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MAKING ROOM for MORE

"My Father is the vinedresser..Every branch that bears fruit He prunes, that itynear more fruit. "
JOHN 15:1-2

The day before | bought your bod&ecrets of the Vind, happened to be in my backyard

staring at a grapevine,"” the letter reads. It'mmfeoCalifornia woman named Hazel. "I've been
watering that silly vine for ten years, always wendg why we've never gotten any edible
grapes off of it even though it's lush and bealtBwt we have never pruned it. God has a
wonderful sense of timing, don't you think?"

Do you identify with Hazel's bemused realizatiordbl How easy it is to mistake doing
a good thing for doing the best thing, or livingud life for cultivating a fruitful one.

This week we will discover how our generous Godl¢eas toward genuine spiritual
bounty now that more fruit production, and not less is the main issue. Jesus called this
process pruning.

Every gardener knows that pruning means cuttinge @nide defines pruning as
"removing unwanted plant parts for a purpose.” Galener removes unnecessary branches
and useless offshoots.

He pinches back buds to redirect growth. He thktessive fruit to get bigger fruit.

The result? The plant flourishes for its intendedpse.

In our spiritual lives, pruning is an ongoing, mate interaction with a pleased and
hopeful Vinedresser. In pruning we sense a reauiinmitation. God is calling us away from
less important occupations to our full potentiadl @gnificance. He comes repeatedly to tend
our branch so that even though we are doing somgstwell, we will be able to do more
things outstandingly. That's why we can say yddito with great anticipation!

| call this truth the second secret of the vihgour life bears some fruit, God will repeatedly
intervene to prune you so that you will bear evemeniruit.

Since every branch in Christ gets pruned, we knbat the Vinedresser is at work
everywhere in the family of God. Here are some comrfocal points of God's pruning
shears:

- Priorities that need to be rearranged.

- Attachments that weigh us down.

- Values that were acceptable when we were youngearba't now.
- Busyness that may accomplish much but not whatemsathost.

- Relationships that diminish our impact insteadrdéging it.

My friend, in all our discussion this week aboutawisod may be trying to remove from
your life, remember the surprising truth about pmgnWhat feels like loss is really about gain.

In fact, at times you may feel that what God isiaglof you contradicts His character or
His promises. But the opposite is true.

He is simply hard at work guiding you toward tHe bf impact and significance that you've
asked for and that He wants to give you.

Pruning is God's way of making room in your life fooreof what matters most. As you
cooperate with Him, you find yourself shaking ydwad-not over what you have left behind,
but at the wonderful results you see flourishingedund.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: What "more" might God be trying to give me today¥atW'more"
do | want most ftom Him?
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Our heavenly Father never takes anything ftom
His children unless He means to give them somethetigr.
GEORGE MULLER

Therefore we also pray always for you that our Gaxlild...
fulfill all the good pleasure of His goodness
and the work of faith with power,
that the name of our Lord Jesus Christ
may be glorified in you, and you in Him, accordioghe grace of our God and the
Lord Jesus Christ.
2 THESSALONIANS 1:11-12
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CONFESSIONSOf aLEAF LOVER

Turn away my eyes ftom looking at worthless thiags, revive me in Your way. Establish Your word to
Your servant,

Who is devoted to fearing You.

PSALM 119:37-38

Years ago our family owned an old farm. When wedbdiuthe property, | set about "bush
hoggin™ -a local term for clearing underbrushhaét tractor. In the process | came upon a
tangle of grapevines on broken-down trellises. &handoned plants had nearly smothered
the surrounding undergrowth with leafy brancheg, the fruit-what | could find of it-was
tiny and sour.

When | mentioned the vines to a neighbour, he $@it, you'd never guess by looking at
it now, but that used to be a premium vineyard. tBatprevious owner let it go for years."

John 15 makes it very clear that our Father thestlfiesser loves His chosen ones too
much to ever let us go to waste. He is constarttlyaak in His vineyard, helping us produce
a bigger crop and fewer leaves.

Think of "leaves" as those things in our liveseafeven good things, that deplete
energies, time, and talents. God is trying to getenisap” to those areas that produce fruit by
cutting away what isn't necessary. That involvesesuler and relinquishment on our part.
And that's where discomfort can come in. We'reatalot to lay something down that feels
important to our happiness.

One day before | taught a small group on this saipjenrote in the margin of my notes,
"I've discovered that I'm more a lover of leaveatla farmer of fruit.”

That was my confession. It was true, yet thankfalby the complete truth. Here's what |
mean. It's easy for me to mistake activities fautes, busyness for meaningful pursuits,
rampant foliage for an overflowing harvest. Thetris that most of us hardly realize we're
leaf lovers until we become fruit lovers! After ,aleaves and new shoots are part of
flourishing. Yet once you and | start bearing fifioit God, we understand the vineyard better.
We realize that less unnecessary foliage means sagegoing to fruit. Ananore fruitis the
real prize!

Perhaps you can make a similar confession todag.apipeal of leaves never quite seems
to go away, does it? Yet we know we were born foren

We may shrink from the pruning shears, but we Hmen redeemed and chosen for a life
of strategic impact and significance for God. Iisthmazing passage, Jesus shows us that we
are being cultivated every day so that we will takgarvest of lasting value into His presence
in eternity.

Listen to Jesus' exciting destiny for you and nhehbse you and appointed you that you
should go and bear fruit, and that your fruit sklo@main™ John 15:16).

When He said to Peter, James, and John, "Leave n@tst" He was inviting them to
leave one kind of harvest so they could prepareafwther, immeasurably better harvest.
Why? They weren't chosen to be leaf growers. Arg'thnever be able to capture their real
destiny in a mere net.

They were chosen and appointed for fruit that resnahnd so are you.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: "Lord, show me what areas of my life are produaingstly leaves
instead of fruit. Show me the things that are crioggcbut Your best. And lead me toward true frurtégs
today. "
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If you love earthly things, you wander far from Gbd -
body wanders in places;
the soul wanders in affections.
To love God is to throw off every spiritual weight
that will keep your soul from rising to Him.
AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO

For our light affliction, which is but for a moment
is workingfor us a far more exceeding and eternaigit of glory.
2 CORINTHIANS'7
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SHEAR PANIC

The works of his hands are faithfuL and just; adl precepts are trustworthy.
PSALM 111:7, NIV

It's one thing to imagine God as a loving protechmiding out His strong arms to care for
you. But it's quite another to think about the mlwerful God as a vinedresser, coming
straight toward you with a pruning instrument.

Whatif He gets carried away and | end up mangled instddcudful? Youmight wonder.

I'm reminded of a story told by an expert gardef®ne day a friend invited me into his
backyard to point out a badly mutilated Europeaynbush cranberry. 'l read somewhere that
all shrubs should be pruned occasionally, but llyetdn't know how," he apologized. His
intentions were good, but for that poor cranbernyshb his lack of knowledge was
dangerous.”

After looking over the damage, the gardener decithed the cranberry bush would
probably survive but that the cuts would have Hilkeless sturdy plant.

What a scary picture! No wonder when God asks gdattgo of another hindrance in
your life, your first reaction can be reluctancesgen panic.

What we believe about God is just as critical iarping as in discipline. | would take that
statement further. Your ability to endure prunimgl our response to what the Vinedresser is
trying to accomplish is completely dependent on howuch you trust Him. Every branch
needs to know:

- Does the Vinedresser care specifically about mpdira

- Does the Vinedresser prune my branch for my good?

- Will the Vinedresser always prune at the right timeny life?
- Does the Vinedresser use the best method to preffe m

- Does the Vinedresser prune only for as long asssacg?

- Will the Vinedresser stay with me through the psste

When you address these questions honestly, youserlse a door suddenly, silently
swinging open in your heart. You will step acroshr@shold into a place of relinquishment
and peace ... and you will never want to go back.

Great faith, which releases amazing works of Gddags begins with a few rock-solid
facts: God is in control. God is good. And God wnélver stop working for our good, even
when we don't recognise what He's doing.

Corrie ten Boom, a prisoner of the Nazis who losstof her family in the death camps,
described inThe Hiding Placehow she rested in God's trustworthiness: "Wheraim tgoes
through a tunnel and it gets dark, you don't thmwasathe ticket and jump off. You sit still
and trust the engineer."

That expert gardener | mentioned at the beginnintpe chapter went on to note: "The
basic premise of pruning should be to always hagea reason for making each cut. Pick
up the clippers only to correct a faulty growinghdaion, to prevent a future problem, or to
stimulate or redirect new growth."

Are you fearful or resistant about something Gotrysg to change in your life today?
Your all-wise, all-loving, all-powerful Father ig aork. With you specifically in mind, He
has considered all the options, determined the mgsbrtant area to focus on, and chosen
the perfect time and method.

Today's verse sums up the case for trust-"The wafrkés hands are faithful and just.”
That's terrific news for every branch!
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My VINEYARD JOURNAL: "Lord, show me what aspect of pruning is causingengoubt your
intentions. Forgive me, please, and lead me tdrikté. "

'I give myself completely to you,
God Assign me to my place in your creation.
Let me suffer for you.
Give me the work you would have me do.
Give me many tasks, or have me step aside whilealbathers.
Put me forward to humble me.
Give me riches or let me live in poverty.
| freely give all thizam, all that | have, to you. "
A METHODIST PRAYER
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PRINCIPLES 0f PRUNING

The Lord will perfect that which concerns me; Yoerey, O LORD, endures forever; do not forsake the
works of Your hands.
PSALM 138:8

You've noticed that God never sends us a memo ga‘truning begins next Thursday at
3:15P.M." He doesn't tell us what He'll do, how long it idkt, or what methods He'll use. In
fact, the whole process can seem mysterious wstibver and you can look back. David is a
perfect example.

You remember the story in 1 Samuel 16. God toldpttophet Samuel that he would find
Israel's next king among the sons of Jesse. At there, in front of a surprised family;
David the shepherd boy was anointed as God's chmisecceed King Saul.

But before ruling came pruning. Years of it. Thauyg prince had to fight a giant, fend
off armies, and survive betrayal, loneliness, asghasination attempts. He spent years on the
run, living in caves with his ragtag band of follers.

Had something gone terribly wrong? Not at all. ®@$ using his trials to prepare David
to be a king who would bearchfruit.

Pruning is always future-directed. No wonder prgniarely makes complete sense to us
at the time it's happening. We don't see resudttsinly; we just feel the shears. Not until the
next season will we see God's purposes revealedinéywnew strength, and new beauty for
Him.

Today | want you to consider several importantg@ples of pruning:

- Pruning occurs when we're doing something right wrong.

- Pruning is initiated by God, not us, and is intehtte our benefit.

- Pruning is custom-suited to one individual in acsii@area of life.

- Pruning is applied only to a branch that is prepdaoerespond successfully.

- Pruning is usually applied indirectly through otipeople and circumstances.

- Pruning brings discomfort or stress, but if thenosfacooperates, new levels of
abundance result.

- Pruning is only as effective as we permit. Fightagpinst the process will eventually
divert us back into fruitlessness and discipline.

- Pruning often goes on longer than we think is éainecessary. Yet deep and repeated
pruningalwaysmeans a greater harvest ahead.

David submitted to it all. In the process, he learabout endurance, loyalty, leadership,
submission to authority, dependence on God, ands@odailing dependability.

David's prayers during these years, as recordethanPsalms, are often full of honest
searching. Yet he never wavered in his trust, evieen he didn't understand God's ways. He
wrote, "Because Your loving-kindness is better thén my lips shall praise You" (Psalm
63:3).

Notice that David refused to believe the commoresethat says: "If God is happy with
me, my life will go smoothly. If times are toughp& must be displeased or maybe just not
paying attention.” That lie stops God's work in bues every time.

Have you prayed the Jabez prayer lately-for mogeddhg and influence so you can really
make a difference for God--or pleaded to becomeentike Christ? Then your Father is
pleased that you are following hard after Him nd gou should get ready for pruning.

God isn't unhappy with you. Rather, He's deligtited you, like David, are a person after
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His own heart. You have an awesome future! Andpdidect, loving plan is to prepare you
for new opportunities to step up to your greatidgsn Him.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL.: How can what | learned today change the way | thib&ut certain
ongoing events in my life?

Those whose lives are filled with tragedy are rextessarily more sinful than those who seem to
live in uninterrupted comfort.
Job experienced calamity, not because he was witkedecause he was righteous.
ERWIN LUTZER
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CROSSING theLINE

My brethren, count it all joy when you fall inton@us trials, knowing that the testing of your fait
produces patience. But let patience have its pexteck, that you may be perfect and complete,
lacking nothing.

JAMES 1:2-4

James begins his letter with one of the most sigrtpening lines in Scripture-"Count it all
joy when you fall into various trials."

Did he really mean to say joyou wonderWasn't he getting a little carried awayBut if you
read the rest of his letter, you realize Jamesfmitely not the bubbly sort. Like a battle-
tested field sergeant, he's all business. And renmexactly what he says.

The "testing of your faith" that he writes aboutsimply another way of talking about
pruning. And today | want you to consider what copbssibly be joy-causing about such an
uncomfortable process.

Remember that James wrote to Christians who had beecrely persecuted and were
now scattered across the Roman Empire. God wawiatiothem to be pushed to the very
limit of their endurance ... and then a little fet.

Ever been there? Testings so intense they seerongs the line of what's fair or even
survivable?

At such times, we can feel like God has desertesbuthat if He's in control, then He's
pushing too long and too far. Yet these are tinfegeat promise. Our character and spiritual
commitments are getting hammered out. As we contbe@®nd of our power, we encounter
the beginning of God's power. If we allow God torkyaur faith will grow in ways we never
thought possible. For first-century Christiansalgiturned the raw ore of new belief into the
steel of unshakable faith. And God used them tomgbahe world.

| like to compare the faith-testing/faith-buildimgocess to what happens when you're
weight training. Ken, a three-hundred-pound praotesd football player, gave me an inside
perspective. "You train beyond what you can hahdie, said. "Stress is what produces
growth in muscle size and strength.” For exampleéhe weight room, Ken bench presses to
the point of exhaustion; then his spotter addy fifbunds. At that point, Ken is no longer
lifting what he can handle-he's resisting what he'tc "That's what it takes to build the
strength | need to win," Ken told me matter-of-kact

God sometimes grows our faith like that. After #liwe don't face new and even more
difficult challenges, we don't need a greater lafefaith. So God "pushes us" over the line.
He allows circumstances to take us past what wehaadle to teach us what God can handle
through us. And our faith grows dramatically.

If you're like many believers I've talked to, ybekperience huge relief once you realize that
God is not punishing you through trials, forsakymmgl, or even disciplining you! Your whole
mode of thinking about tough times will get turneght side up. And you can open your
heart for joy.

One day you'll look back on this test of your faghd see the wonderful changes it
brought to you by God's grace. Not that you'd wango through the test again, but you
wouldn't trade what you've gained for anything.stLaeek, Dominic and | suddenly noticed
how far we've come in the last two years," a Madtr®usewife told me recently. "It dawned
on us when we realized that we think about moneyeny different ways now than we did
before our financial crisis. Giving is such a pla&snow. We'd never go back to our old life!"

James didn't tell believers that they should putwigh the pain of pruning, much less
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avoid it. He said to "count it all joy"! Why? BecsGod's objective in the test is to bless us
with more faith, strength, and abundance until veedme "perfect and complete, lacking
nothing."

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: When have | experienced a test of faith that ewdigtibrought
joy and other good results? Describe what happened.

| owe more to the fire and the hammer
and the file than to anything else in my Lords vsbidp.
CHARLES SPURGEON
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STORIES of theKINGDOM

"But seek first the kingdom of God and His rightemss, and all these things shall be added
to you. "
MATTHEW 6:33

Colleen had been praying for years that God woultgther husband a job that would allow
him to stay home every night. Until she understpaghing, she spent most evenings idly
watching TV or brooding. "l was miserable untiet IGod peel my fingers off whatwanted
and accepted the opportunities He had been pressingie-time with my kids, time for
mentoring relationships with single women, timeséek Him. I'm still praying for a different
job for Ed. But for all those years | missed outtba huge step forward in maturity that God
had been wanting me to take."

Could it be that God's pruning shears are bringmgto a similar breakthrough? Colleen
is in a much better position now to flourish, whaieher circumstances. And her marriage
will be richer too.

| wish you could meet Harold, a property developethe Southwest. For the last two
decades, he's been leading a team that's turnowgsdhds of acres of desert into a well-
planned community.

"But that's only a half-time job," he says. He spgethe other 50 percent of his time heading
up mission projects around the world. "lI've gotraeasn situation,” he told me. "I get to do
what | love to do and what God has gifted me tdadmake a difference for eternity."

And | wish you could meet Luis, a friend who foetpast fifty years has been giving one
percent more to the Lord each year than he didptbeious year. That would add up to a
pretty high percentage by now, wouldn't it? Onligaadful know about Luis's commitment.
The last time | saw Luis, | asked him if things @etting tight yet. He laughed. "Bruce, |
have more money now than ever before-and I'm haengdimes the fun!”

Do you notice what these stories of the kingdomehavcommon? All are examples of a
wholehearted and proactive response to the prexipt pruning. These are people who have
decided to "seek first" what God says should b&,fiind they're reaping a harvest in both
personal fulfillment and ministry.

I've noticed that pruning changes us as God's heanin at least three tangible ways:

- We use outimedifferently.

- We use outalentsdifferently.

- We use outreasuredifferently.
Consider where you think you have been duringphit year in these three areas. Evaluate
your level of proactive cooperation with God's gties. Do you find evidence that still more
fruitfulness for God could be in your future? Ite@nly hope so.

When Jesus said that we should "seek first thedkimgof God and His righteousness,"
He was giving the first law of the truly abundaii¢.| Throw all your energy into valuing
what God values ... and everything else that'siwiatving will come your way too.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: "Heavenly Father, show me how, when, and wherewant me to
put Your Kingdom first in my life, and 1 will dg'it

Begin at once: Before you venture away ftom thigtgmoment, ask your King to take you wholly
into his service;
then place all the hours of this day quite simglia disposal and ask him to make and keep you
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ready to do just exactly what he appoints.
Never mind about tomorrow; one day at a time is gfmou
Try it today, and see ffit is not a day of strange,
almost curious peace, so sweet that you will bg tod thankful when tomorrow comes to ask him to
take it also.
FRANCES RIDLEY HAVERGAL
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ARE YOU "OFF BALANCE"?

| also count all things loss for the excellenceti knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whoraveh
suffered the loss of all things, and count themuaibish, that | may gain Christ.... One thing | dorgetting
those things which are behind and reaching forwerdhose things which are ahead, | press toward the
goal for the prize of the upward call of God in GiJesus .

PHILIPPIANS 3:8, 13-14

When | was first learning about pruning, | madeoapof asking Christian leaders | admired,
"Have you been pruned much in your life?"

Without exception or hesitation, they would each gas. Then they would slip into a
reflective mood. Often, tears would come.

Now | understand. When God prunes, He reachesth@ocentre of our being ... and
severs something. He cuts out a deeply-held assummr value, a much-defended
"inalienable right," a carefully protected prioriby activity.

Pruning changes people.

Have you noticed? Well-pruned believers think défely about things. They carry
themselves differently. They are so distinctivehgte-minded that they often seem oddly out
of balance.

The truth is, most people | know who are extrenfielitful are"off balance" in the minds
of men-and they don't want to get in balance! Tleagure of seeing God at work through
them has become too pleasurable for them to wénar qtleasures. I've never heard one of
these redirected Christians say, "Oh, | wish | dagd back to the good old days." Instead,
they look for ways to proactively participate in athGod is doing. Like Olympic athletes,
they're personally motivated to do all their coasks and then some.

Today | encourage you to do the same. Here's amagpthat has been helpful for me:

- Read through a year's worth of entries from yountspl journal.

If you haven't been keeping one, spend some tiniing/rabout your personal journey,

especially about any struggles that show growth desire for it. Ask God to show you

where He's trying to bring about change in youongties or behaviour.

- Write a statement (for each month, if possible} tlaows what you've learned and
denotes any major progress. Do you see strong rsedef having produced lasting
fruitfulness for God? Or do your achievements skomething less?

- Ask yourselfWhat have 1 been doing that 1 no longer need to do?

What less important thing do 1 do that someone @séd do?

- |dentify the top three to five things (outside afuy family commitments) that you do
which have the most impact for God's kingdom. Askirgelf how you could rearrange
your life to give more time to the top two than thettom three.

- Set up a schedule for a daily, weekly, and quartenlining review. AskWhat can | do
now to cooperate with how God is trying to shapefen@bundance?

The best example in the New Testament of someoad-&pm Jesus Christ-who chose
to live "off balance" for God is the apostle Pdbliring the course of his life, he set aside the
pursuits of material comfort, safety, financial weéty, and public acclaim. It's as if on his
journeys across the Roman world he discarded s@itatier suitcase of what had been good
options. By the time he wrote his last letter, reswlown to only one:

"One thing | do ..l press toward the goal for the prize.”

The only physical description we have of Paul cofna® the second century: "He was a
man of little stature, partly bald, with crookedde...” But in today's passage, | see the real
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Paul. | see an Olympic runner, trained and focusetidesperate for one thing: to break the
tape. And he's streaking down the final stretchgirsing to hurl his body first across the
finish line. Maybe oddly off balance, but perfegisepared to win!

My friend, as we close this week's study of pruningope that you, too, fully embrace
God's work of pruning in your life, believe His pnse of greater things to come ... and race
for the prize.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL:
The most important thing | learned about God theelvwas

The most helpful insightearned about pruning was

Do you not know that those who run in a race afi,rhut one receives the prize? Run in such a way
that you may obtain it. And everyone who compeiethé prize is temperate in all things.Now they
do it to obtain a perishable crown, but we for amperishable crown.

| CORINTHIANS 9:24-25
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THE QUIET MIRACLE

"Abide in Me, and | in you. As the branch cannotrifeait of itself unless it abides in the vine, their
can you, unless you abide in Me.”
JOHN 15:4

It was our third night at a fishing lodge above &d&klark in western Alaska. Six men playing
in paradise: pulling salmon from icy streams by,desting hearty meals around a campfire
by night. That kind of life can get even the maatittous man to open up.

On the third night, Arlen did. "Guess | ought tb y®u guys I'm planning to resign when
| get back home," he said, staring into the firer the last thirty years, Arlen had been a
music and worship leader in his denomination. Bhtlevhis programs were running better
than ever, Arlen was running dry. "l told my wifesitime to get honest," he continued. "I
love God. | want to serve Him more than ever. Battenough is coming back anymore. I'm
working harder and enjoying it less. | don't knowat/to do except step aside."

Readers ofecrets of the vineill know that | came to a similar crisis years agike Arlen, |
felt confused and exhausted. Like Arlen, | feltdsatrying harder only to hit a wall of defeat
and discontent. Yet that crisis turned out to lb®arway, not a wall-a threshold to a new and
higher level of fruitfulness for God.

If you recognize your spiritual experience in tbisis, | have good news for yo@od has
brought you to this place and tim¥our dissatisfaction is a gift from God to prepaa for
what comes next. And what comes next is an inoitat.

Let's take another, more careful look at the vingy#n every vineyard a season comes
when nothing happens ... or so it seems. The clgaand tying up is done. The pruning
shears are put away. Luscious clusters of gramsgdcthe well-tended branches.

Nothing happening? Don't miss the invisible miradtes the sap that surges up unseen
from earth to roots, roots to vine, vine to brartmtanch to fruit. Jesus had this unseen river of
life in mind when He said, "Abide in Me, and | you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of
itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can,yunless you abide in Me."

Abiding happens at the exact place where the bramethes the vine. The larger the
union between vine and branch, the more sap can #ad the greater the potential harvest.
In the same way, through a shared connection #witsJcalled abiding; God pours His life
into ours.

Arlen and | simply needed to pursue and guard awruwith God with as much energy as
we had invested in serving Him. The irony for uthist our push for fruit had gone ahead of
our intake of sap. We needed to grow in abidingatbcally enlarge our capacity to take in
God's river of life ... and we needed to do it fast

In the preceding three weeks, we've talked abowt tmoich God wants more fruit-good
works-from our lives and what actions He takeselplit happen. This week we discover the
third secret of the vindf your life bears a lot of fruit, God will invitgou to abide more deeply with
Him, the result of which will be much fruit.

The best miracle of the vineyard is invisible, lwhat it produces is not. Amazingly
enough, it's only as we accept His invitation tawgee intimacy with Him that we can reach
the highest levels of fruitfulness possible.

That night around the campfire, Arlen's confessmwompted a vigorous and candid
conversation about the perils and extraordinarynise of the season of abiding. Arlen went
home with an unusual assignment: to do fes§&od and to be moreith Him. I'm happy to
tell you it was the beginning of more fruitfulnessed more fulfilment-in his family, marriage,



Bladsy 16 van 34 Secrets of the Vine

and ministry than he ever thought possible.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL.: How does the idea of doing less so that | can speack time
with God appeal to me? How could that possibly leachore fruit?

God cannot give us happiness and peace apart fiomadif, because it is not there. There is
no such thing.
C.S. LEWIS
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CLOSE theDISTANCE

"Let him who glories glory in this, That he undarsds and knows Me.”
JEREMIAH 9:24

The Fosters were neighbors who became part ofaailyf. | still remember their tiny two-

story house in New Jersey. Aunt Belle baked theldimbest apple pies; Uncle Sherman

loved to watch the Yankees on Tv: | grew up thigkihat their marriage and their home was
the picture of coziness-until one day, long aftexytd both passed away, when my dad told
me they had been ... well, strangers.

"Did you ever see the Fosters eating at the sabvle ta talking together in the same
room?" Dad asked. It dawned on me that | hadn'd &gplained.

One day after work, Sherman had been in such atougét upstairs to watch a baseball game

that he'd forgotten to take off his muddy boots.&Whe came down for dinner, the floor had

been cleaned but the table was set for only onke Beyed in the parlor. The next morning,

Sherman came down for eggs and toast, but stleile. After several weeks of this,

Sherman left a note on the table:

"If you want to see me, just tap the pipes." Bulideever tapped the pipes.

"How long did that go on?" | asked Dad.

Seventeen years, he said-until the day Aunt Bedld.d

Can you imagine living with another person in tlns house for that long without
speaking? How tragic! But this story reminds me #sgChristians we can spend years of our
lives in close proximity to God yet live as strarggy@Ne can ignore Him, push Him away, or
simply fail to try. And the results are always hbegaking.

The wonderful promise of abiding is that an invagorg friendship with God is both
possibleand expected. In fact, the Bible teaches that the deptbur friendship with God
should be one of the most important criteria fowhwe measure true achievement. "Let him
who glories glory in this," God told Jeremiah, "th& understands and knows Me" (Jeremiah
9:24).

As you look back over your Christian experienceydao sense a growing familiarity with
God? Or do you see something less? Take a few esrtotay to inventory the quality of
your friendship with God. Check the category whtdmes closest to describing your current
level of intimacy with God.

__Aloof. You feel somewhat distant or even indifferent. @ederally exists outside of your
range of daily concerns. You know mamutHim than you know Him as a Person.

_ AcquaintanceYou try to pray and "check in with God" from timetime, especially if

you're facing trials. Several times in your Chastexperience, you have felt close to God.

_ AssociateYour relationship is mostly a working partnership.

You pray and obey in exchange for His help andlwvemment in your life. You try to treat

God with respect, and you sense His concern.

__Affectionate.You are getting to know Jesus as a Friend. Yourthganvolved; you like
and appreciate His character and His role in yibeir When your spiritual life falters, you
miss Him.

_ Abiding. A daily awareness of God is your greatest joy. Yode nothing from Him
because you trust Him completely. You serve Hinmhwaffection and passion. His goals
and your goals are becoming more the same.

How do you feel about your conclusions? | urge {@uake this little exercise to heart.
Your spiritual fulfillment and your personal fruithess are at stake. And God's heart is on the
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line.

Ever since Eden, God's dream has been communidm Kig children. Throughout
history, He has pursued friendship and reconailiatvith humans. "All the dealings of God
with the soul of the believer are in order to bribopto oneness with Himself," wrote Hannah
Whitehall Smith.

Today the God of the universe wants to enjoy yaungany.

Don't let another day pass in which you live likesgers. Ask Him to show you what steps
you can take to close the distance in the most itapbrelationship of your life.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: "Lord, how amazing it is to think that You carersach about being
close to me! You are always near to me; please shewaw to be near to You today. "
#.
Human fellowship can go to great lengths but nbbathe way.
Fellowship with God can go to all lengths.
OSWALD CHAMBERS

To have found God and still to pursue Him is thelsparadox of love,
scorned indeed by the too-easily-satisfied religggrbut justified in happy
existence by the children of the burning heart.
A.W. TOZER
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THE PERSON YOU SEEK

“As the branch cannot bear .fruit of itself unlasabides in the vine, neither can you, unless you
abide in Me.”
JOHN15:4

One person in the New Testament seemed to undératading intuitively. Her name was
Mary. Along with her sister Martha and brother Laza Mary lived in Bethany, a village
near Jerusalem. The three-who apparently livedthegevithout spouses or children-held a
special place in Jesus' heart. John reports, "Nesus] loved Martha and her sister and
Lazarus" John 11:5).

When Jesus and His disciples stopped at their hmmeeday, Martha made the perfectly
responsible "ministry" choice. She threw her eresgnd skills into making sure everyone
was cared for. But Mary chose something else. lwktes, "Mary ... sat at Jesus' feet and
heard His word. But Martha was distracted with msetving" (Luke 10:39-40).

Try to absorb the elements of this scene: an impostisitor, clusters of hungry guests,
Martha scurrying to meet needs. But in the middithat bustle and clatter, one person sits at
Jesus' feet- watching, listening, enjoying His pres.

Mary chose to abide. And when Martha asked Jesushioke her sister for not caring
enough to serve Him, Jesus said He couldn't. Whg@aise Mary had chosen to With
Him, and that was the best choice.

It's easy for us to confuse abiding with some kifidnushy, mystical state. But Jesus
wants us to see abiding first in physical terms:

- A sturdy vine surging with sap and a branch spngutiom it and at the place where they
join, an unseen river of life coursing through.
- Eleven men leaning close by lamplight so they dwmists a word from their Lord and

Friend.

- A woman surrounded by hubbub and pulled at by adiedh duties-but sitting still,
listening, looking up into the face of God.

The little vignette of that home in Bethany illug®s a number of principles of abiding.

Abiding is with a Person, not a program or doctriwe don't have to wait for a religious
service or special program to abide. Mary madegpitiarity to sit at Jesus' feet. She set aside
time for Him, risked criticism for Him, and gave $Hwords her full attention. Every action
and priority was focused on spending time with §esu

Abiding with Christ is available to any believeraty time or place.

The family in Bethany had to wait to see Jesud tigicame to their village. But we have the
indwelling God with us at all times John 14:16-1\)e can abide no matter what our age or
level of spiritual maturity. We can abide in a tiajam, a doctor's office, or a laundry room.
Abiding has nothing to do with our denominationmperament, family background,
education, or any special ability.

Abiding has no limit of depth or lengtkven though Jesus was a frequent houseguest, Mary
didn't assume she was as close to the Master asosiek get. Like the connection between
vine and branch, our capacity for relationship w@dbd can keep expanding. A. W Tozer
wrote, "A vessel that grows as it is filled wikwver be full. The soul is like that. The more it
wants, the more it is given. The more it receities,more it grows."

Abiding must be pursued to be enjoy&iding doesn't come naturally; there will always b
"more important” distractions--even the distractioh serving God. That's why Jesus
commandedHis disciples to abide. We should read His impeeato mean, "l already abide in
you-now you must choose to abide in Me."
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Do you face seemingly insurmountable obstacledidirag?
Remember Mary's choice, the circumstances in wihibhppened, and the favour it brought
her. Remember Susannah Wesley. A busy mother of than a dozen boisterous kids John
and Charles among them), Susannah found a wayide.al¥henever she put a bag over her
head, every Wesley child knew not to interrupt Motivas spending time with God. And the
fruit from Susannah Wesley's life (she's one ofrtiost important figures in revival history)
is still being counted.

Maybe today you should go looking for an old grgdeag!

My VINEYARD] OURNAL: Think of what your best friend (outside of marripgiwes that
makes-and keeps-your relationship so important ¢o. yAsk how you could demonstrate your
friendship to God in similar ways today.

Weare called to an everlasting preoccupation with God
A.W. TOZER

That which we have seen and heard we declare tpthiatiyou also may have
fellowship with us;
and truly our fellowship is with the Father and wilis Son Jesus Christ.
1JOHN 1:3
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"ABIDE in MY LOVE"
“As the Father loved Me, | also have loved you;dbin My love.”
JOHN 15:9

Sharon, a reader @ecrets of the Vinayrote to say she was particularly struck with the
statement that Christians don't abide with God beedhey don't believe He likes them.

"How sad, and how true!" she wrote. "I see God @seone disappointed in me and
‘'unpleasable’ instead of someone who really emjoysompany.”

Sharon is not alone. Countless Christians carryraathe millstone of imagining an
untrustworthy, unlikable God. You might be one. Yuight assume God loves you-after all,
loving the world is His job. But deep down, you pest God doesn't reallike you. Fixing
you? Sure. Saving you, too. But spending time iarymesence, enjoying the real you? That's
difficult to imagine. "He knows everything I've dalff you wail. "How could He be interested
in my company?"

What words would you choose to describe God'sudgitoward you? Take a moment to
circle the numbers on the following scale that naasturately describe how you feel today.

| think of God as:

STINGY GENEROUS

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

HARSH MERCIFUL

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

UNINTERESTED ATTENTIVE

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

SHORT-TEMPERED PATIENT

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

If all or most of your choices fall toward the rigtide of the scale, you have an accurate
picture of God. How do | know? Because when Mogg®) spent great amounts of time in
God's presence, asked God to show him His glorg @ivered a stunning self-portrait. He
described Himself as "merciful and gracious, loffiigging, and abounding in goodness and
truth" (Exodus 34:6).

If, however, all or most of your choices fall towlahe left side of the scale, you identify
with Sharon. Therefore, pursuing a deeper famijianiith God may not seem possible or
desirable to you.

| assure you that God wants the truth about Hiwhainge how you think. Once you know
God for who He is, the horizons of abiding will opeefore you.

Put yourself in the following story:

Suppose you're on your third week of setting asite to abide with God. Things

could hardly be going worse. You've missed morenimgr appointments than you've
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kept. Last night before you went to bed you gob iat shouting match with your

teenager. You got so rattled that you stepped a@itsl smoke a cigarette, a habit you

thought you'd finally licked six months ago.

This morning you've slept late. Pressed for tineelihg resentful, and without
brushing your teeth, you stumble into your studgrab your Bible when...

You notice an angel seated in your chair! His fecaglow, and his whole being
shines with a beautiful, holy radiance.

"Wha ... what are you doing here?" you gasp.

"I'm supposed to meet God here now," the angel calysly. "I have a morning
appointment with Him."

"But ... so do I," you reply....

This fanciful story leads to my question: Assumi{agd could keep only one appointment
this morning, whom would He choose to meet with-gotihe angel?

My friend, there's no contest. God would choose geer the angel in a heartbeat. Unlike
any angel, you were created by God in His imagé Wwiendship specifically in mind. He
knows everything about you-the beautiful and thatdbly-and He loves you. Furthermore,
there are no conditions on His love becauséstdee! (1 John 4:16).

Here's another truth you may find shocking: God twaa abide with you more than you
want to abide with Him. When He spun the strandyair DNA in the secret rooms of
eternity, He had no one but you in mind. He madejyst you-on purpose, with pure delight,
and with great anticipation. There's nothing youldalo that would change His mind about
sending Jesus to die for you. And today He longs$hie pleasure of your company.

| hope you keep your appointment.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: What incorrect idea about God has kept the mostadce
between us? What would God want to say to me tadayt that idea?

How precious also are Your thoughts to meG0d!
How great is the sum of them!
If I should count them,
they would be more in number than the sand
PSALM 139:17-18

Believe God is always the God kwow Him to be when you are nearest to Him.
OSWALD CHAMBERS
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BEYOND SIMPLE DISCIPLINES

As the deer pants for the water brooks, So pantsaufor YouO God My soul thirsts for God for the living God
When shall | come and appear before God?

PSALM 42:1-2

As a young man, | remember setting off for seminastermined to get the secrets of the
Christian life nailed down. By the time | attendag first chapel | was already outfitted for
religious success, armed with a brand-new Hebredvi@stament, a Greek New Testament,
and a briefcase full of theology books.

When the president of the seminary, Dr. John Wal¥po@nnounced his topic-"The
Secrets of the Spiritual Life"-1 couldn't believeymgood fortune. Here | was, not even a week
into training, and the president was already gaintgll me exactly what I'd come to find out.

Dr. Walvoord proceeded directly to his outline. &fé@ are three secrets,” he said. |
hurriedly pushed "record” on my tape machine. Therunveiled the secretRead the Bible
every day. Pray all the time. And share your faiith everyone who doesn't know Christ.

My heart sank. Why, I'd been hearing those "setnetshurch since | was a kid!

Yet looking back now on Dr. Walvoord's advice, ¢ ¢bat he was absolutely right. In our
guest to know God better, it's practicing the ba#hat yields results.

You've probably already heard the secrets of apitho. But | wonder-have you decided
to make them a necessary part of your life?

Let me suggest three steps that may seem simpkrd®duatsolutely necessary if you want
to break through to abiding:

1. Plan your devotional tim&et aside a time when you are at your freshestnivgris best.
Find a comfortable, completely private place andigwe every day. Most of us can't add one
priority without giving up another, so decide wiat will let go.

2. Practice the primary spiritual discipline&€ven though abiding doesn’'t mean working
harder, it is still our responsibility. Abiding Iset passive; it is something we choose to do.
Here are the essentials:

- Read the BibleGod's Word is your primary resource. Receive iHasliving letter to you.

If you feel stuck, start with Psalms and Provethen add a Gospel or an Epistle. Don't

worry about how much you cover; just read until yound and heart open to the Word.

- Pray.Begin with a one- or two-sentence prayer in yourpal.

Pray out loud if it helps you stay focused. Keegzhkrof God's answers. Practice honesty,

respect, and careful listening. You're talking t®erson, and this is the most important

conversation of your life.

- Praise.Express your thankfulness and worship to God. Pramarges your trust in God,
invites joy, and trains your heart to hope.

- Keep a spiritual journalWrite down what you're learning, which Bible verses want to
remember, and what you want to tell God. Measurer \8piritual progress with an
occasional review of your journal. It is a recofdadiving relationship.

- Fast. In fasting, you present your deeply-felt need tad@s an act of worship and faith,
asking Him to fill you up. Even a brief fast candaghore sensitivity to your spirit and
more life to your praying.

These practices take effort (that's why they'reedadisciplines).

But simple as they are, they can bring lasting geafor you as they have done for
generations of pilgrims. Whether you're eighteesewenty-eight, they can reshape your life
so dramatically that you'll soon be living at adewf fruitfulness and fulfiiment that you
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assume is impossible now.

Yet shockingly, you can do every discipline for geeavithout abiding. Many Christians
do. These are methods; abiding is a dynamic relstip with a Person. These are observable
actions; abiding is an invisible awakening.

That's why my third suggestion may be the most mamb of all:

3. Pursue God with all your heart, determining tigati will seek Him until you find Hinif. you do
this, |1 promise you'll begin to abide. | can sagtthecause God guarantees it. "Draw near to
God and He will draw near to you," the Bible sajanjes 4:8).

"You will seek Me and find Me, when you searchriog with all your heart" (Jeremiah 29:
13).

The very fact that you are reading this page mdélaaisyou deeply desire to be near to
God. Your spirit thirsts for Him, like the deer pizug for water in today's verse. Go in earnest
search of God today-and never stop.

If you make your move, He'll make His.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: How would | describe my devotional practices tol@se friend?
Which one area would God most want to see growzh in

When Yousaid, "SeelMly face,”
My heart said to You, "Your face, LORD, | will seek.”
PSALM 27:8

Lord, | do not know what to ask of you; only you kiwalvat | need. | simply present myself to you;
| open my heart to you. | have no other desire tioeamccomplish your will. Teach me to pray. Amen.
FRANCOIS FENELON
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THE MEASURE 0f FRIENDSHIP

The Lord is near to all who call upon Him, &l who call upon Him in
truth.
PSALM 145:18

You'd recognize Mariana right away. She's thattprgpung mother we all know who has
struggled with her weight ever since she startedhigebabies.

Darlene met her at a weekend church retreat. Onegrefruit one morning, Mariana listed
the diet plans she'd tried. She had just quit anber seventeen. "The diets probably work,"
she told my wife. "It's me that doesn't work. Il faff the wagon, put the pounds back on....
Why even start again?"

Maybe you identify with Marianas defeat when yoinkhabout the spiritual discipline of
abiding. So many have told me that their effortgeb up early to spend time with God don't
last more than a couple of weeks. "I'm convindedalctually an Egyptian,” a Chinese student
told me once with a big grin. He explained thatrgvidew Year's he resolves to read his
Bible through, starting at Genesis 1. But his negglan always seems to go down to defeat
by the time he gets to the story of Pharaoh'’s alraywning in the Red Sea (Exodus 14).

If abiding is an invitation from a loving Fathef,ii is acommandand if it is the only
way to experience the very best the ChristianHde to offer, why do so few of us manage to
succeed?

Based on what I've heard from hundreds of Chrisfifime concluded that one of the most
common roadblocks to abiding seems to be this: Wasore our success by feelings, and we
depend on them to keep us motivated. For examm@egassume that if we're abiding, we will
feel a deep intimacy, a warm glow or rush of exoeat, a powerful conviction that we are
connecting with God. When we feel little or nothing decide we're not abiding. Then,
rather than face more guilt and failure, we quit.

Yet we know that emotional responses are determinednany factors-our physical
condition, how much sleep we've had, whether waisaous or depressed, how much coffee
we've consumed, the weather, our basic temperatypet In fact, we don't judge our
marriages and other significant friendships onifgsl alone. No wonder that gauging
intimacy with God by feelings alone quickly getsingrouble.

One kind of trouble is that we focus on manufacigithe missing feelings. Over the last
twenty-five years, there's been a tremendous mownenmethe church that places a top
priority on feelings. Your emotions, some would ,saletermine whether you're truly
worshiping, when you're close to God, and when l@ding you.

Unfortunately, too many Christians go home fronogimg an emotionally charged
worship service only to slip into a lifestyle thest of the week that disregards, offends, and
dishonors God. They got the feelings, all right, tkey didn't find the Person. Yet the Bible is
clear: "If we say that we have fellowship with Hiemd walk in darkness, we lie and do not
practice the truth" (1 John 1:6).

Ultimately, your decision to abide is a gift oftfaiyou present to God with sincere desire
and respectaith, because you believe what He sayssire because you value His presence
and the fruitfulness He promises more than any ithate sensatiomespect because you
know relationships just don't get anywhere withibut

Thankfully, emotions a wonderful part of a genuine spiritual experiernideose feelings
of exaltation and release matter to God. Yet Hegisally committed to your whole person-
mind, heart, body, soul, and spirit-and He inviddisof you into the adventure of knowing
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Him.

If you identify with Mariana’s reluctance to statbiding again, | have good news: You
don't need more Bible reading and prayer; you needach for God Himself.

Pull up a couple of chairs. Someone is waiting idetsvho wants very much to meet you.
And this is His message to you today and every tBghold, | stand at the door and knock.
If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, | eathe in to him and dine with him, and he
with Me" (Revelation 3:20).

His knock comes again at the door of your hearty®wwant Him to come in for a visit?

Then just open the door and welcome Him.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: How have | misunderstood the role of emotion in sigtionship
with the Lord? How might my times of abiding charfgewere to stop measuring their success by my

feelings?

People who live in their emotions do not alwaystbée They feel so at one with Christ
that they look no further than this feeling anceaftielude themselves with thinking
they've come into divine union when all the wHileit nature and dispositions
are still under the sway of self-love.
HANNAH WHITEHALL SMITH

You will seek Me and find Me,when gearch for Me with all your heart.
JEREMIAH 29:13
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"EXCEEDINGLY ABUNDANTLY ABOVE"

Toknow the love of Christ which passes knowledge;ytbatmay be filled with all the fullness of God.
Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundaaiigve all that we ask or think, according to the
power that works in us.

EPHESIANS 3:19-20

Perhaps a man who has been an ordained minister $814 ought to be ashamed to confess
that he never felt the joy of complete surrenderdte Frank Laubach in 1930. By then he'd
been a missionary in the Philippines for years. &8fter being seized by what he called "a
profound dissatisfaction,” he decided to try to smaously live every waking moment in
God's presence.

Most friends told him it couldn't be done, but Laab was determined. To give focus to

his abiding, Laubach ordered his days by the questiFather, what do You desitbis
minute?"To Laubach, that seemed to be how Jesus lived.
The experience changed his life. After several m@wif his new spiritual exercise, Laubach
wrote in his journal: "I think more clearly. | foggless frequently. Things which | did with a
strain before | now do easily and with no efforivdrry about nothing. I lose no sleep. | walk
on air a good part of the time. Even the mirroreias a new light in my eyes.”

Have you experienced similar benefits from abidifig@lay | want you to see that God
wants to bless you by His amazing presence atadist

Laubach discovered an aspect of abiding that enaftissed.

The wordabideis also translated "remain" or "stay." Too manysfleave God in the study
or beside our favourite chair after we've completeddevotional time. But the lessons of the
vine show us that we were createdudobrokenabiding. We can "stay" even as we go.

Brother Lawrence called this dimension of fellowshpracticing the presence of God."
As Laubach found, when we pursue Him with this kindrdénsity and persistence, we see
astonishing and very tangible benefits. For example

Unbroken abiding renews us in body, heart, andisgitow quickly we forget that to do God's
work we need God's presence and power! The moreriexgge we have, the easier it is to
coast along on our talents or track record. Bug Bklen, whom we met earlier this week, we
eventually learn we can't coast forever withoulimglto a stop.

Continual abiding prevents burnout because wensteatly being refuelled. Think of the
sap of a vine branch as the power and energy dflthe Spirit. When we stay connected to
the Vine, we are "renewed day by day" (2 Corintkidri6).

Unbroken abiding increases our spiritual discernmétaul told believers to "let the word of
Christ dwell in you richly" (Colossians 3:16). THahd of enrichment takes time. When we
abide with Christ, we understand His will more puaidly. Wrote Laubach, "The sense of
being led by an unseen hand which takes mine vaini¢her hand reaches ahead and prepares
the way, grows upon me daily."

Unbroken abiding changes us on the insitiée've all noticed how couples who've been
married for years begin to talk alike, think alileyen look alike. The Bible says "He who
walks with the wise grows wise" (Proverbs 13:R0Y). So it is when we spend a great deal
of time abiding with Christ. We are transformed mtw His likeness, and in His newness our
ministry becomes more powerful and effective.

Unbroken abiding changes the way we pray--and Guhars!

Consider this astounding promise: "If you abideMe... ask what you desire, and it shall be
done," said Jesus (John 15:7). Twice in the sarapteh Jesus made this promise in relation
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to abiding (vv. 7, 16). Why?

When we have surrendered ourselves to God, ouestgjare much more likely to reflect
His desires. Have you ever noticed that the mgjofitmiracles in the New Testament happen
in the middle of ministry? That's because our prayave the most power when His will and
our will have become most nearly one.

Do you begin to see it? Maximum fruitfulness is thsult of ongoing, unbroken abiding
with Christ because He is the source of all etegoald anyway.

Aswe close this week on experiencing God more de¢plgpe you are tasting the pleasures
of God's company in new ways and already seeingfngiMn unexpected places. My prayer
for you is that you will "know the love of Christhich passes knowledge; that you may be
filled with all the fullness of God" (Ephesians 8)1

God wants you to be filled with His fullness tod#&nd He is able to do "exceedingly
abundantly above" all you can ask or imadin20).

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: Choose to turn your thoughts to God every fifte@mutes all day
long. Write down verses, tips, or reminders that balp you accomplish your goal.

Moment by moment Fm kept in His love; Moment by embi‘ve lift .from
above; Looking to Jesus till glory doth shine; Mariy momentQ Lord,
| am Thine.

DANIEL W. WHITTLE
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WISDOM of theSEASONS

Therefore be patient, brethren, until the cominghefLord See how the farmer waits for the precioui$ of
the earth, waiting patiently for it until it recesg the early and latter rain...You also be patient.
Establish your hearts, for the coming of the L@ @i hand

JAMES5:7-8

If you've ever been a parent, you can probably nebes the first time you realized things
were turning out all wrong. | remember when oustfichild turned from a sweet baby into a
screaming two-year-old. After he had thrown a tamtrfor the third time in one meal,
Darlene and | were in shock. What had we done wtong

We went scrambling to parenting books for help. Mayif we could intervene
immediately, we wouldn't have a lifelong disasteroair hands.

But we quickly discovered that our son was finefdet, he was right on track and doing
his noisy best to be a good two-year-old. Our etgiems were fine too. We just needed to
adjust them to our son's season of growth.

It's the same in God's vineyard. Change for anysa nearly always difficult, often not
very pretty, and usually takes more time than Wwké& That's why we shouldn't expect to see
an immediate link between what God is doing to lmanch and big results. Did you know
that grape plantings in California’s Napa Valleteofdon't reach peak productivity for fifty
years? Fruitfulness takes time. Maximum abundasaoelly takes a lifetime.

Seasonal wisdom doesn't necessarily mean thatldiee we are in Christ, the more fruit
we will bear (we've all seen fifty-year-olds behayiike children). But it does mean that the
more mature we become in Christ-as a result of e@mg with the Vinedresser the greater
our capacity to bear fruit will be.

In the graph that follows, you'll see time charteatizontally and the intensity of the
particular season charted vertically. Take a minatstudy this graph of how the seasons of
discipline, pruning, and abiding change throughmutlives. It is based on biblical principles,
my own personal experience, and the experiencé®abands of other believers.

Season of Season of Season of
DISCIPLINE FRUNING ABIDING

A\ COMPARISON OF COMMON PROGRESSION THROUGH THE SEASONS

The solid line on the graph =cghbéine.

The broken lineg== == == 0on the grapbreming

The dotted lina«ss=sa 0N the graph = pruning

What does this graph show? First, notice the sbagescipline. It is most intense early,
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and it falls steadily into maturity, where it becesmminimal but not absent. Now look at the
course of pruning. It is a bell-shaped curve, pesging from a light amount at the beginning,
reaching its most intense in midlife, and then deéog. Finally, notice that the intensity of
abiding is nearly the mirror opposite of disciphmés least significant early on (though
always present), and it rises steadily in lateryeath no limit in sight.

Does this picture of the seasons in the vineyardespond with your understanding of
Scripture, your observation of others, and your axperience? Where would you place
yourself on this graph right now?

If you're at or near the point where the lines istghline and pruning first intersect (the
dotted circle), you're in a particularly importaahd vulnerable time. The seasons are
changing in and around you. The weather can beailemb and you can easily misread the
signs (of course, Satan wants you to). But it's aldime of great promise, and what you've
learned in this book and iBecrets of the Vinwill help you respond appropriately to God's
work in your life.

No matter what season you're in today, you can hrefr and receive great
encouragement. Your Father doesn't expect youstantly reach maturity or to make your
transition to more fruitfulness with perfect gramad style. Instead He takes great delight in
watching you grow. Like any loving parent, God @dways see past your present limits to
your future promise.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: Based on where I think | am now (according to téslapart),
what changes should | expect in the near future?vhat ways could | prepare now for greater
fruitfulness later?

"The sower sows the word
But these are the ones sown on good ground, thbséhear the word,
accept it, and bear fruit: some thirty fold, sonrdys and some a hundred"”
MARK 4:14, 20
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Dag 30 op Saterdag 30 Augustus 2008

SECRETS FOR CHURCHES

As many as | love, | rebuke and chasten. Therefomeal®us and repent.

Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone sibrvoice and opens the door, | will come in to him
and dine with him, and he with Me.”

REVELATION 3:19-20

| '11 never forget the Sunday morning | watchedrgd church congregation "wake up” to
their specific season in the vineyardand to whal @anted them to do about it.

| had been asked to preach in both morning sergibeschurch was temporarily without
a pastor). Things went well until the middle of 8exond service, when God seemed to bring
me up short. | felt compelled to stop and switalections.

"I sense that the Spirit of God is quenched in #dasvice," | explained to the startled

audience. "Something is wrong. Am | correct?"
A long pause. Then heads began to nod in agreerfarally people started speaking up.
They told me they had recently gone through a paslit. Members had left angry. Many
who had stayed were holding onto deep resentm@Astshey talked, | discovered that this
was the first time the church had spoken openlyatieir problem.

"If you want the Spirit of the Lord to flourish reeryou need to face the sins that are
separating you from God's best," | told them. Thasked, "Do you want to flourish?"

When nearly everyone said yes, God's hand wassealeim move in a remarkable way.
Hundreds came forward to pray and weep and theaskoforgiveness of each other for
injuries done. When the service seemed to be cdeplsaid, "Friends, | sense that the Spirit
of God now dwells among us with great pleasure. Mdioayou feel?" People spontaneously
started to applaud.

The service | just described marked the end ofiplise and the beginning of new
fruitfulness for God for that church and in thatroounity. If the congregation hadn't faced
their sin and repented, they could have endurezhgifying discipline for years (probably
blaming the next pastor for their continuing blight

Up until now, our conversations about Jesus' tegshhave focused on individuals. But
as this story demonstrates, the principles of theeyard apply to groups too-families,
churches, Christian businesses, and ministry orgéions. Think of such groups as rows of
grapevines or even as whole vineyards. Today | wanto take this wider view.

Let's look at three New Testament churches. In S€hrimessage to the churches of
Revelation, we clearly see that each body was pilyna one of the three seasons. For
example:

1.The church at Thyatira was in discipline (and heaylior scourging).

This group had followed false teachers to lead nesmto serious sin. Christ sent them

a stern message: "l gave her time to repent ...saeddid not repent. Indeed | will cast

her into a sickbed, and those who commit adulteti wer into great tribulation, unless

they repent of their deeds" (Revelation 2:21-22).

2.The church at Smyrna was in pruninbhe believers there were about to be tested. Their
calling was to endure. "I know your works, tribitett, and poverty (but you are rich). Do
not fear any of those things which you are abowuffer. Be faithful until death, and |

will give you the crown oflife” (Revelation 2:9-10)

The church at Philadelphia was into abidinighis church received neither a rebuke nor an
exhortation like the other churches, only an irota
“I am coming soon! Hold on to what you have so ti@bne takes your victor's crown. | will
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make the one who conquers a pillar in the sangtofamy God, and he will never go out of it
again. | will write on him the name of my God, theme of the city of my God (the new
Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God),rap@éwn new name.(Rev 3:11-12)

Have you ever considered that your church or Qhrisbrganization could be in
discipline, pruning, or abiding? Take a momentgpla what we've learned over the last four
weeks. (You might find it helpful to refer to thppendix the last page.) Which season in the
vineyard do you think your church might primarilg bxperiencing right now?

Whatever you do, don't become critical and judgment your church, using labels
instead of love. But understanding how God maytheaak in your church will give you and
those you fellowship with insights about how top@sd to Him. You'll know better how to
pray and where to apply your energies. Togethelllymave a clearer sense of how to respond
for maximum spiritual blessing and abundance.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: "Lord, show me how You're working in my family, ibass, or
church today. Show how I can help. And grant mediberetion and humility to serve You well. "

Christianity is an individual thing, but it is notly an individual thing....
The local church or Christian group should be rightit it should also be beautiful
The local group should be the example of the sigiaral.
FRANCIS SCHAEFFER

We...do not cease to pray for you, and to ask that yay be filled with the
knowledge of His will in all wisdom and spiritualderstanding;
that you may have a walk worthy of the Lord, fplgasing Him, being fuitful in every
good work and increasing in the knowledge of God
COLOSSIANS 1:9-10
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Dag 31 op Sondag 31 Augustus 2008
THE FACE 0f FRUITFULNESS

"This is my commandment, that you love one anakdrhave loved you. Greater love has no one than
this, than to lay down ones lift for his .friends.
JOHN 15:12-13

I've never met Amy, but she holds a special placay heart. She's a wife and the mother of
two kids from Florida who attended one of my semsnan fruitfulness several years ago.
Recently | received a letter from her that | wanshare with you.

That weekend when | heard you speak [Amy's letgirs], | was struggling with my
dependence on alcohol. For years | justified myithabinting out to my husband and
even my two small kids that it wasn't wrong to #rieven every day-unless | got
drunk. When | attended your seminar, | knew God was caimgcane of sin in this
area. But | resisted.

Just as you predicted, God wasn't going to give up.
Finally the pain in my life drove me to my kneesmdal attended my first
accountability group in the basement of a localrchult was there that | met Shelly.
She was single and lonely. We began to get togdtrecoffee after the meetings.
Soon it became obvious that Shelly was searchingtm. Hesitantly, | began to talk
to her about Jesus. Every time | said His nameehes welled with tears. Finally one
night she asked me to pray the prayer of salvatitim her.

Amy's letter went on to explain that in the comipgar she watched Shelly begin a
Christian singles' study that grew into a vital isiry. But when Shelly relocated, the two lost
touch. Her letter continued:

Then one morning as | drank my coffee and reagé#per, a name caught my eye
and stuck there. The name was Shelly's. The daseyesierday. The age was hers.
And so was the accident. Shelly had died instamtign a truck hit her car head-on.

Even as my tears splashed on the newsprint, | kméwout a doubt that Shelly was safe
in God's arms. And in the days that followed-inahgd Shelly's memorial service,

attended by over five hundred people-bearing tnok on a whole new meaning for me.
| kept thinking, What if | hadn't responded to Gods disciplind®w | feel such an intense

urgency to produce a harvest for God. I'll neveklat my life in the same way again.

My friend, it is exactly this kind of urgency thahope you experience today. | believe
Jesus felt it that night in the vineyard. Our Savi@new that death waited for Him just
around the corner. But first there were things thaéded to be said-memorable word
pictures, secrets of the vine.

Notice how Jesus concluded His sermon on fruitibgaHe put it in very human terms:
"This is my commandment, that you love one anoéisel have loved you. Greater love has
no one than this, than to lay down one's life fier fiends." Then He went willingly to the
cross, because He loved us more than His own life.

That's what it takes to bear eternal fruit. Weaaked to die every day-to sin, to personal
rights, to self-and then to reach with all our ntifgr the new life God offers.

Are you willing, my friend?

When you leave this book, | want you to rememberléssons of the vineyard and the
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metaphor of fruitfulness. But when you stand befgpoer Father in heaven, you probably
won't see a single grape! Instead you'll see fategr "fruit" will crowd around you, smiling
and nodding. They are people you took one stepeclts Christ. They are the ones who
blossomed because of your words and deeds. Somld woube there were it not for your
singular passion to be fruitful for God's glory....

And the Vinedresser will say, "Well done, good &amithful servant!”
Jesus talked about grapes to show how God woraaritives and what He wants most from
us. Jesus wanted us to know what really countsigiite. Every word of this devotional has
been intended to give you a clearer sense of vaadliyrcounts-and to help you pour your life
into exactly thatight now.

| hope you never look at your life the same again.

My VINEYARD JOURNAL: What do you remember most about the lessons onbeairing
from Jesus' teachings in the vineyard? What coold go to keep them fresh in your memory and in
your walk with God?

For this reason we ... ask that you may be fillgith whe knowledge
of His will in all wisdom and spiritual understama;
that you may walk worthy of the Lord fully pleaskgn, being fruitful in every good work and
increasing in the knowledge of God
COLOSSIANS 1:9-10



