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Handouts – Mattersey Hall 16/5/19 

TELLING YOUR STORY: TURNING YOUR MESS INTO A MESSAGE  

Barry Woodward 

Do you like stories? People in general like to hear about other people’s stories.  

 

This is nothing new. Many years ago Jesus Himself knew that people liked to 

hear other people’s stories. That’s why when he was teaching and preaching, He 

told stories, usually about people. 

 

So if people want to hear about other people’s stories. How can we go about 

telling ours? How can we TURN OUR MESS INTO A MESSAGE?  

 

The why and the how of personal stories. Why your personal story is important 

and how you go about delivering it. Lay foundation & then look at how to do it. 

 

THE WHY OF PERSONAL STORIES? 

 

1. Personal stories demonstrate relevance 

Stories of human interest are an essential way of communicating today. 

Traditionally, we have called a person’s faith story their testimony. Some people 

think that this is something that you do when you’re a young Christian, and that 

you grow out of it, but I firmly believe nothing could be further from the truth. 

 

2. Personal stories make truth more accessible 

Few people are interested in abstract truth, but a story can make truth more 

accessible.  

 

Our own personal stories can play a key role in our missional strategy of 

reaching the un-reached with God’s story – the Good News of Jesus Christ. 

 

The apostle Paul also realized this in his day. Paul was responsible for writing 

the largest portion of the New Testament – teaching aimed at Christians. 

Theologians call this ‘non-public kerygma’ (kerygma means ‘proclamation’). This 

was his in-house teaching for those in the faith. 

 

This is not the only way that Paul communicated. The Book of Acts records Paul 

telling his life story three times – no doubt he told it many more times during his 

ministry. On each of these occasions he was speaking to a non-Christian 

audience. This is called ‘public kerygma’ – Paul’s preaching to those outside the 

faith. 
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The way Paul communicated to a private Christian audience was different to the 

way he communicated to a public non-Christian audience. When speaking to the 

not-yet-Christian group, more often than not he used his own personal story to 

help people connect to God’s story. 

 

3. Personal stories have power 

Revelation 12:11 states: ‘And they overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and 

by the word of their testimony.’ 

 

In a court of law a witness is called to the stand to give a testimony – an honest 

account of what they have seen & heard. 

 

This is what we as Christians are called to do – to give our personal account and 

to testify to what God has done in our lives. A testimony in a court of law has 

power of a legal kind. A spiritual testimony has power of a spiritual kind – as this 

verse states – to even overcome the work of the evil one. 

 

4. Personal stories are for everyone  

Each of us is unique and God works in us all in different ways. My story is my 

story and your story is your story; no two stories are the same. We all have a 

story to tell. 

 

Remember that, ‘People can argue with your theology about God, but they can't 

argue with your experience of God.’ 

 

‘There are two types of people in the church: those who can stand up and testify 

to what God has “saved” them from & those who can stand up and testify to 

what God has “kept” them from.’ 

 

When people from the kept from group have heard my story, they sometimes 

say that they ‘do not have a testimony’. Listen – if you belong to Christ, you 

have a valid testimony, no matter what your story is – whether you have been 

brought up a Christian, have gone to church all your life, had a gradual 

conversion – whatever. You have a story and it’s worth telling! 
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THE HOW OF PERSONAL STORIES? 

TELLING YOUR STORY: TURNING YOUR MESS INTO A MESSAGE. From a 

platform. 

 

Here are 9 main things and lots of little tips.  

 

#1. Be prepared 

Often people think that because it’s their own story and they know it; all they 

have to do is stand up and speak it out. Well, this is not the case if you want to 

do it well. The more you prepare the more effective you will be. 

 

#2. Have a structure 

Like any other kind of public address, our personal stories need a structure: to 

put it simply – a beginning, a middle and an end. 

 

Over the years I’ve developed my structures. But the simplest structure is: 

 

1. BC – Before Conversion (before you gave your life to Christ). 

2. DC – During Conversion (how you came to give your life to Christ). 

3. AC – After Conversion (since you’ve given your life to Christ). 

 

Another simple structure is the: ‘Then, Now, How’ outline. This is where I was, 

this is where I am, and this is how I got here. 

 

When we use a structure for our story, it will help… 

 

the listener to follow the narrative from beginning to end; 

 

to stop the storyteller from jumping back and forth to different times and events 

in their life; 

 

to give a balanced picture of your whole life story; 

cut out unnecessary waffle; 

 

the speaker knows when to end; 

 

to stop you preaching rather than testifying (if not main speaker) 

 

The clearer the structure the more memorable it will be for the listener. And 

that’s what you want. You want them to remember what you’ve said. 
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# 3. Start with a captivating story  

People are often gripped by the first story I tell, and they are then with me all 

the way through because they want to know how I got put in prison in the first 

place, and then ultimately how I became a Christian. 

 

# 4. Make it present, not just past  

When TURNING YOUR MESS INTO A MESSAGE it’s important that you don’t put 

all the focus on the past. You have to talk about the present. Your story needs to 

be balanced. Have you ever heard someone get up and they spent 30 minutes 

telling you how bad they were and then they say, ‘And then I became a 

Christian, thanks for listening!? I have.  

 

It’s important too that when you talk about your past you don’t exaggerate. 

Some people do this to give their lives a bit more colour. Some do it without 

even knowing it. If you have been arrested 3 times say 3 times not 50 times!!  

 

When taking a witness stand in a court of law you are expected to tell the ‘truth 

the whole truth and nothing but the truth.’ Something for you to remember 

when you’re talking about your past.  

 

Make it present, not just past.   

 

It’s important to spend a balanced amount of time on each section of your story. 

 

If you’ve been allocated 15 mins. Use 5 (BC) 5 (DC) 5 (AC) 

 

#5. Be creative 

This is something I have spent a lot of time on. When people book me, they 

want to hear my story. So, I’m creative.  

 

My approach to prep is different now than what it used to be. I listen to people 

when I’m in the jails or chatting with someone after an event. And then think, 

‘What would God say to her or him, about that?’  

 

And then I will ‘be creative’ in creating a talk that connects.  

 

My outlines have evolved from ‘sermon outlines’ to ‘story outlines’.  
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My opening story is also the outline for my talk – IN THE MADNESS (captivate | 

introduce the title and outline) 

 

Then, as I begin to unfold the message, the lessons relate to people today.  

 

Be creative.  

 

Examples of my creative message outlines: 

 

Stop, Look, Learn  

 

Scars, Marks and Tattoos 

 

Getting Out of the Prison Gate 

 

Broken Pieces 

 

In the Madness  

 

Scars, Marks Prison Bars & Dodgy Tattoos  

 

#6. Work on the presentation, not just the content  

If we are going to be effective at TURNING YOUR MESS INTO A MESSAGE, you 

want to present it well – not just paying attention to what we say but also to 

how we say it. How we deliver it will have an effect on the outcome.  

 

Here are a few things to remember when presenting your story: (here’s where 

the little tips start) 

 

* Start well (know opening sentence). 

* Smile (if you look as if you are enjoying yourself, others will too)! 

* Speak English, not Christianese – no religious jargon (remember, you are 

speaking to the non-Christians in the audience, not the Christians). 

* Make eye contact with the crowd and scan the audience (don’t just look at one 

section of the audience). 

* Don’t preach (speaker’s job). 

* Avoid nervous mannerisms (don’t play with your notes, gadget, the 

microphone, your hair, or your watch, or make excessive hand gestures). 

* Hold the microphone properly (about five inches under your mouth). 

* Relax (don’t be stiff!) 
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* Avoid verbal speech filters (‘errrm’, ‘er’, ‘OK’, ‘right’ or tutting). 

* Use humour (self-deprecating humour is always a winner).  

 

#7. Communicate for a response (again lots of tips) 

* If you’re the main speaker and you’re telling your story (or not - you might be 

doing a general message) – communicate for a response 

* As an evangelist, my response is helping people get God into their lives. In a 

sense, I think that this is something we can all help people do. But I know that 

we are all evangelists. But you can still communicate for a response. What do 

you want the listener to do?   

* The response is not something you tag on the end. Prepare it well. Spent a lot 

of time on your response. Don’t wing it. 

* Make the response part of your message. Otherwise, what’s the point. 

* Include the cross if you haven’t already done so in your message. Briefly even. 

(side note: Include the cross in all your talks) 

* Be ready for a response. Expect people to respond. Remember, if you expect 

nothing, you will get nothing! So communicate for a response!  

* Ask questions that will apply to the different groups  

* Be bold – don’t be apologetic – don’t fumble and bumble. 

* Be clear and explain what they are doing by getting God in their life. Use a 

story. A metaphor. 

* Before you pray get people to stand, the job is half done. 

* Prepare the prayer. Don’t just ask them to pray a prayer that you do off the 

top of your head.  

* If it’s evangelistic, give people a second chance to raise their hands. 

* Don’t be discouraged if people don’t respond. 

* Still continue to go for a response. 

* The more you do, the confident you will become. 

 

# 8. Plan your land (still more little tips here) 

* Think about how you’re going to finish. What are you going to do with those 

who respond? Where are you sending them? 

* Tell the venue in advance that you’re going to be doing a response.  

* Tell those who have responded about resources -WIFIM – get something for 

free. 

* Think about where you are going to direct them.  

* What are your final words going to be?  

* Plan well but have a back-up plan. 

* Finish well. 
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# 9. Rely on his power 

We need to remember the promise from Jesus in Acts 1:8: But you will receive 

power when the Holy Spirit comes on you… 

--- 

Conclude: So TELLING YOUR STORY: TURNING YOUR MESS INTO A MESSAGE. 

 

For me, doing these things are crucial if we are going to be effective when 

telling our story from a platform. (I have some other bits that we may get to 

later??)  

 

Extra time on personal stories:  

 

1. Think of how you can make more use of your personal stories.  

 

2. Use those stories that happen in your life to illustrate the points.  

 

3. Communicators - study the difference between, illustrations, metaphors, 

anecdotes. Then look for them in your own life. And make good use of them.  

 

4. Mine your past for the stories.  

 

5. Use stories of those in your world. Make them the hero!!  

 

6. Be descriptive if your story telling. Introduce key characters.  

 

7. Paint a picture.  

 

8. The power of three. 

 

9. Side note for communicators in regard to structure. Some people don’t use 

points in their structure. Or in some cases they do, but the points are subtler. 

This is a matter of choice. So long as there is a structure. Because remember, 

the structure helps your listener remember what you’ve said. It makes your 

message ‘stickable.’  

 

10. If you do use points, each point would include: exposition, illustration, 

application - alternate them.  

 


