	Have you noticed that July is growing season?   Living in farm country it’s hard to miss the growth and maturity happening all around me.   As I drive through our valley, I see the transformation of once empty farmer’s fields filling up with fresh vegetables.   Stalks of corn that are “knee high by the 4th of July” will be ready for picking by the end of the month.    On the other side of the valley, I can drive through the orchards and observe the fruit trees producing their fruit.   Fresh peaches, pears, and plums fill the branches that were empty this winter.    Everywhere I look things are busy growing!
	Even at my house, the growing season has taken over my “to do” list.    Weeds need to be pulled.   Shrubs need to be trimmed.   The lawn needs mowing. (Okay, Jamie cuts the grass, but it’s still on the list.)   All over my neighborhood people spend their weekends working in their yards trying to maintain their landscaping against the season’s growth.    
	This year, more than ever before, I am keenly aware of the fact that it is the natural order of things to grow and mature.   It’s a sign of life and health.   It’s God’s perfect will for all living things.   When there is no longer growth and mature fruit is not being produced, it is a sign that something is desperately wrong.   If action isn’t taken, a living organism’s survival could be threatened.     
	Take for instance, my azalea bushes.   A few years ago, we had some issues with our property that led us to do some landscaping.     Having mostly shady areas, we decided to plant azalea bushes all over our property.    Every year I eagerly wait for spring when each of the azaleas will burst forth with their beautiful, spring flowers.     It’s a beautiful sight!
	However, this year, one of my azalea bushes had no flowers.    Wondering what happened, I began pruning away some of the branches.   With each branch trimmed I realized that this plant had not survived the winter.   There were no signs of life at all.    My only option was to remove it and replace it.   
	Fortunately, this was only the plight of one azalea.   The rest of my azaleas came through the winter and produced healthy, normal growth in the springtime.    Even after their flowers faded, their branches continued to grow and expand providing us with beautiful green foliage, proving that they were alive and well.   The difference between the dead azalea and the live azaleas was evident in their growth.  
	I have to be honest with you and say that I’m really not that much of a horticulturist.   I don’t usually spend a lot of time contemplating farming procedures and my usual response to flowers and shrubs is “Ooh, that’s so pretty.”   However, this year the Holy Spirit has been using these things to teach me about growth.  He’s showing me that change, maturity and producing fruit in season is normal and healthy for all living things—including Christians.   
The truth is that God never meant for us to accept Jesus as our Savior, receive forgiveness for our sins, and then remain the same for the rest of our lives.   Instead, He wants us to be in a continual state of growth as He shapes us into the image of His Son, Jesus.    As Jesus said in Matthew 3:8, Christians must “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.”     
John 15:8 says, “This is to My Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be My disciples."
So what does this mean and more importantly, how can we know if we are producing fruit and growing spiritually?   How can we honestly inspect our own lives to make sure we are growing and producing spiritual fruit?  
Well, the first step is to understand what kind of fruit Jesus wants us to produce.    Let’s start with what “fruit” is not.   When Jesus talks about us producing spiritual fruit in our lives He is not talking about ministry or religious activity.    We must remember that when Jesus said, “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance,” He was speaking to the Pharisees.   These guys were running the Temple!   Not one of us could compete with their accomplishments or commitment to the Temple.  They were professional ministers who attended every service and were on every committee.   Service in the Temple was their life.   
Yet, Jesus didn’t find fruit in their lives.   That’s because you cannot judge your fruitfulness by how many committees you are involved with at church or how many activities you lead.    It isn’t about what you do, it’s who you are.   
So what is spiritual fruit?   It is the evidence that you are changing and becoming a new creation in Christ.   The fruit that God desires is a total transformation.   It’s the progression of leaving your old sinful ways behind and growing in your walk with God.   
Ephesians 5:8-10 “For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) and find out what pleases the Lord.  Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them.”
Galatians 5:19-22 encourages us to grow in the fruit of the spirit as we abandon the works of the flesh.  “The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. 
But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law.”
You can measure your spiritual growth by the changes God is making in your life.  How are you different now than you were before you were a Christian?   
How are you different now than you were last year?  
What changes has God made in your life?   
What sins has He helped you overcome and abandon?   
Which fruits of the Spirit are stronger in your life today than they were 6 months ago?   
What issues from your past has the Holy Spirit healed and helped you resolve?   
How is your relationship with God stronger?   
In what new directions is God leading you to follow Him?  
How are you a stronger, more mature Christian now than you were 1 year ago?  6 months ago?  3 months ago?  These questions test the fruit and growth in your life.  
 This is the principle that God has been showing me.   It is His perfect will that His children be in a constant state of growth and development.   In each new season of our lives there is always more that He wants to change inside of us, more He wants to teach us, further He wants to stretch us and deeper He wants to call us in our relationship with Him.   It is our choice whether we will embrace each new level He leads us into or choose to stop growing and stop producing fruit.  
That’s the scary part.   Each of us has the choice to either produce fruit or not produce fruit.     We can choose to allow God to change our hearts and shape us into His Image or we can choose to disobey God and stunt the growth He wants to bring about in our lives.     Unlike the trees and vegetable plants that are mandated to produce fruit, Christians are given the choice of whether they will continue to grow or shrivel up as their spiritual life slowly dies.    
Unfortunately, I’ve know people who call themselves Christians, but they are Christians-in-name-only.   Because of their choices to reject God’s ways, they have no spiritual life in them.   Their religion is only empty words.  They are not producing fruit in keeping with repentance.  
I don’t know about you, but these are not footsteps I want to follow.  Instead, I want to look at their lives for warning signs of things to avoid and ask myself,  “What made these people stop growing?”  
What are some of the things that keep us from producing fruit in our lives? 
1.	Lack of nourishment.
	All living things need food to survive.   Whether plant, animal, or human, we all need food to maintain our health and keep growing.   Ultimately, without food, living things will die.  
	The same principle applies to our spiritual lives.    Just as our body needs daily food to survive, so our spirit needs spiritual food to survive.   How do we get spiritual food?   By spending time in God’s Word and Bible study.  
	Recently, I heard an interview on the 700 Club that explained how a lack of personal Bible study inhibits spiritual growth.   The young woman being interviewed told the story of becoming a Christian as a teenager.     She liked going to church and thought of herself as a good person.  After all, she wasn’t doing drugs or drinking like her peers.    She said, “I’m a good person.   If all I’m doing is being intimate with my boyfriend before we’re married, that’s really not that big of a deal.”  
	It wasn’t until her brother gave her the book “Left Behind” that she began to realize there was a problem with her Christianity.  One of the biggest problems was that she didn’t know what God expected of those who called themselves His people.   She realized that she needed to start reading the Bible and learning about God for herself.   
While reading the Bible she learned about God’s holiness and the separated lifestyle He commands Christians to live.    Soon she realized that she was not living by God’s standards at all, rather she was using God’s forgiveness as a license to live however she wanted.   Her decision to actually read the Bible led to her repenting and fully committing her life to Christ.     Rather than being a Christian-in-name-only, she began producing fruit in keeping with repentance and growing in her relationship with Christ.
	Her testimony demonstrates the incredible danger for Christians who are not properly nourishing their souls by spending time reading and studying the Bible.   The truth is that you cannot obey the Bible and produce fruit in keeping with repentance if you don’t know what the Bible teaches.   The only way to know what the Bible teaches is to spend time reading it and studying it.   
	It isn’t enough to go to church and have someone else teach you what the Bible says.     That would be like choosing to only eat on Sundays.   It won’t sustain you through the week.   Just as we need to eat throughout the day every day to sustain our health, so a spiritually healthy Christian needs to take the responsibility to spiritually feed themselves every day.    
As we grow spiritually, we need to challenge ourselves to go beyond simply reading the Bible and into studying the Bible.   Just as a teenage boy won’t be drinking the formula he was fed as an infant, so a spiritually mature Christian needs to challenge themselves to study the Bible to meet their larger appetite for spiritual food.   Doing personal Bible studies will take you beyond simply reading the Bible and give you a greater understanding of the Bible.   This will help you continue to grow in your spiritual walk and produce more and more fruit.  
2.	Choosing to wallow. 
	One of the biggest traps that causes Christians to stop growing is the decision to wallow.     Often, wallowing resembles a temper tantrum that a small child throws when they aren’t getting their own way.   
	Let’s say for example, that a Christian faces a major disappointment in life.   Things didn’t turn out the way they thought they would or God doesn’t come through the way they thought He would.    At this point, the Christian is faced with a decision.   Will they continue to follow God as He leads them through this difficult time or will they choose to wallow in their disappointment and anger?   Will they keep growing or throw a temper tantrum?   Although this sounds childish, the choice to wallow has kept many Christians from growing spiritually and producing fruit.   Unfortunately, it has even led to many to backslide. 
	One of the biggest challenges to the wallower is when God tries to change things.   Remember how we said that change is normal and healthy in all living things?   Well, the person who is prone to wallowing cannot accept this fact.   They want things to stay the way they were and they absolutely refuse to go along with the changes God is making.   They won’t follow God into new areas.   They refuse to learn new things.   They won’t let God change them or stretch them.   They want everything to stay the way they like it. 
	The Pharisees had this attitude with Jesus.   Think about it.   For thousands of years, the Israelite people worshipped God in the Temple.   They followed the Law of Moses and offered sacrifices for their sins.     When God sent Jesus into the world, all of this changed.    The old system was over and Jesus provided a new way for people to have a relationship with God.  
	The Pharisees couldn’t deal with this.   They felt threatened.   They liked the old system where they had all the power and control.   They saw no need for a change.   God wasn’t doing things the way they wanted.  This led to them rejecting God and His ways while they wallowed in the ways they preferred.    
	Now many of us would say that we would never act like the Pharisees and reject Jesus.   However, we need to be very careful that we do not reject God’s plan for our lives and stop growing and producing fruit because we don’t like the direction God is leading. 
	Personally, this is the area where the Holy Spirit has been nudging me along and showing me that I cannot fall into the trap of wallowing, but I need to keep moving forward and growing.   You see, wallowing is a sneaky trap.   It isn’t brazen like an outright rebellion.   Instead, it plays on your emotions.   It tells you things like, “You shouldn’t have to go through this—it’s too hard.”   “Things were better before.  Don’t you wish you could go back there?”   It makes you feel like the victim and tries to get you to feel sorry for yourself.   Its goal is to keep you wallowing in your pain and disappointment beyond a normal time period and prevent you from moving on with God.  
	You see, with every pain, grief, disappointment, and heartache in life there is a normal period of grieving and healing.   God understands this and He is there to help us through each of the dark times in our lives.   However, God does not want us to spend the rest of our lives wallowing in these heartaches.   In His time, God will begin to lead every broken heart in a forward direction.  That is when we need to choose to avoid wallowing and move forward with God.  
	I guess it can be compared to someone who is injured in an accident.   When they first arrive in the hospital, they need emergency care.   After that, they need a time of rest and healing.   However, as their body heals the doctors will begin to recommend physical therapy.    Each day the physicians will try to move them closer to a full recovery and normal life.   Eventually, the goal is that they leave the hospital and live a healthy functional life again.  
	This is Our Heavenly Father’s goal for each of us as well.  Yes, He understands the pain and suffering we’ve been through and He will help us through the healing process.   However, His ultimate goal is to restore us to health.    That’s where I find myself right now.  
	As many of you know, my Mom went to Heaven in March of 2010.   This was the most traumatic and devastating loss I’ve ever experienced.   Last summer, I clearly heard the Holy Spirit say I should not worry about moving forward at that time.  It was a time of healing and recovery.   However, that is not how He’s leading this summer.   After a year of grieving and recovery, the Holy Spirit is moving me forward.    Day by day, He is showing me that change and growth is normal and I need to follow Him into the new season in life because that’s His perfect will.   If I refuse to follow where He’s leading, that is falling into the sin of wallowing.   So although I still miss my Mom, I have decided to continue moving forward with God and resist the temptation and trap of wallowing.   
	This is the decision that every Christian needs to make when they are tempted to wallow in the past, their pain, or their disappointment.  Yes, there is a time for healing but when the Holy Spirit begins to lead you forward, you must agree with Him and follow Him into the next area of growth.    This is what’s healthy.   This is what’s normal.   
Choosing to wallow is as abnormal as wearing a parka and snow boots on the 4th of July because you prefer the winter and hate the summer’s heat. Pretending it isn’t summer doesn’t make you more comfortable.   It actually makes the heat worse.   Instead, we need to choose to embrace each new season in our lives trusting that God knows where He’s leading.  
3.	Choosing to Disobey God.
	Nothing will stunt a Christian’s growth more than choosing to live in outright disobedience to God.    Sadly, many who call themselves Christians choose to live their lives in a state of constant disobedience and rebellion.   They know what the Bible says and teaches, they just don’t want to obey it.   Often they know the direction God wants them to go, they simply won’t follow Him.   They choose to follow the example of the prophet Jonah who went in the complete opposite direction after God told him to go to Nineveh.  Unfortunately, these people would rather live their entire lives in the belly of a whale than walk in obedience to God. 
	For example, there are Christians who know that the Holy Spirit is convicting them of sin in their lives.    They know God wants them to change.   However, they enjoy sinning, so they choose to ignore the Holy Spirit’s conviction and continue sinning.   Every time they choose to ignore the Holy Spirit, their hearts grow harder and colder until they can no longer feel Him moving in their lives.   They are killing their own spiritual lives through disobedience. 
	Other Christians clearly know the direction that God is leading them.   For example, I knew a woman who told me that God was clearly leading her to pay off her credit cards and get her financial house in order.   She knew what God wanted.  However, 2, 3, 4 years passed and she’d made no attempts to learn God’s money managing principles.   Instead, she continued to add to her credit card debt through frivolous purchases.     At a time when God wanted her to grow and mature, learn and be stretched, she chose to say, “NO”.   Again, she stunted her own spiritual growth because she wouldn’t obey God. 
	Another area of disobedience can be refusing to deal with issues from your past.   I knew a man who had many issues from his past that were directly interfering with his present life.   His past was destroying his relationship with God and his family.   Even though God opened many different opportunities for this man to face his past, forgive those who hurt him, overcome his issues and break the generational patterns, this man refused God’s help.     The process was too painful.   The truth was too hard to face.  The changes he needed to make were too difficult.   Because he rejected God’s offer of healing, he squashed his spiritual growth and maturity.   Rather than producing fruit in keeping with repentance, he is a fruitless tree surrounded by the weeds of bitterness, unforgiveness and regret.  
	One of the saddest stories of fruitfulness killed by disobedience is the story of the Christian who had a call to ministry on their lives, but they chose not to follow it because they loved the things of this world.    God wanted them to be a vibrant, fruitful Christian that gave their lives in service to others, but they selfishly refused God’s will for their lives.    Now they live an empty life that is filled with things of this world but totally devoid of any spiritual life or fruit.   Their lives are a tragic reminder of the price of disobedience and the warning in Mark 8:36 “What good is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul?” 
	The good news is that we do not have to follow in the footsteps of these people.   Each of us can make the choice to be growing, fruitful, mature Christians.  We can make the time for personal Bible study so we can learn what the Bible says and what God expects of His people.   By spending time in prayer, we can hear the voice of the Holy Spirit convicting us of sin and directing our lives.   Most importantly, we can choose to obey God on whatever path He leads us and allow Him to shape us into the image of His Son.     We can choose to follow God as He leads us into a mature, healthy, fruitful spiritual life.  
	As Jesus says in John 15:5 “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in Me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from Me you can do nothing.”   That is the key to spiritual growth and bearing fruit—you need to make the choice to stay connected to Jesus.    Wherever He leads, you must follow.   When you are connected to Him and allowing Him to have His way in your life, He will produce His fruit in your life.  
  So be encouraged!   By staying connected to Jesus and living your life in obedience to Him, you can become a fruit-filled Christian.   Every day when you read and study the Bible, you are feeding your soul which will produce fruit in your life.   As you spend time alone listening to the voice of the Holy Spirit, you are working toward producing fruit in your life.    
 
Each day as you walk in obedience to God, you are growing spiritually.  When you allow the Holy Spirit to help you overcome a sin in your life, you’re producing spiritual fruit.   
Each time you deal with an issue from your past and replace the pain with God’s forgiveness, you are producing spiritual fruit.   
Whenever you allow the Holy Spirit to lead you in a new direction or stretch you into an area of new growth or change, you are producing spiritual fruit.  
Really, growing in God and producing spiritual fruit isn’t difficult.   It’s the most natural thing in the world.   As long as you stay connected to Jesus and live your life in obedience and submission to Him, you will produce fruit.    The key is daily making the choice to stay connected to Jesus, to learn His ways and to follow Him in every direction He leads.   If you do these things, you will be a fruitful, growing Christian throughout every season in your life.   After all, for a Christian it’s always growing season!
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