just part of being human. Surely God will overlook such things". What I learned is that being human is actually part of being sinful (thanks to my great.., great..., great..., great..... grandfather Adam). That part of my heritage I did receive through lineage. "Through one transgression there resulted condemnation to all men...for as through the one man's disobedience the many were made sinners" (Rom. 5:18-19). 

The Bible teaches that "all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23). In God's eyes I didn't become a sinner I was born a sinner (Psa. 51:5, Rom. 3:9). I am not a sinner because I sin, I sin because I am a sinner. I also learned that no one can be saved by God's grace until this truth is admitted and confessed. That was the whole point of Jesus' confrontation with the Rich Young Ruler (Mat. 19:16-29; Mark 10:17-30). Like me, the Rich Man didn't believe he was a sinner, either. Eternal Life eluded him because he would not admit to Christ his sinful condition. I can relate to him because my own religious background became a stumbling block to the truth about sin, as did his. The system I had been raised in said, "all was well with my soul," when it wasn't. I remember thinking, "I wonder what else I have been told by 'ecclesiastical professionals' that is hindering my pursuit of God?" I soon learned that I had been deceived by false teachers and false teaching. I later learned not to blame these people in my past for such deceptions, for it was actually Satan who was at work through them. The apostle Paul wrote in 2 Cor. 4:4, "the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving, that they might not see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God". 

I began asking many questions about God, salvation, heaven, hell, etc. One by one God revealed the answers through His Word using the testimony of my wife and another friend as His witness. I remember wondering, "If I could save myself by my own good deeds, then why did Jesus have to die"? Either God made a mistake or I was mistaken. Guess who I started believing? Romans 5:6, 8 became favorite verses of mine. "For while we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly......But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us." A lifeguard doesn't save somebody who's still swimming but only those who are drowning. Sex, greed, selfishness, and pride were about to destroy my life. When I realized that I was spiritually drowning in my sin, I called out to Jesus to save me, and He did! 

Now some of you reading this may be thinking, "This guy's really nuts! He thinks Jesus threw him a spiritual life preserver and pulled him out of his sin". That's exactly right! That's why He's called a Savior! (Luke 2:11; Acts 5:31; 2 Tim. 1:10; Titus 3:4-6). The Bible says that when we are born again (Rom. 10:9-10), Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection is imputed to the sinner’s account on the basis of faith. Jesus' finished work on the cross was accredited to my account through my personal response of faith. Not until a sinner receives and believes the gospel by faith can we be saved (John 1:12-13). "For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, that no one should boast" (Eph. 2:8-9). 

Perhaps you're asking, "What is the gospel?" Paul summarizes for us in 1 Corinthians 15:1-4, "Now I make known to you, brethren, the gospel which I preached to you, which also you received, in which also you stand, by which also you are saved, if you hold fast the word which I preached to you, unless you believed in vain. For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures..". Jesus and His offer of forgiveness is at the center of the gospel. And when we receive His finished work by faith we become "new creations" (1 Cor. 5:17) in Christ. To be a Christian has nothing to do with an organizational membership in a church but an open and honest relationship with the Lord of His Church. 

I like what the apostle Paul wrote about Jesus to the Colossian believers, "For He delivered us from the domain of darkness, and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. And He is the image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation. For by Him all things were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities-- all things have been created by Him and for Him. And He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together. He is also head of the body, the church; and He is the beginning, the first-born from the dead; so that He Himself might come to have first place in everything. For it was the Father's good pleasure for all the fulness to dwell in Him, and through Him to reconcile all things to Himself, having made peace through the blood of His cross; through Him, I say, whether things on earth or things in heaven. And although you were formerly alienated and hostile in mind, engaged in evil deeds, yet He has now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death, in order to present you before Him holy and blameless and beyond reproach-- if indeed you continue in the faith firmly established and steadfast, and not moved away from the hope of the gospel that you have heard, which was proclaimed in all creation under heaven, and of which I, Paul, was made a minister". 

While I don't remember the specific day that I asked Jesus to be my own personal Lord and Savior (my wrestling actually took place over several months) I do remember the powerful effect that His presence had in my life. Immediately I began to hunger for God's Word. I wanted to "know Christ and the power of His resurrection" (Phil 3:10). I was eager to confess sin; even wanting to apologize to the people I had offended years ago. I remember calling an old girlfriend asking forgiveness for physical advances I had inappropriately made several years before. She didn't know what to say and seemed a bit embarrassed by my call, but sin was confessed and my conscience was cleared. More and more I wanted to please the Lord and serve Him with joy and thanksgiving; not because I "had" to, but because I "wanted" to! He redeemed me from the pit of hell! The very least I could do for Him was to serve Him and do His will "on earth as it was being done in heaven." 

Jesus began changing my life from the inside out. My language, my attitudes, and even my daily activities soon took on a dimension and perspective that was being redirected by Christ. More and more my desires became His, and my mind was being filled with the knowledge of Christ and His will for my life. "Hallelujah, What a Savior!" In 2 Cor. 3:18 the apostle Paul describes what was happening to me; it is the experience of every believer. "But we all, with unveiled face beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit". The word "transformed" is from the same Greek word that we get our English word metamorphosis. It means a "pronounced change in appearance and character". We think about this word when reflecting upon the change which occurs when a caterpillar becomes a butterfly. Spiritually speaking the same change takes place in us. We become "new creations" in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17). 

Saved by grace, the joy of the Lord became my strength and the will of the Lord became my mission. I wanted to tell everyone about my faith in Christ and the changes He had made in our lives. I say "our" because God was working in my wife too, knitting our hearts together in Christ. Our marriage, which was on the verge of separation or divorce, was made whole and our love and commitment to one another was rekindled, all because of the power of the Holy Spirit who worked in us. Will God work this way in your life too? Psalm 37:5, "Commit your way to the Lord, Trust also in Him, and He will do it". Do what? Transform your life! "For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus.....for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure". (Phil. 1:6; 2:13). 

I hope you know now why the gospel is "good news"! When Jesus Christ delivers you from the penalty, power, and eventually the very presence of sin, and gives you eternal life as well, that is cause for rejoicing! As a pastor, it is a privilege and an honor to weekly speak about the "great things He has done" and to do it from first-hand experience. I can think of no greater calling in life than to be used by God to preach His Word and see lives changed by its transforming power. I concur with Paul, "For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek" (Rom. 1:16). 

This testimony has been about the good news of Christ's gospel. However, living the Christian life daily can be a difficult experience. If it were not so Jesus would not have said, "Each day has enough trouble of its own" (Mat. 6:34), or James would never have written, "Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, (James 1:2). There are struggles and temptations from the world, the flesh, and the devil that we all face everyday, myself included. Unfortunately at times, because of sin in these "mortal bodies", we yield to these temptations making life all the more difficult. But thanks to Christ's indwelling presence (Holy Spirit) we can overcome even in the darkest hour (1 John 5:4), for He is our ever present help in times of trouble (Psalm 46:1). 

In closing consider this: If you were to die tonight and had to stand before God to give an account for your life, do you know for certain that the Holy One would let you into heaven and grant you eternal life? Were God to ask you why He should let you in, what would you tell Him? Those two questions were asked of me several times before I finally understood why their answers are so eternally important. The answer you give will reveal whether or not you are trusting in the finished work of Christ for forgiveness of your sin or whether you are trusting in your own human achievement. 
If you've read all of this testimony God may be tugging at your heart to confess your sin and turn from your wicked ways to the Savior. Perhaps today God is visiting you with the gift of salvation. Maybe He's been drawing you to Himself for some time (John 6:44) and today He calls you to enter His "rest" (Heb. 4:11). Salvation is the greatest gift you will ever receive! Receive Christ today while there is still an opportunity to repent. Hear the words of our Lord. "Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls" (Matt. 11:28-29). 

