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Introduction.  
 
Spiritual growth is something that people talk about a lot, but 
everyone seems to have a different perspective on what 
exactly it is, or how it happens. 
 
For the next five weeks, we’re going to explore this topic.  
We’ll begin with the assumption that spiritual growth is 
whatever Jesus said it was.  This assumption will drive us to 
examine His words and His actions to help us understand 
how we can experience growth as He desires. 
 
Each week, you can work through five different readings.  
These readings are not designed to spoon-feed you 
answers about spiritual growth.  They are designed to raise 
thoughts and surface questions in your mind.  These 
readings are a starting point, not a conclusion.  After you 
read each section, take time throughout the day to think 
about what you read and how it should impact you.  Allow 
this book to be a formative influence on your life. 
 
This book is not intended to be a solo reading project.  Each 
week concludes with a group discussion page.  Take time to 
talk about your thoughts with others.  The Christian life was 
not intended for hermits.  Jesus wants you to be sharing 
your life with those around you.  As you discuss your 
thoughts and questions, you’ll be opening the possibility that 
your friends can also be a formative influence in your life. 
 
Each day’s reflection contains a closing portion with a 
suggested action to “DO”.  If you try to do all twenty-five 
suggested activities over the next five weeks, you’ll likely 
wear yourself out.  Remember, these are there to help you 
think through your next action.  Some days, you’ll just have 
some things to process through your mind, but other day’s 
you may feel like you really need to do something.  On those 
days, use the “do” section! 
 
Most importantly, this is a book intended to guide you to 
Jesus.  Allow the thoughts here and the thoughts you have 



as a result of reading to help you focus on the Son of God 
and the work He has accomplished for you.  The more your 
focus is on him, the more He and His Spirit will become the 
most important formative influences in your life! 



Investing Yourself in the Fruitful Life 



Making a Good Investment 
 

“Others…produce a crop…a hundred times what was 
sown.” 

 
Charles Schwab, Edward Jones, Fidelity… How do you 
decide who will handle your investments?  Living in the 
wealthiest, most successful country in the world means that 
we have decisions to make that most of the world would 
never think of.  We wonder how to best invest our money?  
Whether or not we are building enough equity in our 
houses?  Which program to use to save for our children’s 
education?  These questions are so prevalent that an entire 
industry has arisen of “financial advisors”.  Basically, these 
are people who tell us what to do with our money.  I’m 
fascinated by this. 
 
I’m not a financial advisor.  In fact, I don’t understand a great 
deal about how stocks and bonds and mutual funds and 
CDs work.  However, at risk of oversimplifying, I would 
suggest that I do understand what a good investment is.  It 
seems like a good investment is one that requires the least 
amount of investment to yield the maximum result.  In other 
words, the best investment is the one that takes my 
investment and best multiplies it. 
 
Jesus told a story about a merchant who discovered the 
most exquisite pearl he had ever seen.  He immediately 
invested everything he had in the purchase of that pearl.  
Once he discovered the “right” investment, he gave all he 
had to it. 
 
The same principle of investment applies in other areas of 
our lives.  If you want to get in shape, some exercises will 
yield a much higher return on the investment of your time 
than others.  Thirty minutes on the treadmill is way better for 
you than an hour of lifting french fries.  You’ll find yourself 
gaining a much better yield on your time at work if you 
choose to invest an hour into accomplishing tasks rather 
than playing solitaire.  This is a ridiculously simple principle, 



but it is immensely important to remember that good 
investments yield better results than bad investments. 
 
We’re all guilty from time to time of making bad investments.  
Bad investments always take one of two shapes.  We either 
invest too much into the wrong thing or we invest too little 
into the right thing.  In the 1990s, many people lost 
everything they had because they had invested it all in a 
company known as Enron.  They put too much into the 
wrong thing.  I cannot begin to count the number of people I 
know whose lives have been negatively impacted by an 
absent father.  Too many men are wildly successful in 
business but miserable failures with their children.  They 
chose to invest too little (or nothing) in the right thing. 
 
Jesus wasn’t a financial advisor, but he understood the 
principle of investments which multiply themselves.  The first 
recorded parable he taught was about an investment which 
yielded a 1000% return!  Matthew 13, Mark 4, and Luke 8 
each record Jesus’ story about a farmer who threw his 
seeds onto different types of soil.  Each soil produced a 
varying degree of growth, but eventually the crop died in 
three of the four soils.  Only the fertile soil produced a return 
on the farmer’s investment.  This story has been used to 
teach many lessons, but the main point is found at the very 
end (as is the case with most good stories).  The person 
who hears and understands Jesus’ words, yields a crop a 
hundred, sixty, or thirty times what was sown. 
 
We all invest ourselves in many ways every day.  Our 
different investments multiply different results, sometimes 
good and sometimes bad.  Some people invest in financial 
stability.  Usually, they earn and save a great deal of money.  
Some people invest in pleasure. Usually, they are able to do 
enjoyable things and go exciting places.  Some people 
invest in relationships.  Usually, they are surrounded by 
people and considered by most to be popular.  What are you 
investing your life in? 
 



Understanding the “parable of the sower” leads to the 
conclusion that following Jesus is the greatest investment 
we could ever make.  Unfortunately, we are often so busy 
investing ourselves in so many other places that we make 
very little investment into following Jesus.  If anything, he 
gets our leftovers, or maybe a few hours on Sunday.  We’re 
making the mistake of investing too little in the right thing.  
This book is intended to help you re-evaluate the 
investments in your life, and then fully give yourself to the 
greatest investment possible. 
 
Jesus told another story about a man who discovered a 
treasure in a field.  He immediately sold everything he had 
so he could buy the field, and claim the treasure for himself.  
The man realized selling all he owned was a small 
investment when compared to the treasure that would 
become his.  The words of Jesus are the greatest treasure 
you could find.  What investment would you make to follow 
them? 
 
 
Read This: Mark 4:1-20 
 
Consider This: What investments are you making with  
your life (your money, your resources, your time, y our 
energy)?  What “yield” do you hope to receive from 
these investments?  How much will these investments  
matter in 100 years? 
 
Do This: Choose to make one eternal investment ever y 
day for the next week. 



Practical Atheism  
 

“…some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it 
up…” 

 
Several years ago I was at a youth retreat with several 
students.  One night during a chapel session, the speaker 
used a term that was new to many in our group.  He 
suggested that many Christians live as “practical atheists”.  
Some of the people in my group took great offense at this 
term.  For someone who claims to be a Christian, there can 
be no greater insult than to be called an “atheist”.  Atheists 
are the antithesis to Christians, they pointed out.  They 
wondered how this guy could have been so bold to have 
called us “atheists?” 
 
An atheist is someone who does not believe the existence of 
God.  What, then, should be the term to describe someone 
who claims to believe in God, but their words, actions, and 
do nothing to demonstrate that belief?  At your favorite 
restaurant, there may be a teenage boy who refers to 
himself as the “Hygenic Engineer for Organizational 
Hardware”.  Practically, he’s a dishwasher.  In the same 
way, someone who claims to be a Christ follower, but lives 
as if there is no God is practically… an atheist. 
 
Jesus’ story in Matthew 13 tells of a farmer who threw his 
seed on four different kinds of soil.  Each soil produced a 
varying degree of successful growth, but eventually the 
plants in three of the four soils died.  In fact, the seeds that 
fell on the first type of soil never even got started.  Those 
seeds fell on the path beside the field and because the 
ground was so hard, they sat until the birds came to eat 
them. 
 
According to Jesus, the seeds represent the message of the 
kingdom of God.  The soil represents different kinds of 
people who hear this message.  The point of the story is to 
explore the different ways people respond to the message of 
the kingdom. 



 
A brief exploration of the concept of “kingdom” in the book of 
Matthew reveals that the two core components of the 
kingdom message were “repent” and “follow Jesus”.1 These 
are not unfamiliar words, but if truly considered they are 
extremely difficult activities. 
 
Repenting is admitting I am wrong, or acknowledging my 
flaws and my shortcomings.  Following someone else 
requires me to swallow my pride and to give up my 
independence and autonomy.  The message of the kingdom 
Jesus preached was a message of giving up control.  
Becoming a part of Jesus’ kingdom means owning up to my 
incompetence and allowing Jesus to become the controlling 
partner in my life. 
 
Giving in to Jesus is the message of the kingdom.  It is the 
seed the farmer threw. 
 
Giving in to anyone, let alone Jesus is not easy.  It’s no 
surprise many would choose to not even give this message 
a second thought.  These are the people represented by the 
path in Jesus’ story.  The message of the kingdom makes 
no impact, and before long it is completely gone. 
 
Have you ever watched a child who is just learning to eat?  
Some children are overly dependant, and won’t take a bite 
unless their parents give it to them.  Other children, though, 
are extremely independent and stubborn and won’t allow 
their parents to help them, even if it means they never get 
food.  I’ve seen children using silverware for the first time 
struggle for what seemed like hours trying to feed 

                                                 
1 This is a HUGE simplification of a fairly complex topic.  The word 
“kingdom” appears over fifty times in Matthew’s gospel.  It is one of the 
primary focus’ of Jesus’ message in Matthew.  Included in the concept of 
“following Jesus” are the ideas of obedience and submission to God’s 
will.  Much of the second half of Matthew is spent retelling Jesus’ 
parables which were focused on explaining the nature of the kingdom of 
God.  These parables help to further unpack the meaning of the kingdom. 



themselves.  Even when their parents offered to help, they 
refused, stubbornly exerting their independence.  
Eventually, I just want to say to the child, “Won’t you please 
let your parents show you how to do that?” 
 
Unfortunately, many people are just like that child.  They 
stubbornly go through life, intent to “do it my way”, unwilling 
to acknowledge their needs or look anywhere for help.  
Jesus’ message to repent and follow him falls on their deaf 
ears.  Jesus used the picture of the path to describe these 
people.  We often call them “atheists” because they are 
content to live their lives apart from God. 
 
Those who are not content to be called atheists must 
answer the question, “What are you doing with the seed (the 
message of the kingdom)?”  Have you repented and 
acknowledged your shortcomings?  Have you submitted 
yourself to the will and commands of Jesus? 
 
Jesus said that those who accepted the farmer’s seed would 
produce a multiplying crop.  In other words, those who 
accept the message of the kingdom will be noticeably 
different from those who do not.  Here is where we ask the 
hard question.  What do we call those who claim to hear the 
message, but have no demonstrable return for their 
investment?  Practically, they are no different from the 
atheist. 
 
 
 
Read This: Matthew 13:1-23 
 
Consider This: Have you chosen to give in to Jesus?  
How does your life reflect this decision? What aspe cts 
of your life would be different if you were 
wholeheartedly following Jesus? 
 
Do This: Repent of something you’ve kept back from 
God, commit to follow Jesus in this area of your li fe. 



Extremely Shallow 
 

“…when the sun came up, the plants were scorched…” 
 
Brent was an “extreme sports” nut.  He never missed 
watching the X-Games on ESPN, he loved climbing the rock 
wall at his local health club, and he spent his summer days 
hanging out at the skate park from dawn ‘til dusk.  He used 
words like “bro” and “dude” far too often, and he wouldn’t 
hesitate to explain just about everything by saying, “That’s 
just how I roll, man.”  Working late night drive thru at the 
local burger joint was the perfect job for him, because it 
allowed him to spend his days “thrashing the half pipe” and 
“hanging ten”. 
 
Brent was, in his words, “stoked” about his plans to 
participate in a Survival race in South America with several 
of his friends.  They had secured sponsorship from a local 
outdoor outfitting store, and were using their evenings to 
train together for the upcoming event.  When a three day 
seminar teaching “Mountain Survival” was offered at the 
local community college, Brent and his buddies jumped at 
the opportunity to expand their skills and knowledge for the 
race.  The day of the seminar arrived, and everyone showed 
but Brent. 
 
That evening, a few of his partners called to inquire about 
his absence.  He explained he was tired from work the night 
before, but he would definitely be there the following day.  
He said, “I’m totally fired up about this seminar!”  The next 
morning he didn’t show.  After a similar explanation that 
night, Brent again missed the next morning, but never 
stopped expressing his enthusiasm for the seminar or the 
race, “Dude, I’m sure you guys learned a ton, and I’ll just 
pick it up from you.  I am so totally jazzed about this race!” 
 
Two months later, Brent and his friends stepped off a plane 
and into the heat of a South American summer.  They knew 
their sweat would be short-lived as they would soon be 



negotiating bitter cold and life-threatening obstacles as they 
raced across the Andes Mountains. 
 
Three days into the race, Brent was miserable.  His lack of 
training and knowledge was becoming more apparent with 
every hour, and everyone understood the team had no hope 
of winning because Brent was holding them back.  Brent’s 
high spirits and extreme vocabulary had gone away early on 
the second day, and now he was simply trudging along, 
quietly trying to keep up with the rest of the team.  Late on 
the third day, the team experienced the unthinkable; a minor 
landslide separated them from each other. 
 
Using the skills they had learned at their seminar and in their 
training, Brent’s friends were able to survive and reunite by 
the morning of the fourth day.  Brent, however, was lost.  
Unable to appropriately navigate, and without any survival 
knowledge or training, he faced a hopeless situation. 
 
 Jesus’ story in Luke 8 tells about the rocky soil that 
received seed from the farmer.  Jesus said the plants grew 
quickly at first, but when the sun became hot, they withered 
because they had no roots.  He explained that some people 
receive the message of the kingdom2 and embrace it, but as 
soon as they face difficulties in life, they turn away and give 
up on Jesus’ way. 
 
Brent loved the idea of extreme Survival Racing.  While he 
talked the talk, and entered a race, he had never done the 
hard work to prepare.  The result was disastrous. 
 
Some people love the idea of following Jesus, but when the 
time comes to truly invest themselves in the work of 
following him, they find reasons to avoid the hard work.  
When life throws them a curveball, their dependence on 
Jesus is just a mirage and they quickly turn back to their life 
of taking care of themselves. 

                                                 
2 See the previous chapter for a short explanation of the kingdom 
message. 



 
Following Jesus is about much more than using the right 
words, singing the right songs, and listening to the right 
preachers.  Truly following Jesus requires an investment of 
time and energy.   
 
Growing roots that will last through the hard times of life 
doesn’t happen overnight.  It requires discipline and 
consistency.  Time spent reading and thinking about the 
Bible is an easy way to begin growing your roots.  Setting 
aside time to spend privately pray is another great way to 
become more rooted.  These (and other) activities won’t 
necessarily win you “popular” points or advance you further 
in your job or your bank account.  However, they will 
develop your roots. 
 
Jesus understood that many people would be like Brent.  
They would follow him because it was “cool.”  He called 
these kinds of people the rocky soil, because he knew they 
had no roots.  Why are you following Jesus? 
 
 
 
Read This: Mark 4:1-20 
 
Consider This: What are you doing to grow your root s in 
Jesus?  What parts of your life with Christ might b e 
considered “shallow”? How have you disciplined 
yourself to prepare for the hard times in life?   
 
Do This: Choose a time every day when you can set 
aside at least 15 minutes (more would be great) to work 
on developing your roots. 



Distracted by Life 
 

“…as they go on their way, they are choked…” 
 
Have you ever been driving down the road enjoying the view 
when you suddenly realize the car ahead of you is 
stopped… and you might not have enough time to stop.  
You probably slammed on your brakes, considered swerving 
into another lane or the ditch, and breathed a big sigh of 
relief when you stopped inches short of the other car’s back 
bumper.  Then you probably swore an oath to not allow 
yourself to get distracted while driving again. 
 
Distractions abound for drivers.  Ringing cell phones, radios 
needing to be changed, people on the sidewalk acting 
strangely, animals along the side of the road, and many 
other things all provide opportunities to not pay attention to 
driving.  I don’t know how many auto accidents are caused 
by distracted drivers.  I would guess that most of them are.  I 
would also guess that for every accident caused by a 
distractions, there are many more distracted drivers who 
narrowly miss accidents. 
 
A distraction is something that seems very important right 
now, but when seen with proper perspective is obviously 
unimportant.  Occasionally, a little distraction can be a good 
thing; but most of the time distractions keep us from doing 
what we should be doing, going where we should be going, 
or being who we should be being.  They catch our eyes, 
occupy our minds, and captivate our souls.   
 
The serpent was Adam and Eve’s distraction 
Idolatry regularly distracted the children of Israel. 
Bathsheba was David’s distraction. 
Nearly 1,000 wives and concubines distracted Solomon. 
 
Distractions are wrong-way attractions. 
 
The farmer in Jesus’ talked about in Matthew 13 threw some 
of his seeds into a patch of ground occupied by thorns and 



weeds.  The plants initially grew, but were soon 
overpowered and choked out by the thorns and weeds.  
Jesus explained that the ground with thorns, represented 
the people who hear the truth, and initially are excited about 
it; but before long, their faith is choked out by the worries of 
life and the deceitfulness of riches. 
 
They get distracted by life. 
 
Sometimes we are distracted more easily than other times.  
In the hard times of life, we are more likely to buckle down 
and focus.  When we find ourselves facing a crisis or a 
deadline, we somehow find the discipline to get done what 
needs to get done.  We don’t usually get distracted when 
something important is clearly on the line. 
 
When things are going well, it’s much easier to get 
distracted.  Driving down the road on a sunny day is prime 
distraction time.  When business is booming, it is easy to 
slowly lose focus.  Often we get too comfortable in 
relationships, and risk taking someone close to us for 
granted.  When life is good, we are easily tempted by the 
distractions we think might make it even better. 
 
Joe Gilliam Jr. was just the third African-American to play 
quarterback in the NFL.  He was drafted by the Pittsburgh 
Steelers in 1972, and became the starting quarterback in 
1974.  Joe Gilliam died in 2000 at the age of fifty.  He had 
spent much of his life drifting between homeless shelters 
and trying to recover from drug addiction.  Joe won two 
super-bowl rings with the Steelers, but ended up pawning 
them to finance his drug habit.  Life was good for Joe Gilliam 
Jr., but he got distracted by life. 
 
If you spent too much time pursuing the distractions of life, 
what initially feels like a warm fuzzy hug will slowly become 
a deathly choke-hold.  Jesus said that many people who 
hear the truth will be distracted by the cares of life and the 
deceitfulness of riches.  Following Jesus is the greatest 



investment we could ever make, but a lot of life threatens to 
distract us from that pursuit. 
 
We might be distracted by the things we could have or the 
money we could earn. 
We might be distracted by relationships we are pursuing. 
We might be distracted by a promotion or a new promising 
job. 
We might be distracted by pleasure or the pursuit of 
pleasure. 
 
Distractions are anything that seems important right now.  A 
lot of pursuits in life may seem more important than 
following Christ, because the return on following Christ is not 
immediate.  When you view a distraction with the proper 
perspective, though, it always looks like a bad idea.  If you 
can take an eternal perspective, anything that keeps you 
from pursuing Christ with all your heart is most definitely a 
bad idea. 
 
Distractions are always a bad investment, and often carry 
extremely heavy losses.  Don’t be distracted from the most 
important pursuit of your life! 
 
 
 
Read This: Luke 8:4-15 
 
Consider This: What are the distractions in your li fe that 
keep you from maturing?  Are there distractions in your 
life right now that are threatening to choke our yo ur 
relationship with God?  Are there distractions 
threatening to choke out your relationship with any one 
else?  What should you be focusing on to avoid 
distractions? 
 
Do This: Write out a list of three to five items in  your life 
you need to keep your focus on.  Pledge to not be 
distracted from working on these items. 



The Productive Life 
 
Elijah was an amazing man!  He caused a famine in Israel, 
caused a widow to never run out of food, brought the 
widows son back from the dead, took on 400 prophets of 
baal in a contest, ended the drought he started, hid for 40 
days in cave, brought down a monarch, and destroyed some 
people by fire along the way, and never died! 
 
The fascinating story of Elijah’s ascent to heaven in a 
chariot of fire is told in 2 Kings 2.  Elijah and his assistant 
Elisha went for a walk together, and while they were out, the 
chariot of fire swung down to earth, picked up Elijah and 
took him away.  All that was left was his coat. 
 
Despite all the miracles that marked Elijah’s ministry, 
perhaps what we should pay the most attention to is the fruit 
of Elijah’s life.  He invested himself very intentionally in the 
work of God the results were quite astounding. 
 
The day Elijah was carried to heaven, he spent time 
preparing to pass his ministry to Elisha.  He asked his 
protégé, “Tell me, what can I do for you before I am taken 
from you?”  Elisha’s answer provides great insight into the 
kind of man Elijah was. 
 
“Let me inherit a double portion of your spirit.” Elisha said.  
In other words, Elisha was saying, “Whatever you have, 
Elijah, I want double.” 
 
At that moment, Elijah was certain he had invested wisely 
into the life of his apprentice.  Elisha demonstrated not only 
his great respect for his teacher, but wisdom to know that he 
needed the same power of God that had been present in 
Elijah’s life and ministry if he was going to carry on the work.  
Elisha was not just content to receive the same amount of 
God’s Spirit, though, he wanted it multiplied! 
 
While Elijah’s investment in Elisha is an easy lesson to learn 
from, it is only a small portion of the story.  After Elijah was 



carried away, Elisha went back to the a school for prophets 
in the city of Jericho.  These were young men into whom 
Elijah had invested his life.  When Elisha returned alone, fifty 
of these men were immediately ready to form a search 
party, just in case Elijah was still around.  They were eager 
to care for the man who had invested his life into them. 
 
These were not the only men Elijah had invested in.  Earlier 
in 1 Kings 2, we are told of another school of prophets in 
Bethel.  In a time when Israel was far from God and 
spirituality was at an all-time low, Elijah had spent his life 
obeying God and investing himself in the lives of others.  
The result was many prophets who were well-trained and 
committed to following God.  The impact of Elijah’s life 
would be felt in Israel for generations to come. 
 
Compare Elijah’s life investment with the story Jesus told in 
Luke 12.  A man’s investment in the ground yielded a great 
crop.  He didn’t have enough barns to hold the entire 
harvest, so he begin to develop plans for more and larger 
barns.  He wanted to be certain he held on to everything that 
was his.  Jesus called him a fool.  He had invested his entire 
life in himself.  When he died, all his investments did nothing 
for him. 
 
Examining Jesus’ parable of the seed and the soils reminds 
us that we are all investing our lives somehow. 
 
Some have chosen to invest their lives in life without God.  
They are unwilling to even consider the possibility of God, or 
they are simply living their lives as if there is no God. 
 
Some are investing themselves in the pursuit of comfort.  
They are willing to follow Jesus as long as it is easy and 
beneficial.  However, as soon as life hits a bump, they’ll stop 
relying on God and turn back to taking care of themselves. 
 
Some have been distracted from investing rightly.  They’ve 
heard the truth, and they even embrace it, but the matters of 



life and the possibility of getting rich or popular have stolen 
their focus. 
 
A few are investing their lives in following Jesus.  According 
to the story in Mark 4, the investment these people make will 
multiply itself 30, 60, or even 100%.  Jesus did say, “By your 
fruit you will know them.”3  When you are willing to totally 
invest your life into following Jesus, the results are apparent. 
 
The rest of this book is about how to invest your life into 
following Jesus.  There are no complicated formulas or 
checklists, just some simple ideas about giving up control of 
your life, so that God can use you to accomplish His will on 
earth.  Can you make that kind of investment? 
 
 
 
Read: Matthew 7:15-23 
 
Consider:  What does the fruit of your life indicat e?  Are 
you investing yourself in lasting pursuits?  Are yo u 
chasing after temporary fruit and selfish gains? 
 
Do: Take the time today to do something that will h ave 
eternal significance. 

                                                 
3 Matthew 7:16 



Discussion Questions: 
 

·  Read Mark 4:1-20. 
 

·  Talk about each kind of soil Jesus mentioned.  Give 
examples of people (maybe just fictional people!) 
who might be representative of each soil. 

 
·  Talk about a time in your life when you might have 

represented the different types of soil. 
 

·  Why do you think some people outright reject the 
message of Jesus (the path)?  When have you lived 
in a way which practically rejected Jesus’ message?  
How did you make it right? 

 
·  What are the types of trials that might drive people 

away from Jesus (rocky)?  How have trials in your 
life threatened your relationship with Jesus?  What 
did you do (What are you doing)? 

 
·  List some examples of the “deceitfulness of wealth 

and the desires for other things” which choke out 
Jesus’ message in some lives?  What material things 
are tempting for you to chase after?  How do you 
keep your eyes focused on Jesus? 

 
·  On a scale of 1-10 (10 is most fertile), rate yourself 

as soil accepting the message of Jesus.  What can 
you do to be more accepting of Jesus’ message? 

 
·  What specific actions do you want to take this week 

to open yourself more to Jesus’ way of life? 
 

·  How can this group help you? 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Opening Yourself to the Holy Spirit



Control Issues 
 
“… this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on 

God.” 
 
When was the last time you felt “out of control?”  Perhaps 
you were driving and a patch of ice sent you spinning into 
the ditch or snow bank.  Maybe you over-committed yourself 
and found the keeping of your schedule beyond your 
abilities.  Often the addition or growth of children can send 
our life into a seeming out-of-control spiral. 
 
Typically, we try losing control of our lives.  We desire to 
manage our lives effectively and efficiently.  Recent years 
have seen explosive growth in the personal productivity 
market as people buy day planners, palm pilots, 
organizational softward, and iphones all in an effort to be 
more in control of their increasingly complex lives.  Control, 
in our world, is a virtue. 
 
But, is it always a bad thing to find yourself out of control? 
 
Several years ago, I was working with high school students 
who were leading worship.  They were very talented 
musically, but their inexperience leading groups 
demonstrated itself in severe cases of stage fright.  Even 
though they were very good at what they were doing, they 
looked nervous and unsure of themselves.  I stressed the 
need to exude confidence by losing control a little bit.  I told 
them to use body motions and gestures that felt awkward, 
because unless they felt a little bit out of control, the people 
watching them would be extremely aware of their insecurity. 
 
The same principle is true for stage actors, athletes, and 
many others.  The funniest actors are the ones who are 
willing to lose control on the stage for the sake of the 
audience.  The greatest athletes are those who play their 
sports on the edge of control, pushing themselves past their 
limitations. 
 



Sometimes, being out of control is the only route to success. 
 
Have you ever considered the possibility that the best way 
to experience lasting spiritual growth is by losing control? 
 
I’m a little bit of a control freak.  I like to have a handle on 
everything that is going in my world.  After all, I live in 
America where we have the freedom to pursue happiness.  
From the time we are able to understand, we are 
bombarded with the message that if we dream it, we can do 
it.  If we are only willing to work hard enough, the sky is the 
limit.  If we are willing, we have the potential to just pull 
ourselves up by our bootstraps and achieve anything.  So, 
since I want to be all I can be, I like to have control over my 
own life. 
 
Since I’ve been reasonably successful accomplishing my 
goals in life, it is not hard to rely on my ability to take care of 
myself.  Sometimes, that mindset gets in the way of me 
becoming like Jesus.  He told his disciples they needed to 
rely on Him if they wanted to live a spiritually fruitful life4.  
They wouldn’t be able to depend on themselves; they would 
have to rely on the power of God in their lives.  They needed 
to submit themselves to Jesus. 
 
Two thousand years later, things haven’t changes.  We 
cannot live a spiritually fruitful life unless we are willing to 
submit ourselves to Jesus.  He said, whoever gave their life 
away for Him would find it, but whoever maintains control of 
their life would in the end lose it.5  If you want to find the 
fruitful life, your first step is to lose control, and rely on 
Jesus. 
 
Paul was a person who struggled sometimes with giving up 
control of his life.  When he wrote his second letter to the 
church in Corinth, he told them of a trial he had gone 
through several times without relief.  Each time he prayed 
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and asked God to remove the trial, however, God chose not 
to answer those prayers as Paul wished.  Finally, Paul 
learned an important lesson.  God was giving him those 
trials as an opportunity to become more like Christ.  Through 
the trials, Paul was learning that he could not just depend on 
himself; he needed to allow God to take control.  He wrote to 
his friends, “I will boast all the more gladly about my 
weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me… For 
when I am weak, then I am strong.”6  Paul understood that 
he was at his best when he was out of control. 
 
Carrie Underwood, one of the most popular “American 
Idols”, has a hit song called, “Jesus Take the Wheel.”  She 
sings: 
 

Jesus take the wheel 
Take it from my hands 
'Cause I can't do this on my own 
I'm letting go 
So give me one more chance 
Save me from this road I'm on 

 
If you’re anything like me, you don’t have any problem giving 
Jesus control of the wheel when things are going bad.  
Asking him to save us from a difficult road is simple.  My 
biggest problem is that as soon as things are going well, I 
ask him to give me back the wheel. 
 
Giving up control of my life means being willing to always 
ask the question, “What is Jesus driving me to do in this 
situation?”  If I’m not ready to ask and act upon this question 
in every area of my life, I’m still holding on to control.  I’m not 
really relying on Him for my spiritual growth. 
 
I need to be able to ask this question at home in my 
relationships with my wife and my children. 
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I need to be able to ask this question at my job in my 
relationships with my boss and my co-workers. 
 
I need to ask this question when I’m given a unique 
opportunity for advancement. 
 
I need to ask this question when I’m considering a new 
purchase. 
 
I need to ask this question when I think about dating 
someone or getting married or getting divorced. 
 
I need to be willing to ask this question every hour, every 
day, in every situation of life. 
 
Jesus, what are you driving me to do right now? 
 
 
 
Read: John 15:1-17 
 
Consider: In what areas of life do you need to give  
control over to Jesus? If Jesus were actually drivi ng 
your life, what do you think he would be doing 
differently? 
 
Do: Ask the question several times today: “Jesus, wh at 
are you driving me to do right now?” 



A New Creation 
 

“In the beginning…” 
 
When I was younger, and even now one of my favorite 
activities is diving deep underwater and just floating.  
Something about the dark weightlessness has always been 
calming and soothing for me. 
 
Try to imagine yourself deep underwater.  Imagine you are 
so deep that light cannot penetrate the darkness around 
you.  Now imagine you are no longer floating in water, but 
rather in a dark emptiness.  Then you hear a voice. 
 
“Let there be light!” 
 
Instantly, you are blinded as the darkness in which you were 
floating is instantly dispelled by an incredible wave of light.  
Before your eyes have completely adjusted, the voice 
speaks again. 
 
“Separate the light from the darkness.” 
 
And again. 
 
“Call the light, ‘day’.  Call the dark, ‘night’.” 
 
Over and over the voice speaks, and each time the 
command is quickly and perfectly obeyed.  Of course, this is 
the story of creation from Genesis 1.  This is the story of 
God taking a formless emptiness7 and turning it into an 
amazing creation that He called “very good.”8 
 
Do you believe the same power and creativity behind this 
magnificent transformation can be put to work in your life, 
transforming the emptiness of your world into a meaningful, 
orderly, very good existence? 
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Understanding how God’s creative power can exhibit itself in 
our lives requires us to rewind to the beginning and quickly a 
second look at the creation account.   
 
Genesis 1 tells us that God spoke creation into existence.  
Verse two says “the Spirit of God was hovering over the 
waters” during the creation process.  Colossians 1:16 says 
of Jesus, the Son of God, “For by him all things were 
created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, 
…were created by him and for him.”. 
 
Synthesizing these concepts leads us to the conclusion that 
during creation the Father spoke or decreed the plan, the 
Son enacted the plan, and the Spirit was hovering and 
overseeing the process. 
 
Thousands of years after mankind’s sin had corrupted God’s 
original creation, He put into motion His plan for a new 
creation.  The roles of the Father, Son, and Spirit were 
strikingly similar.  Mark 1 records the inauguration of  Jesus’ 
(The Son of God) enactment of the new creation.  Mark says 
that during this event, God the Father spoke from heaven 
(as in Genesis 1), and the Spirit was present, flying like a 
dove (as in Genesis 1).  Jesus’ work on the cross set in 
motion the new creation of Revelation 21-22. 
 
Jesus’ work on the cross also enabled a new creative work 
in you.  God spoke this plan for your life into effect before 
you were even born.  In fact, He declared it would happen 
even before He created the world.9  
 
Through His death and resurrection, Jesus did the work to 
recreate you.10  When you align yourself with Jesus, He 
takes your old life away and credits you with His righteous 
life. Because of Christ’s creative work in giving you a new 
life, God already sees you as a righteous person.  Because 
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you’re a new creation, you already look like Jesus in God’s 
eyes.  Now, you are working to reconcile the person you are 
being right now with the person God already knows you are. 
 
While on earth, Jesus was given the Holy Spirit in a way no 
one had ever experienced before11.  Jesus was able to 
accomplish all the Father had decreed, because the Spirit 
was always with him, empowering to fulfill his role. 
 
Before He left them, Jesus told the disciples that they also 
would be given the Holy Spirit.  Jesus’ death was enough to 
make them new.  He was going to send them the Holy Spirit 
to aid them in the metamorphic process of becoming the 
new creation.  Every person who accepts Jesus’ work on 
their behalf is given the same gift for the same reason.  If 
you have given your life to Jesus, He has given you the Holy 
Spirit to help form you into the person Jesus’ death and 
resurrection made possible. 
 
Your job in this process is to open yourself to the Holy Spirit.  
Titus 3:5 says that part of our salvation is the process of 
being washed and renewed by the Holy Spirit.  Every day 
you belong to Jesus, the Holy Spirit is working in your life to 
renew you.   
 
Sometimes, though, we fight against the Holy Spirit.  We 
give in to temptation even though we sense the Holy Spirit’s 
conviction.  We choose to not do the “right” thing, even 
though we know the Holy Spirit is pricking our conscience.  
A great danger exists that the longer we ignore the work of 
the Spirit in our lives, the more callous we will grow toward 
His prompting.  Eventually, we may no longer even sense 
His work in our lives.  This is why Paul pleaded with 
Christians to not “grieve the Holy Spirit.”12 
 
If you’ve accepted Jesus into your life, you are a new 
creation.  He has given you the Holy Spirit so your actions 
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will be aligned with the person you are.  How will you react 
to the Holy Spirit in your life today? 
 
 
Read: John 14:16-17, 25-27; John 16:7-15  
 
Consider: How have you felt the Holy Spirit working  in 
your life recently?  Has He been convicting you of 
something?  Has he been encouraging you to do 
something new?  Have you been responding 
appropriately to the Holy Spirit? 
 
Do: Spend fifteen minutes doing nothing but praying  
and being quiet.  Ask God to help you identify the areas 
of your life the Holy Spirit needs to work on.



A Tale of Three Runners  
 

“ He who heeds discipline shows the way to life” 
 
Steve, Barry, and Ann had been friends since grade school.  
Their relationship was uniquely close even though they were 
all intensely competitive.  So, when Ann suggested they all 
enter an upcoming 5K race together, it wasn’t long until the 
competitive juices kicked in and they began talking regularly 
about which of the three would be fastest or even win the 
race. 
 
Ann and Steve immediately began intensive training.  They 
signed up with a personal trainer who helped them set up a 
daily regiment of exercise and running to prepare them for 
the race.  Ann followed the trainer’s directions every day.  
As a result she could sense her preparedness growing as 
the race day approached.  Steve worked even harder than 
Ann.  He also followed the trainer’s directions, but inspired 
by how his workout made him feel, he went above and 
beyond the suggested exercise.  His hard work evidenced 
itself as he lost weight, became more fit, and greatly 
increased the time he could run on the treadmill. 
 
Barry took different approach.  He had been an all-state 
wide receiver in high school, so he knew he was fast.  He 
remembered the difficult training camps he had endured in 
high school football, and didn’t really want to return to that 
level of physical exertion.  Instead, Barry spent hours on the 
internet, researching strategies for running a 5K race.  Over 
time, he assembled an impressive collection of helpful hints 
for running such a race.  The night before the race, he 
reviewed his notes thoroughly and went to bed early, feeling 
well-prepared to defeat his two friends. 
 
As she approached the second kilometer mark, Ann 
overtook Barry.  He had built a commanding lead in the first 
kilometer because most of the “experts” he consulted said it 
was important to get out in front early.  Barry had 
successfully avoided getting hung up in the crowd at the 



start.  When Ann blew by him less than half way through the 
race, though, he wondered if he had made a tactical error.  
By the third kilometer mark, Barry knew he wasn’t going to 
finish the race.  One hundred yards later, he pulled off the 
road and began looking for bushes into which he needed to 
deposit his breakfast.  He was done. 
 
After Ann finished the race, winning her age division, she 
cooled down and began looking for her friends.  She found a 
white-faced Barry sitting in his car, but Steve was nowhere 
to be found.  “I assumed he was with you”, she told Barry. 
 
“Nope.  I haven’t seen him all morning” he gasped. 
 
Ann grabbed her cell-phone and called Steve.  “Hey, we 
can’t find you anywhere?  How did you finish?” 
 
“Well, actually, I decided to just go to the gym this morning.  
I’ve been enjoying my workouts so much I thought I’d just 
come and work up a great sweat, instead of running the 
race.” 
 
Ridiculous?  Maybe.  Three different people took three 
different approaches, but only one finished the race.  
 
Consider for a moment the methods you employ to open 
your life to the work of the Holy Spirit.  Do you intentionally 
engage in activities to help you be more open to the work of 
the Holy Spirit in your life?  What is your plan for allowing 
the Holy Spirit to make you look more like Jesus?  Most 
people take one of three different approaches concerning 
their spiritual development. 
 
Some people, like Barry, spend a lot of time thinking about 
spiritual things or maybe relying on the things they learned 
when they were children.  They don’t really do anything 
specifically, though, to develop themselves.  When life’s 
problems or distractions come along, like Barry, they wipe 
out. 
 



Some people, like Steve, engage in a massive amount of 
activity for spiritual growth.  They spend amazing amounts 
of time reading the Bible, listening to sermons, and 
attending Bible studies.  However, all their work never really 
leads to anything.  They simply develop massive spiritual 
muscles, but never use thee muscles to impact the world 
around them. 
 
The third approach is Anne’s approach.  The best way to 
allow the Holy Spirit to mold you to the image of Christ is to 
regularly spend time disciplining yourself so that when you 
have the opportunity to represent Jesus in the world, you’ll 
be ready. 
 
Spiritual disciplines are regular activities which help us 
refocus our eyes on Christ and help enable the formative 
work of the Holy Spirit in our lives. 
 
Bible reading and study, Scripture memorization, prayer, 
giving, serving, meditation, and many other activities can be 
effective spiritual disciplines.  Like any exercise program, 
they are only effective if they are regularly repeated and if 
they become habitual over time.  However, as Steve 
discovered, sometimes these types of activities can become 
an end to themselves.  We must always remember that we 
engage in disciplines so that we will be more like Jesus, so 
that we can present Jesus to the world! 
 
Whatever disciplines you determine to develop in your life 
(the next reading will explore the possibilities), the most 
important step is to start.  If you never take the first step, 
you’ll never develop the habit. 
 
Ann won the race because she committed herself to 
training, and because she never lost sight of the purpose for 
her training.  You can open yourself to the work of the Holy 
Spirit in your life if you are willing to commit to disciplining 
yourself, and if you’ll regularly remind yourself of the 
purpose for your disciplines. 
 



 
Read: Proverbs 12:1; Proverbs 15:32; Hebrews 12:11 
 
Consider:  What areas of your life require a little  more 
discipline?  What activities could you begin doing to 
open yourself more to God’s work in your life?  Wha t is 
one new habit you would like to form? 
 
Do: Begin a new discipline today.  Mark it off on y our 
calendar, and keep marking off every day you contin ue.  
It will be a habit before long! 



Discipline  
 

“He must become greater;  I must become less.” 
 
One of my favorite bands is a group of guys I met at a 
musical festival several years ago.  They gave me one of 
their CDs out of the back of their trailer as they rolled out of 
time.  I probably play that CD more than any other CD I own.  
I don’t even know if they’re still together, but Telecast’s song 
“More of You” is always a powerful reminder to me of the 
secret of life.  The words of the chorus are simple: 
 

More of You and less of me 
Jesus come and be a light in me 
Burn like the sun for the world to see 
Be glorified 

 
This is the secret of the fruitful life.  The more Jesus shines 
through us, the more He will be glorified.  The more Jesus is 
glorified, the more fruitful our lives will be. 
 
Every time I hear this song, I think of a story about Jesus’ 
cousin John the Baptist.  Many of John’s followers were 
leaving him to follow Jesus and some felt that maybe John 
should do something to keep his followers with him.  John 
responded by reminding the people that he had only come 
to point the way to Jesus.  He said, “He must become 
greater; I must become less.”13 
 
Disciplining ourselves spiritually is necessary if we are going 
to allow our lives to be a channel for more of Jesus and less 
of us.  Spiritual disciplines are regular activities which help 
us refocus our eyes on Christ and help enable the formative 
work of the Holy Spirit in our lives. 
 
Virtually any activity (that isn’t inherently sinful) can serve as 
a spiritual discipline, if it is done to assist you in the process 
of focusing more on Jesus and less on yourself.  As you 
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consider how you can engage in spiritual disciplines, rather 
than trying to reinvent the wheel, consider beginning with 
some of the disciplines which have been exercised 
throughout the history of the church. 
 
One category of spiritual disciplines is disciplines for 
provision.  These are additions to your lifestyle in order to 
promote more of Jesus in your life.  Following are a few 
disciplines of provision: 
 
Disciplines of Scripture.  God’s Word is to be a light to our 
path.14  It should illuminate the direction of our life.  Adding 
Scripture to our daily routine is a powerful way to provide 
more of Jesus in our life.  Ideas for engaging the Bible 
include reading, studying, meditating, memorizing, or even 
listening on CD or MP3.  Whichever method or methods you 
choose, the key is consistency. 
 
Disciplines of Prayer .  We never pray enough.  Paul 
encouraged the early Christians to pray continuously.15  We 
always have room to pray more.  Remembering the purpose 
of these disciplines is to bring more of Jesus into our lives, 
we should design our times of prayer to be more focused on 
Jesus’ agenda than on our own desires and requests. 
 
Disciplines of Service.   When Jesus wanted to 
demonstrate to his disciples how to truly love one another, 
he washed their feet.  He found a very practical need they 
had, a need most people wouldn’t have been willing to 
address; and he took action to meet the need.  All around 
you are people with significant needs just waiting to be met.  
Being more like Jesus means learning to see others with 
Jesus’ eyes.  Setting aside time on a daily basis to look for 
and meet other’s needs is a powerful way to have more of 
Jesus in your life. 
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A second category of disciplines is disciplines of denial.  The 
first categories of disciplines addressed the need to have 
more of Jesus.  These disciplines are designed to help you 
have less of yourself. 
 
Disciplines of Abstinence .  The most common type of 
abstinence for Christians is fasting.  Often we equate fasting 
with going hungry.  Certainly, the majority of contexts for 
fasting are food related.  Even hospitals use the term “fast” 
when they tell you not to eat before a procedure.  However, 
abstaining for a Christian can entail much more than just 
food.  Giving up something of value causes an emptiness 
and a longing.  Sometimes the emptiness is momentary, 
other times it may be on-going.  During these times when 
we are most acutely aware of the thing we have given up, 
we are reminded to turn our attention to God, remembering 
that He desires to have complete control over our lives and 
that He can fill the emptiness in our lives.  Sometimes 
denying ourselves the pleasures of life can be a powerful 
reminder of our need for God. 
 
Disciplines of Silence .  Some very devout Christians have 
taken long term vows of silence as a sign of their devotion to 
Christ.  While their self-denial is certainly admirable, 
nowhere in the Bible are their suggestions we should never 
talk.  I once saw on the side of a Starbucks cup the words, 
“It is impossible to listen while your mouth is open to talk”.  
Sometimes less of us means fewer words and more 
listening.  Setting aside a time to simply be quiet and listen 
for God can be a great time of spiritual growth.  These times 
can be five minutes or five hours, depending on who you are 
and what your life options provide. 
 
Disciplines of Sacrifice .  Giving away something you love 
or need is never easy.  However, when someone is willing to 
give away something they love or need for your sake, you 
are usually moved by their care for you.  When we are 
willing to regularly give our things away so we can make 
ourselves less, we are opening ourselves to be filled by 
God.  Sacrifice can be financial, material, and emotional.  



Sacrifice may even be the giving away of our time or our 
energy. 
 
The fruitful life belongs to those who hear and understand 
Jesus’ teaching.  Jesus taught that those who truly desire to 
follow him must deny themselves, take up their cross and 
follow.16  Spiritual disciplines provide the opportunity to do 
just that, to make yourself less so that Jesus can be made 
more in your life 
 
Remember, don’t discipline yourself for the sake of 
discipline.  Such activity is meaningless repetition.  Discover 
one, two, or three of the disciplines above and go for it with 
all your energy.  Make a new habit which will help you be 
the new creation! 
 
 
Read:  Mark 8:34-38 
 
Consider:  How can you deny yourself to make room f or 
Jesus in your life?  What things do you need to rem ove 
from your life?  What do you need to add to your li fe?  
Which disciplines above would be most helpful for y ou? 
 
Do:  Have you continued the action you started afte r the 
last reading this week?  If not, go back and start over.  If 
yes, keep it up! 
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The Power of Perseverance 
 

“She…worshipped night and day, fasting and praying.” 
 
Anna was really old.  She might have been eighty-four years 
old.  Or, she might have been a widow for eighty-four 
years17.  We’re not sure, but either way; Anna was really old. 
 
Anna’s story is found in Luke 2.  Her husband died after only 
seven years of marriage, and she devoted the rest of her life 
to serving God.  For as many as eighty-four years, Anna 
faithfully spent her days and nights at the temple praying, 
fasting, and teaching about God.  Her faithfulness was 
rewarded one day near the end of her life when she was 
allowed to meet the child Jesus who would one day redeem 
her people. 
 
What if Anna had taken that day off?  What if she had for 
some reason decided not to go to the temple, not to pray or 
fast or serve God that day?  She would have missed out on 
the most amazing experience any human could have, she 
would have missed God.  Anna didn’t miss that day, though, 
because Anna had developed patterns of discipline in her 
life. 
 
Over all those years, she certainly would have many 
reasons surface to skip her daily routine, but Anna chose to 
stick to her spiritual disciplines through thick and thin, 
 
Popular marketing guru Seth Godin has written a book 
called The Dip.  Godin’s premise is that before we ever truly 
succeed at any major accomplishment, we must first push 
through “the dip”.  The dip is a time of frustration, distraction, 
and temptation to quit.  The other side of the dip, however, 
is success often in the form of a new skill or habit. 
 
Anna pushed through a dip which lasted several decades. 
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James (Jesus’ brother) wrote, “Consider it pure joy, my 
brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because 
you know that the testing of your faith develops 
perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you 
may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.”  Our 
spiritual muscles are formed and developed when we are 
willing to push through the dip, regardless of how difficult life 
may be at the moment.  The only way to effectively push 
through is by habitually disciplining ourselves. 
 
Jerry Seinfeld is considered one of the greatest comedians 
in the world.  When he was first beginning to work in 
comedy clubs he realized he needed to spend time every 
day writing his material.  As a motivational technique, he 
placed a large calendar on his wall, and every day he spent 
time writing, he would place a large red “X” on that day’s 
box.  Later he said about that process, “After a few days 
you'll have a chain. Just keep at it and the chain will grow 
longer every day. You'll like seeing that chain, especially 
when you get a few weeks under your belt. Your only job 
next is to not break the chain.”18  Developing spiritual habits 
requires the same type of discipline.  Don’t break the chain! 
 
We all embrace daily disciplines in our lives.  Even those 
who seem to be the most undisciplined people still engage 
in a daily habit of food.  Have you ever considered why 
meals are such an easy discipline in which to participate?  
I’ve identified at least two reasons: 
 

1) Our bodies need food to function.  If we don’t eat, we 
shut down and die.  We all desire to live, so we eat. 

2) Our bodies have been conditioned to expect a 
certain amount of food at a certain time.  If we don’t 
eat at our normal time, we have an internal alert 
system known as a stomach rumble.  If we forget to 
eat, out body will quickly remind us. 
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Jesus said “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, for they will be filled.”19  A disciplined person 
will have a spirit which is conditioned to expect a certain 
amount of spiritual food (prayer, the Bible, fellowship, etc.) 
at a certain time.  A disciplined person will not be able to 
endure if their spiritual food is withheld.  Once they’ve 
pushed through the dip, their efforts will pay off with a new 
hunger and thirst for righteousness. 
 
A fruitful life is the result of many habitual hours spent over 
time seeking more of God and less of me.  As I discipline 
myself in this way, the results will begin to spill over to every 
area of my life. 
 
Every day Anna spent time praying and fasting.  Are you 
ready to start today?  And continue tomorrow?  Don’t break 
the chain! 
 
 
Read: Acts 2:42-47 
 
Consider: What disciplines were a regular part of t he 
early church’s life together?  How often did they e ngage 
in these disciplines?  What habit do you need to st art 
today? 
 
Do: Get a calendar.  Mark off boxes.  Don’t break t he 
chain! 

                                                 
19 Matthew 5:6 



Discussion Questions: 
 

·  Read Hebrews 12:1-3. 
 

·  How does the illustration of a race help you think of 
your spiritual growth? 

 
·  What types of things sometimes hinder us and 

entangle us as we seek to grow spiritually?  How can 
we discipline ourselves to throw those things off? 

 
·  For runners, the key to building perseverance is to 

run long distances every day (or almost every day).  
How do Christians build perseverance?  Why is 
perseverance important in the Christian life? 

 
·  What do you think it means to “fix your eyes on 

Jesus”?  What types of activities might you do in 
order to fix your eyes on Jesus? 

 
·  For our sake, Jesus endured the shame of the cross 

(verse 3).  How might we have to endure shame for 
Jesus’ sake?   

 
·  What types of issues cause some Christians to grow 

weary and lose heart (verse 4)?  How do you think 
those things can be avoided?  How can you build up 
your strength so you don’t grow weary and lose 
heart? 

 
·  How do you think you can become more like Jesus 

this week? 
 

·  What goals do you need to set for yourself this 
week? 

 
·  How can this group pray for you or help you reach 

this goal? 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Opening Yourself to the Scriptures



The Secret of Success 
 

“Then you will be…successful.” 
  
When he was named leader, Joshua was undoubtedly a bit 
hesitant.   He wasn’t managing a bank or a fast-food 
restaurant.  He wasn’t leading a sports franchise.  He wasn’t 
taking over a family business.  He wasn’t even becoming a 
CEO of a nationally known corporation.  Instead, he was 
assuming leadership of a brand new nation encompassing 
millions of people which had no land, no formal government, 
and no clear direction other than a cloud they followed.  
Joshua was probably a bit fearful.  He needed some 
direction. 
 
God wanted Joshua to be successful (read to the end, 
“success” might not mean what you think it means).  He 
wanted Joshua to lead Israel appropriately.  His instructions 
to Joshua were quite simple: 
 

Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your 
mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you 
may be careful to do everything written in it. 
Then you will be prosperous and successful.20 

 
These were powerful words.  Joshua took them to heart, 
and he was successful (read to the end, “success” might not 
mean what you think it means). 
 
What do you like talking about?  I love to talk about the 
things that are important to me.  You don’t have to be 
around me long to hear me talking about my wife or my 
children.  Probably if you listen long enough, you’ll hear me 
talk about sports, particularly golf.  I’ll talk your ear off with 
my thoughts on church, Christianity, and theology.  The 
things I’m excited about are the things which won’t depart 
from my mouth. 
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God told Joshua to not let the words of Scripture depart from 
his mouth.  If God’s Word was the most important thing in 
Joshua’s life, then Joshua would be successful. 
 
I remember when my wife was pregnant with our first child.  
Many nights I would run out in the middle of the night for a 
bean burrito.  I was just glad Taco Bell was open all night!  
Women who have been pregnant can sympathize with my 
wife.  While I’ve never had those types of cravings, I have 
plenty of my own obsessions.  I hate being late, so I am 
always paying attention to the clock.  During baseball 
season, I give more than an appropriate amount of attention 
to the Detroit Tigers.  When I am preparing for an important 
presentation, I obsess about the details.  I’ll spend day and 
night meditating on the words I’m going to use. 
 
God wanted Joshua to be obsessed with Scripture.  He told 
Joshua that meditating on God’s Word day and night was a 
key for success. 
 
James 1 contains a brief parable about a man who wakes 
up in the morning, checks himself out in the mirror, and then 
begins his day without making any adjustments.  A mirror’s 
purpose is to point out the elements of our appearance 
which need correction.  The benefit of looking in the mirror is 
lost if the person chooses not to act according to the 
information obtained.  James’ used the story to illustrate his 
teaching to not “merely listen to the word”, but to “do what it 
says”.21 
 
God did not want Joshua to simply accumulate and think 
about the information contained in Scripture.  He wanted 
Joshua to “be careful to do everything written in it.”  Success 
for Joshua would be accomplished by acting upon the 
information he discovered in God’s Word. 
 
Prosperity is relative, success is a perception. 
 

                                                 
21 James 1:22-25 



Many people read God’s promise to Joshua and begin 
salivating at the prospect of a simple formula which will lead 
to prosperity and success.  Such excitement is often based 
on a misunderstanding of these two concepts.   
 
Prosperity is relative.  For every person you can find who is 
more “prosperous” than you, likely just as many exist who 
are less “prosperous” than you.  Success is a perception.  
Almost everyone is successful in someone’s eyes (even if it 
is just your parents!).  The reality of success is dependent 
on the standard used to measure success. 
 
Everyone is successful in someone’s eyes.  In whose eyes 
are you successful? 
 
Joshua was certainly not successful or prosperous in many 
people’s eyes.  Very few accounts exist of his individual 
exploits.  No record can be found regarding the extent of his 
wealth or possessions.  He is remembered as much for his 
great defeats and mistakes (Ai22 and Gibeon23) as he is for 
his victories (Jericho)24.  His is a good story, but certainly not 
a “great” story. 
 
The last we hear of Joshua is written in Joshua 24:31: 
 

Israel served the LORD throughout the lifetime 
of Joshua and of the elders who outlived him 
and who had experienced everything the LORD 
had done for Israel. 

 
Everyone is successful in someone’s eyes.  Joshua’s 
success as a leader was in the eyes of God. 
 
Joshua never let the Word of God depart from his mouth. 
Joshua never stopped meditating on God’s Word. 
Joshua was careful to do all God’s Word commanded. 

                                                 
22 Joshua 7 
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Everyone is successful in someone’s eyes.  In whose eyes 
are you successful? 
 
 
Read: Joshua 1:6-9 
 
Consider: What truth from God’s Word needs to be on  
the tip of your tongue all day today?  What concept  from 
Scripture do you want to meditate on today?  In wha t 
area of your life do you need to obey the Word of G od? 
 
Do: Choose one verse today and keep it in the foref ront 
of your mind all day.  Regularly consider how the t ruth 
of the verse is impacting your daily actions. 



Lighting the Path  
 

“a lamp to my feet and a light for my path” 
 

Walking through a forest at night presents endless 
possibilities for injury.  Noses might be broken when you 
walk into a tree.  Legs can be broken when you trip over a 
rock.  Wrists can be sprained if you try to catch yourself 
when you fall.  No one in their right mind would prefer to 
walk through a forest in the dark without a flashlight.  A light 
radically changes the situation. 
 
A forest is full of amazing and interesting sights.  Animals, 
trees and plants are just a few of the interesting elements to 
look at in a forest.  However, if you are walking through the 
forest at night, you will likely not see any of these sights, 
even if you have a flashlight.  If you are wise, you will aim 
the flashlight at the ground in front of you, and only take 
steps when you can clearly see what lies ahead. 
 
Regardless of the many wonderful things to be seen in a 
forest, shining your light anywhere but in front of you while 
you walk will certainly lead to a fall.  In the dark, the most 
important place to shine your light is on the path in front of 
your feet.  Your next step requires more light than anything 
else. 
 
Psalm 119:105 says, “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a 
light for my path.” 
 
The Bible is like a flashlight for those walking in the forest. 
 
As a youth pastor, one of the most common questions I 
heard was, “What does God want me to do with my life?” 
 
This is not an easy question to answer.  Quite frankly, it is 
virtually impossible to answer with any degree of certainty 
approaching that which is being sought.  Most of us have at 
some time asked this question.  Most of the time, we haven’t 
really found as specific an answer as we desire. 



 
Sometimes, understanding God’s will can be a little sticky.  
Christians have debated for centuries about whether God’s 
will is all completely predetermined or whether or not it is in 
some way shaped by human choice and free will.  This book 
is not intended to provide a comprehensive treatment of 
such a difficult theological issue.  Rather, our goal is to lean 
into the tension, and simply identify the truths of which we 
are certain, and build on those. 
 
We know that God has a plan.  He is not surprised by 
anything that happens on earth.  He will ultimately bring 
complete restoration to his creation, nothing can stop that.  
God’s plan doesn’t get interrupted by anything we do.  He’s 
in control.  Sometimes, when we talk about God’s will, we’re 
talking about His plan. 
 
We know that God has expectations of men and women.  
Beginning in Genesis 2, and later in Exodus 20, and 
throughout the New Testament, the Bible clearly teaches 
certain behavior and activities are right and other behavior 
and activities are wrong.  Sometimes, when we talk about 
God’s will, we’re talking about His expectations. 
 
Does the Bible synthesize these two ideas of God’s will?  
Can we, by reading the Bible, determine how to live out our 
lives so that we are not only meeting God’s expectations, 
but also aligning ourselves with His plan? 
 
Micah 6:8 says, “He has showed you, O man, what is good.  
And what does the LORD require of you?  To act justly and 
to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” 
 
While this passage may not provide instructions specific to 
our current life situation, the simplicity of these words should 
not be avoided.  If you choose every day to act justly and 
love mercy, and if every day you are humbly seeking to walk 
with God; you will be in alignment with His plan and His 
expectations. 
 



This verse is a great example of how the Bible serves as a 
light to our path and a lamp to our feet.  Consider God’s plan 
to be the path, and His expectations are that each step I 
take remain on that path.  When I let God’s Word inform the 
decisions I make every day, it’s as if I am shining a light 
directly in front of me.  As long as I keep each step on the 
path, I’ll never lose my way.  However, if I use the light to 
look too far ahead, I will likely step off the path with my next 
step. 
 
Spending regular time in the Bible is crucial for those 
desiring to live the fruitful life.  Next time you spend time in 
Scripture, try to focus on what your next step should be.  
How do the words you are reading help to light your way?  
 
 
Read: Psalm 119:1-8 
 
Consider: What do you think it means to “walk in Go d’s 
ways”?  What “life- steps” have you been taking that 
the Bible would correct?  What “life-steps”  do you think 
the Bible would encourage you take? 
 
Do: After reading the Bible commit to one step whic h 
God is calling you to take 



Letting the Bible Read You 
 

“Do what it says.” 
 
Cadavers are that most useful, frightening, intriguing, 
disgusting, and beneficial tool of medical students 
everywhere. Doctors and scientists have been using 
cadavers for thousands of years to gain a better 
understanding of the human body and the way it functions. 
 
Doubtless, the use of cadavers has saved thousands 
(millions?) of lives over the years and has led to magnificent 
scientific, medical, and pharmaceutical advances. 
 
I don't profess to have ever handled a cadaver (I did have 
one disturbing experience in a funeral home after hours), 
and I certainly am no expert when it comes to anything 
scientific. However, let me "simplify" for the sake of brevity 
the usage of a typical cadaver. 
 
The point of using a cadaver is to be able to pick it apart. If 
you are exploring a cadaver you will spend enormous 
amounts of time surveying the body, examining the parts, 
isolating certain organs, comparing and contrasting different 
elements, cutting things open, placing some parts under a 
microscope, analyzing connectedness of different pieces, 
etc... 
 
But you wouldn't do that to a body that was alive. You can 
do that, precisely because the cadaver is dead. 
 
How do you approach the Bible? 
 
Do you seek to pick it apart? Do you spend enormous 
amounts of time surveying the body, examining the parts, 
isolating certain verses, comparing and contrasting different 
authors, cutting words open, placing some paragraphs 
under a microscope, analyzing connectedness of different 
pieces, etc...? 
 



I wonder if the way we approach the Bible keeps the Bible 
from really changing our lives?  If the Bible is just a cadaver 
to be picked apart to further our knowledge, then the 
paragraph above describes exactly how we should 
approach it.  But, what if it is a living, active thing? What if 
the whole point of the Bible is not to increase our 
knowledge, but to change our lives? 
 
Wouldn't that demand a different kind of approach? 
 
What if instead of “reading the Bible”, we allowed the Bible 
to “read us?”  What if we took to heart Peter’s statement that 
the Word of God is “living”.25  Most books are nothing more 
than slices of dead trees bound up in a dead cow.  What 
makes the Bible different is that the Words on the pages 
inside the leather binder are actually the Words of God 
spoken and written to deeply impact our lives. 
 
In a sentence the subject is the person, thing, or idea that is 
performing the action.  The sentence is about the subject.  
In a sentence, the verb is the action; it is what the the 
subject is doing. The verb is the plot of the sentence.  The 
object of a sentence is the person, thing, idea, etc. that is 
being acted upon. The object is pretty much helpless, 
subject to the whim of the actions of the subject.  
 
When we talk about objectifying something or someone, we 
are talking about "behavior in which one person treats 
another person as an object and not as a fellow human 
being with feelings and consciousness of his or her own, in 
other words as, as without agency."26   
 
Typically, objectification of someone is a bad thing. To deem 
powerless the image of God is to drastically mistreat God's 
creation. You can probably think of a lot of different ways, 
humans assert power over others by objectifing one 
another: 

                                                 
25 1 Peter 1:23 
26 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Objectify 



·  Bosses objectify their employees to justify huge 
bonuses while cutting jobs. 

·  Generals objectify privates. 
·  Pornography objectifies women... and men. 
·  Politicians objectify voters. 

 
Objectifying someone is a way to remove the power of that 
person and impose your will upon them.  Here's a silly 
example: 
 

Liam punched the squirrel. 
 
Who has the power in this sentence? Who is powerless? 
Who is in control? Who is being affected? 
 
Now consider the object and the subject in each of these 
sentences: 

·  I read the Bible. 
·  I study the Bible. 
·  I teach the Bible. 
·  We learn the Bible. 
·  We listen to the Bible. 
·  He preached the Bible. 

 
Nothing is inherently wrong with any of these statements, 
but we need to be careful that we don’t assert power and 
control over the Bible by making ourselves the subject.  
What if we were to let the Bible assert power and control 
over us?  What if we thought of the Bible as the subject, and 
we were the object being acted upon? 

·  The Bible reads me. 
·  The Bible studies me. 
·  The Bible teaches me. 

 
This is a subtle difference, but an important distinction.  If I 
only study the Bible, the outcome is new knowledge.  If the 
Bible studies me, the outcome is lifechange. 
 



The Bible is full of great stories, beautiful poetry, wise 
instructions, and much more.  But these are not like any 
other stories or poems or rules.  They are not written to 
simply be read or studied or memorized or recited.  Simply 
pursuing in-depth knowledge of the Bible is missing the 
point. 
 
A few days ago, I referenced James’ words, “Do not merely 
listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves, do what it 
says.”27  Those who accumulate vast knowledge about the 
Word of God but never act on it have deceived themselves.  
It is far better to know one verse and allow it to remodel your 
life than to memorize whole chapters and never change. 
 
When you approach the Bible, do you just read it for 
information?  Learn how to let the Bible read you.  Let it 
expose the parts of you that need to change.  Allow it to be 
alive in your life, making you more like Jesus every day! 
 
 
Read: James 1:19-27 
 
Consider: What are the clear truths you can learn f rom 
this passage?  How can those truths change your lif e?  
How has God been using His Word to convict you 
recently?  Have you been listening? 
 
Do: Based on your Bible reading, set one goal for 
yourself to accomplish today. 

                                                 
27 James 1:22 



The Biggest and Best Fruit 
 

“Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight.” 
 
More is not always better.  If I am growing tomatoes, I must 
choose between having more tomatoes and having better 
tomatoes.  Pruning is the process of selectivity cutting off 
parts of a plant in order to promote healthier future growth.  
When a tomato plant is growing, I can choose to have 
bigger and better tomatoes if I am willing to prune some of 
the tomato fruits which start growing later.  Reducing the 
amount of tomatoes I grow significantly increases the quality 
of tomatoes I harvest.  
 
As I live out my life, I am regularly producing two kinds of 
fruit, good fruit and bad fruit.  My bad fruit is the things I am 
doing which are either disobedient or dishonoring to God 
and the good fruit is the things I am doing which honor and 
obey God.  As a follower of Christ, my desire should always 
be to multiply my good fruit.  Unfortunately, much like a 
tomato plant, the more bad fruit I produce, the smaller and 
weaker my good fruit will be.  If I am to live the fruitful life, I 
must undergo a regular pruning process to eliminate the bad 
fruit from my life. 
 
Think back to Genesis 3, which was the first time men and 
women produced bad fruit with their lives.  God immediately 
intervened and began the pruning process.  When God 
came to confront Adam and Eve, they were hiding and they 
were wearing clothes.  Their newfound knowledge of evil 
caused Adam and Eve to attempt to cover their 
shortcomings.  Of course, their efforts were useless.  God 
knew where they were and He knew what they had done. 
 
Nothing can be hidden from God.  According to Hebrews, 
everything in creation is uncovered in the eyes of God.28  He 
can see our bad fruit even better than we can.  And He 
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wants to prune our bad fruit so we can produce bigger and 
better good fruit. 
 
God’s pruning instrument is the Bible.  The same passage in 
Hebrews describes the Word of God as a sword, a cutting 
instrument that pierces us to the soul.29  The picture painted 
describes a double edged sword which judges even our 
thoughts and actions.  If we allow it, the Bible can be a 
powerful tool to cut away our bad fruit. 
 
I love watching my wife draw.  She produces amazingly life-
like portraits using nothing more than a stick of charcoal and 
an eraser.  I never would have thought this, but she actually 
uses the eraser more than she uses the charcoal.  Once she 
gets the basics of a picture onto the paper, she begins the 
more difficult task of erasing much of it.  Proper use of an 
eraser provides the shading, depth, and details which make 
an ordinary drawing a work of art.  The difference between 
someone like me who just draws and an artist like my wife is 
in their use of the eraser. 
 
If I am God’s work of art, the Bible is His eraser.  He uses 
the Bible to help me remove the fruit in my life which keeps 
me from being everything He desires me to be. 
 
Sometimes pruning is painful.  Rarely do we desire to cut off 
a part of our life.  However, if we allow the bad fruit of our 
life to grow unchecked, it will eventually choke out the good 
fruit in our lives.  Cutting off an activity or habit in our life 
may be precisely what is needed to help us grow more like 
Jesus. 
 
The best pruning is done to promote healthy growth.  When 
pruning a plant, the direction of each cut will determine the 
direction of the future growth of the plant.  If we pay careful 
attention when God prunes our lives, He will not only point 
out the bad fruit in our lives, but will also point us in the right 
direction for future growth.  He’ll replace the ashes of our life 
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with the beauty of a fruitful life30.  God’s desired outcome is 
never pain.  He prunes your bad fruit so that you will 
produce bigger and better good fruit. 
 
As you read the Bible today, consider how God is using His 
Word to prune your bad fruit and improve your good fruit.  
Ask yourself two questions: 
 

1) What are you telling me to cut out of my life? 
2) What are you telling me to develop in my life? 

 
 
Read: Psalm 19:12-14; Psalm 69:5; Ecclesiastes 12:1 4 
 
Consider: What “bad fruit” is still in your life?  W hat 
hidden fruit in your life needs to be pruned? How i s God 
using His double-edged sword to penetrate your soul ?  
What good growth in your life does God want to 
encourage? 
 
Do: Choose one thing in your life to cut out, and o ne 
thing in your life to “feed” 
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Studying the Bible 101   
 

“All Scripture is profitable…” 
 
Are you ready to invest your life into knowing and living out 
God’s Word?  For many this is an intimidating commitment.  
The Bible consists of 66 different books written by at least 
40 different people.  Contained in the Bible are historical 
books, instructional books, poetry books, prophetic books, 
letters to groups, letters to individuals, and much more.  
Knowing how to approach the Bible on your own can be 
frightening pursuit.  Below are several different ideas and 
methods to help jumpstart or restart your time in the Bible. 
 
Read a Chapter a Day 
This is a simple way to get started.  Choose a book of the 
Bible (Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John are great books to start 
with), and commit yourself to reading one chapter every day.  
As you read each chapter, ask yourself what is being said 
about God and what is being said about people.  Write down 
any meaningful thoughts you have. 
 
Study a Paragraph 
Breaking down passages into paragraphs is a great way to 
dig into the “meat” of the Word.  Often the best places to 
study paragraphs are in the New Testament letters (Romans 
– 3 John).  Once you’ve chosen the book you want to study, 
read the whole book through once so you understand the 
bigger picture.  Then work through the book one paragraph 
at a time.  Rick Warren suggests asking several questions to 
help you understand how to apply each paragraph.  He 
suggests you ask, “Is this: 

·  A sin to confess 
·  A promise to claim 
·  An attitude to change 
·  A command to obey 
·  An example to follow”31 
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After you’ve identified the type of paragraph you are 
studying, determine how you can put it into practice in your 
own life. 
 
Read a Book a Month 
Similar to reading a chapter a day, this is a simple way to 
focus your attention on one section of Scripture for given 
period of time.  Choose a book you want to know more 
about, and commit to reading through it as many times as 
you can in one month.  Every time you read through the 
book, you’ll gain a better understanding of what it is about 
and what it means for you.  As you become more familiar 
with the words of the book, spend more time considering 
how those words are going to change your life. 
 
Explore a Topic 
To explore a topic in the Bible, you’ll need to use a 
concordance.  If you don’t have one, you can find them at 
any local Christian book store, or you can use one for free 
on-line at biblegateway.com, blueletterbible.com or 
ebible.com.  Once you’ve chosen your topic, list all the 
different words you can think of which apply to that topic.  
Look up each word in your concordance to get a list of 
verses containing that word.  Once you’ve compiled a list of 
verses, take time reading each one to see what it says 
about your topic (not every verse you find will apply to your 
topic).  After working through all the verses, take some time 
to write down your thoughts and synthesize the Bible’s 
teaching on your topic.  Remember, it’s helpful to discuss 
your findings with others, to get their perspective on the 
biblical teaching as well. 
 
Read Through the Bible  
To read through the Bible in one year, you need to read a 
little over three chapters every day.  If you read 23 chapters 
each week, you’ll make it through in a year.  Several 
resources are available to help you accomplish this goal.  
Any Christian book store has several Bibles designed to 
help you read all the way through in a year.  You can also 



find schedules to help you accomplish this goal at 
oneyearbibleonline.com or biblereadthrough.com. 
 
Read Through the New Testament 
The New Testament contains 260 chapters.  You can read 
the entire New Testament in one month if you read nine 
chapters each day.  You can easily read through it in one 
year if you read one chapter every day.  By just reading the 
first four books of the New Testament you’ll gain four unique 
perspectives of the life of Jesus, and you’ll find that you 
come to understand his work and teaching in brand new 
ways.  Every believer should at some point in their life try to 
read through the New Testament at least once! 
 
Summary  
Remember, the reason for reading and studying the Bible is 
not just to gain more knowledge; you should read and study 
the Bible to change your life.  Jesus said the fruitful person 
is the one who hears and understands His Word.32  James 
said it isn’t enough to just hear the Word, you must put it into 
action.33  As you invest yourself in reading and studying the 
Word of God, ask yourself every day, “How will this passage 
change my life?” 
 
 
Read: A passage of your choosing. 
 
Consider: How will this passage change my life? 
 
Do: Choose one of the above Bible study methods (or  
another of your choosing) and commit yourself to a 
regular plan of reading and study. 
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Discussion Questions: 
 

·  Talk about a Bible passage that has been significant 
in your spiritual growth.  How did you come across 
this passage? 

 
·  What is your preferred method for studying or 

reading the Bible?  What is a method of studying or 
reading you would like to try out in the future? 

 
·  Read Psalm 119:9-16. 

 
·  According to this passage, what is the key to purity in 

a young person’s life?  How can the Bible help 
accomplish this? 

 
·  What do you think it means to seek God with all your 

heart?  How might someone do that today?  What 
role would the Bible play in such a pursuit? 

 
·  Has there been a time in your life when you have 

really meditated on a passage in the Bible?  If so, 
what was the outcome? 

 
·  What do you think it means to “meditate on your 

precepts”?  Should Christians today meditate?  Why 
or why not? 

 
·  What would the actions look like of someone who 

“delighted in God’s decrees?” 
 

·  How do you want to interact with God’s Word this 
week? 

 
·  How can this group help you or pray for you in this 

pursuit?  



 
 
 
 
 
 
Opening Yourself to the Community of Believers



One Another 
 

“They devoted themselves…” 
 
To what are you devoted?  People choose interesting things 
to which they devote their time, energy and attention.   
 
Facebook, one of the internet’s most popular social 
networking sites has over 1000 “virtual groups” (consisting 
of well over one million members) for people who consider 
themselves “devoted” to something.  One of the largest 
groups is for those who are devoted to Orlando Bloom and 
Johnny Depp (stars of the “Pirates of the Caribbean” trilogy).  
Over 1200 people who are devoted to Tupac Shakur, a 
former rapper who died in 1996.  A group for Harvard 
students who are devoted to Cal Football has nearly 200 
members.  A group even exists for those who are devoted to 
bringing the word “mintox” back into vogue.34   
 
Long before Facebook or the internet were even 
conceptualized, a “group” existed for those devoted to a 
more noble cause.  They were devoted to one another.35 
 
The word “devotion” synthesizes two concepts, helping us 
better understand depth of relationships enjoyed by the first 
church in Acts 2.  Devotion implies a choice to prioritize 
something.  When I choose to devote myself to a person, 
thing, or idea I am giving that person, thing, or idea 
prominence in my life.  When forced to make difficult 
choices, I will typically choose that to which I am devoted.  
Devotion also indicates a continuing commitment over time.  
Many Bible translations use the phrase “continued 
steadfastly” or the word “persevered” as synonyms for 
“devoted”. 
 

                                                 
34 Mintox. An awesome word from the 80's.. meaning exactly that.. 
awesome (from urbandictionary.com) 
35 Acts 2:42 



Those who belonged to the first church continually gave 
priority to one other.  They took literally Jesus’ instructions in 
John 13.  The night before He was crucified, Jesus gathered 
His closest followers and instructed them to love one 
another.  He said the love they demonstrated for each other 
would be the characteristic which would identify them as His 
followers.  Anyone who follows Christ should be marked by 
their love for other followers of Christ. 
 
I remember regularly singing a song in our church when I 
was growing up.  It was a fun song with a catchy tune that 
made me feel good.  It was also a biblical song, directly from 
John 13: 
 
They will know we are Christians by our love. 
By our love, by our love. 
We will walk with each other, we will walk hand in hand 
And together we’ll spread the news that God is in our land. 
And they’ll know we are Christians by our love. 
 
Sometimes I am tempted to sadly shake my head because it 
feels like these words are no longer true about Christianity.  
Sometimes it feels like Christians spend a whole lot more 
time fighting with one another than they do loving one 
another.  The truth is that Christians do spend too much 
time fighting, but this is nothing new.  Even in the first 
century as the Gospel was spreading around the Roman 
world, Christians had a hard time getting along with each 
other.  Unfortunately, relational struggles are a fundamental 
reality of living in a broken world. 
 
As the church grew, Jesus’ disciples began writing letters to 
the new believers, helping them understand how they 
should live as followers of Christ.  Many of these letters 
were inspired by the Holy Spirit and became a part of our 
New Testament.  Nearly all these letters include instructions 
for the new Christians to help them relate to one another.  
We often refer to these instructions as the “one another” 
commands. 
 



Over forty different “one another” commands can be found 
in the New Testament, including the following commands: 
 

·  Be devoted to one another. 
·  Be kind and compassionate to one another 
·  Serve one another 
·  Have concern for one another 
·  Submit to one another 
·  Greet one another 
·  Encourage one another 
·  Accept one another 
·  Be patient with one another 
·  Forgive one another 

 
Jesus said to “love one another”.  The disciples unpacked 
that command, explaining that true love had to be more than 
just words and ideas.  True love for each other is 
demonstrated through our actions toward one another.  
James said,  
 
Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. 
If one of you says to him, “Go, I wish you well; keep warm 
and well fed, but does nothing about his physical needs, 
what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not 
accompanied by action, is dead. 
 
True love (which, according to Jesus, is how we live out our 
faith) for one another is demonstrated by our actions more 
than just pleasant words and warm sentiments.  If you aren’t 
willing to devote yourself to others, submit to others, 
encourage others, accept others, or be patient with others; 
you really aren’t ready to love others. 
 
Imagine if all Christians devoted themselves to living out 
these practical commands.  Every time someone chooses to 
practically love another person, they are choosing to help 
roll back the relational effects of sin on our world.  Since 
Adam and Eve sinned, our world has been marked by 
relational tension and a severe lack of love.  Following the 



one another commands is a very practical way for Christ-
followers to demonstrate the triumph of Jesus over sin. 
 
Ben Franklin identified thirteen virtues he desired to develop 
in his life.  He worked toward this goal by keeping a journal 
in which he daily evaluated his performance in each area.  
Each week he would choose to devote extra energy toward 
developing one virtue. 
 
Does your love for others mark you as a Christ-follower?  If 
you were Ben Franklin, which of the one another commands 
would you write in a journal?  Which of these practical, 
loving activities is most absent from your life?  How much 
benefit would you receive if you were to focus on one of 
these commands each week? 
 
Devotion to others requires an on-going effort to live out 
your love for them.  You can devote your life to many things.  
Jesus expects you to be devoted to “one another”. What will 
you do to fulfill that expectation? 
 
 
Read:  1 John 3:11-20 
 
Consider: What “murderous” thoughts do I sometimes 
have about others? How can I demonstrate love like 
Jesus’ love toward my brothers and sisters? Toward 
whom should I direc a conscious effort to love this  
week? 
 
Do: Choose one of the “one another” commands and 
look for practical ways to live it out.



The Spiritual Discipline of Service 
 

“serve one another in love” 
 
John opened his description of the night before Jesus died 
with these words: 
 

Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave 
this world and go to the Father.  Having loved his 
own who were in the world, he now showed them 
the full extent of his love.36 

 
If I desire to demonstrate my love to others, the ideal place 
to start is the example of Jesus.  Jesus demonstrated his 
love for his disciples by washing their feet.37  Typically foot-
washing was a task reserved for slaves and servants.  
Occasionally, a student would wash the feet of his teacher 
as a sign of devotion.  Jesus’ choice to wash the feet of His 
followers was completely out of the ordinary and doubtless 
confusing to the disciples. 
 
The National Basketball Association is a league for the 
world’s greatest basketball players.  Many consider NBA 
players to be among the best (if not the best) athletes in the 
world.  These phenomenally skilled men are rewarded well 
for their talent.  Many are paid over ten million dollars each 
year they play.  Despite the enormous amount of money 
they earn, and despite the huge fan base some of these 
players have accumulated, none of them are their own boss.  
All of them are subject to the instructions and desires of their 
coaches. 
 
NBA coaches are powerful men.  They command some of 
the most famous, most talented, and wealthiest people in 
the world.  Before games, they tell these players exactly 
what is expected.  After games, they critically evaluate the 
players’ performances.  They do not do the team’s laundry.  
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Washing the grimy, sweaty uniforms of NBA players is not a 
glamorous job, it is reserved for those lowest on the NBA 
totem poll. 
 
Jesus was a powerful man.  He had demonstrated his 
command over nature, his ability to heal disease and 
eradicate blindness, and his capacity to feed thousands with 
one person’s meal.  When He spoke, crowds gathered to 
listen.  When He answered questions, people were amazed 
at his insight.  Jesus should not have washed feet.  Washing 
feet was a job reserved for those lowest on the social totem 
poll. 
 
Jesus demonstrated his love for his disciples by doing 
something he normally wouldn’t have done.  He did so 
without any expectation of repayment.   
 
That same night, the disciples argued with each other about 
who was considered the “greatest”.  Jesus said to them: 
 

Who is greater, the one who is at the table or the 
one who serves?  Is it not the one who is at the 
table?  But I am among you as one who serves.38 

 
Those who seek to be like Jesus and live the fruitful life 
must learn to serve like Him.  Jesus’ death on the cross 
freed us from having to “work” for our salvation.  We are free 
to enjoy life, not having to worry about the guilt of our sins or 
a future condemnation.  Rather than using that freedom to 
fulfill our own desires, Paul urged us to use that freedom to 
serve one another.39  Serving like Jesus did is imperative to 
living the fruitful life. 
 
Serving is doing something you wouldn’t normally do for 
someone else without any expectation of repayment. 
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Too often, I am prone to engaging in acts of “service” 
because I hope to receive a return on my investment.  
Perhaps I do something for someone knowing they will 
someday have the opportunity to return the favor.  
Sometimes, I find myself willing to serve those with more 
power or resources, hoping they will use their means to 
improve my life.  Self-service is not service at all. 
 
Jesus washed his disciple’s feet to demonstrate His love for 
them.  He received nothing in return.  His actions were not 
an investment hoping for some future benefit for himself.  
His example for us to follow is one of simply providing 
someone else with something they need. 
 
The other day, as I drove through a parking lot, I began 
thinking to myself, “How could I serve that person?”  I was 
quickly struck with the overwhelming thought that every 
person I run into has needs.  Likely, every person I come 
into contact with has needs I could meet.  Rarely am I aware 
of those needs because I am so focused on my own needs 
or how that person can benefit me. 
 
Following the example of Christ requires me to change my 
perspective.  I must learn to view others through the eyes of 
Jesus.  I must learn to set aside my self-centeredness so I 
can see and respond to the needs of others.  This is 
foundational to becoming like Christ; it is foundational for 
living the fruitful life. 
 
 
Read: John 13:1-17 
 
Consider: Are there tasks (like foot-washing)I coul d do 
for other people that I consider “beneath me”?  What is 
keeping me from serving the people I see on a regul ar 
basis?  What small acts of service am I capable of doing 
today? 
 
Do: Once today do something you wouldn’t normally d o 
for someone with no expectation of repayment. 



The Spiritual Discipline of Sacrifice 
 

“Greater love has no one than this…” 
 
The movie “Saving Private Ryan” is not really about Private 
Ryan.  The World War Two movie follows a group of Army 
Rangers after the Normandy invasion as they search the 
French countryside for Private James Ryan, a young 
American whose three brothers were killed within days of 
each other.  Private Ryan is to be sent home immediately.  
Eventually the Rangers find Ryan, but end up fighting a 
battle in a small French town.  In the course of the battle, 
most of the Rangers are killed, several as they protect 
Private Ryan.  The movie ends as an elderly James Ryan 
tearfully visits the graves of the men who sacrificed their 
lives for him. 
 
Jesus said, “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay 
down his life for his friends.”40  Love is best demonstrated 
through sacrifice, especially the sacrifice of one’s life.   
 
Hallmark has done a great disservice to the concept of love.  
Many people have bought into the idea that love is 
demonstrated by fancy cards, chocolates, flowers, or other 
gifts.  According to Jesus, these are all just indicative of a 
lesser or more shallow love.  True love is best demonstrated 
through service. 
 
Of course, Jesus’ words were not just empty theories 
spouted by a detached philosopher.  He spoke those 
powerful thoughts the night before he died for the sins of the 
world.  Knowing full well he would soon demonstrate his 
love through his death, he chose that moment to teach his 
disciples a lesson they would never forget.  Jesus 
demonstrated his love for his disciples by giving up His life 
for them. 
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Sacrifice is giving up something you need or desire for the 
good of someone else. 
 
According to Jesus, the greatest sacrifice is giving your life 
for the good of someone else.  This is a level of sacrifice 
most people are never called upon to make.  More likely, 
most people have opportunities daily to sacrifice their time, 
energy, money, resources, comfort, or even pride.  Our 
willingness to sacrifice our lives for someone is often 
demonstrated by our willingness to make these smaller 
sacrifices for them. 
 
Jesus said the fruitful life is lived by those who hear and 
understand his Word.  Central to Jesus’ message while on 
earth was his command to love those around us.41  Jesus’ 
kind of love, the kind necessary to live the fruitful life is a 
self-sacrificing love.  All around you are people who need 
something you can give them?  Will you sacrifice and show 
them the love of Jesus? 
 
 
Read: John 15:9-17 
 
Consider: Is it possible to obey Jesus if you don’t  love 
those around you?  When has the sacrifice of someon e 
else helped you to feel loved?  How can you bring t hat 
same feeling or confidence to someone else? 
 
Do: At least once today, give up something you need  or 
desire for the good of someone else.

                                                 
41 Mark 12:31 



The Spiritual Discipline of Creativity 
 

“in the image of God He created him” 
 
Several years ago The Learning Channel imported a reality 
television show from the British Broadcasting Network.  At 
the time, they certainly had no idea that “Trading Spaces” 
would ignite the broadcasting market for home improvement 
type shows.  One of the most successful of these shows is 
“Extreme Makeover: Home Edition”, which stars Ty 
Pennington, one of the first stars of “Trading Spaces.” 
 
In an interview with TVGuide.com, Pennington said, “"I have 
the greatest job in the world, I get to use my creativity to 
either honor somebody who really deserves it or make 
someone's life a little better."42  I’m not sure Pennington 
realizes it, but he’s grasped an extremely spiritual concept 
regarding creativity. 
 
Genesis 1:27 says that man was created in the “image of 
God.”  As long as those words have been on paper, 
theologians have discussed what they mean.  Myriads of 
explanations have been offered to explain how we are the 
image bearers of God.  This is not the place for a robust 
exegesis of this topic, however, I would like to simply offer 
up the thought that part of being image bearers of the 
creator must mean that we are creative beings. 
 
My wife and I enjoy walking through art galleries together.   
These galleries are full of painting, drawings, sculptures, 
and many other different kinds of art.  Every piece is done 
with different materials, different styles, and different colors.  
Some pieces I like, some I dislike; sometimes my wife and I 
agree about a piece, sometimes we disagree.  Together, all 
this variety of art brings a little more beauty into the world. 
 
Because we are all made in God’s image, we are all 
creative.  Together, our art should bring a little more beauty 

                                                 
42 http://www.realitytvworld.com/news/ 



into the world.  I know at this point, many people will read 
this and think, “But I’m not creative, I’m not an artist.”  Are 
you sure?  Creativity extends so far beyond the traditional 
art we see in galleries. 
 
Creativity is a handy-man fixing his neighbor’s roof. 
 
Creativity is a friend making a needed meal for another 
family. 
 
Creativity is a child brightening your day with their hug. 
 
Creativity is simply using what we’ve been given to make 
the world more beautiful for those around us. 
 
Ty Pennington sees creativity as a means to make other’s 
lives a little better.  He understands that he has been given 
a unique gift to convert houses.  He’s chosen to use that gift 
to make life a little bit better for other people.  
 
Jesus had amazing gifts.  He had supernatural powers to 
heal, and he used those gifts to regularly make life better for 
those with whom he came into contact.  Jesus has given 
gifts and abilities to all of us43 and He expects us to use 
those gifts the same way He did, making life better for those 
with whom we come into contact. 
 
When we creatively use the gifts God has given us to make 
the world a better place, we bring honor to our creator.  God 
created mankind in His image so that humanity would serve 
as caretakers of creation, taking care of each other and the 
world the same way God would.  Creatively living our lives 
for the good of others rolls back in a small way the curse of 
sin in our world. 
 
Everyone is an image bearer of God.  You are an image 
bearer of God.  Somewhere inside you is a God-given spark 
of creativity.  Those who choose the way of Jesus use their 
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creativity to bring beauty to those around them.  Everything 
we have has been given to us by God.  His expectation is 
that we use these gifts for the benefit of those around us, 
and to make our world a little better a place. 
 
 
Read: Romans 12:3-8 
 
Consider: When do you feel most creative?  How have  
you used your creativity in the past to benefit oth ers?  
What opportunities will you have today to make the 
world a better place? 
 
Do: At least once today, use what you’ve been given  to 
make the world more beautiful for those around you.   



All Hands on Deck 
 

“May they be brought to complete unity” 
 
The 2003-2004 Los Angeles Lakers were considered by 
many to be the one of the greatest basketball teams ever 
assembled.  Having won three of the previous four 
championships, they started the season by adding two 
future hall of fame players to their roster, giving them the 
most feared starting lineup in the league.  The Lakers 
romped through the playoffs, losing only five games while 
winning twelve in the first three rounds.  Five games later, 
the “greatest team ever assembled” lost a lopsided finals 
series to the Detroit Pistons. 
 
The Pistons had only one all-star that season.  No one on 
their roster was considered a future hall-of-fame player.  
Detroit hadn’t been a champion since 1990.  The key, 
though, to the Piston’s triumph was teamwork.  Five players 
functioning perfectly as a team proved far superior to the 
individual-centric Lakers. 
 
We were made to function together.  At the pinnacle of 
creation, God observed Adam and determined it was not 
good for man to be alone.44  Even though all of us are made 
in God’s image, we are all painfully aware of how broken we 
are.  Even though we all have many good attributes, none of 
us are perfect.  By ourselves, our brokenness is magnified, 
but when we are part of a team, our weaknesses are 
minimized and our strengths are utilized. 
 
Ephesians 4 says that we have all been called to a new life.  
If you have aligned yourself with Christ, He has given you a 
unique gift to enable your new identity.  Together with 
everyone else who owns this new identity, you are to grow 
and mature to be more like Jesus.45 
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Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 12 that the church is like a body.  
Every follower of Christ has been given a unique gift to 
contribute to the body.  Since every person has a different 
gift, every gift is necessary for the body to fully function.  No 
gift is more or less important than any other gift.  According 
to Paul, you are gifted with the necessary tools to be a 
contributing member of the body of Christ.46 
 
According to Romans 12, God has provided you not just 
with a new identity and a unique gift, but also with grace to 
enable the use of your gift.  “Grace” is another way of talking 
about the gifts God has given us.  Because God’s grace is 
enabling you to use your gift, you are expected to invest all 
your energy into your contribution to the body.47 
 
All these gifts are designed to help us understand and use 
our interconnectedness as followers of Jesus.  I must learn 
that I cannot live the fruitful life on my own.  I am designed 
to be part of a “team.”  My gifts by themselves are not 
enough to form me to look like Jesus.  I need the gifts of my 
brothers and sisters to help me be all God designed me to 
be. 
 
God has made each of us unique, but we should never 
misunderstand that uniqueness to be a license for 
individuality. 
 
Just before he died Jesus prayed for everyone who would 
eventually follow Him.  His prayer was that we would all be 
united, the same way He and the Father were united.  John 
17.  No closer bond exists in all the cosmos as the bond that 
unites the Trinity.  The oneness that bonds the Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit is not even completely understandable for 
us.  Yet, we know that they not only act and function as one, 
they are in reality three who are one.  Jesus wants us to 
pursue that same oneness with one another. 
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Becoming one with my brothers and sisters means I need to 
let go of my own priorities, desires, and selfishness.  
Embracing instead those virtues which embody the type of 
life-sharing love exemplified by the Trinity. 
 
1 Corinthians 13 paints a beautiful picture of the kind of love 
necessary to be a “team player” with the body of Christ.  In 
this chapter, Paul identifies envy, boasting, pride, rudeness, 
self-seeking, anger, and vindictiveness.  Allowing these 
traits to characterize your life will keep you from sharing 
your life with others.  Rather, Paul says you should be 
characterized by patience, kindness, forgiveness, trust, 
hope, and perseverance.48   
 
Jesus has assembled the greatest team in history.  You are 
a key player.  Your teammates are in perfect position to help 
you become everything God made you to be, if you will let 
them.  You are in a perfect position to help your teammates 
become everything God made them to be, if you’ll 
contribute?  Are you ready to play? 
 
 
Read: 1 Corinthians 12:12-31 
 
Consider: What can you contribute to the body of 
Christ? How can you help someone else be all God 
wants them to be?  How could you benefit from other ’s 
contributing more to your life? 
 
Do: Choose one person and use your gifts to make an  
investment in their life. 
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Discussion Questions: 
 

·  Read John 17:20-26 
 

·  How would you summarize Jesus’ prayer for his 
future believers? 

 
·  What illustrations can you think of to help explain the 

oneness between the Father and the Son (verse 
21)? 

 
·  According to verse 21, what will the world believe 

about Jesus if we demonstrate the oneness He was 
praying for?  Why do you think Jesus said this? 

 
·  How is the worldwide church doing in fulfilling Jesus’ 

prayer for unity?  Why do you think this?  What might 
make things better? 

 
·  What do you think it would look like if believers 

everywhere came to a state of complete unity?  Do 
you think this is possible?  Why or why not? 

 
·  Why is unity so hard? 

 
·  What words regarding unity do you think Jesus 

would have for the church today? 
 

·  What can you do to bring more unity to the body of 
Christ?  What can you do to bring more unity with 
your brothers or sisters in Christ? 

 
·  What can this group do together to pursue unity with 

the body of Christ? 
 

·  What should the group do and pray for this week 
regarding unity? 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Measuring the Fruitfulness of Your Life



Measuring the Fruitful Life 
 

“ if Christ is in you, …your spirit is alive” 
 
Causality is one of the simplest scientific principles to 
understand.  Everyday, all the time we see the idea of 
“cause and effect” at work.  We exercise (cause) to get into 
better shape (effect).  We discipline our children (cause) to 
help them grow into better adults (effect).  We avoid sharp 
objects (cause) because we know they will cut us (effect). 
 
The law of cause and effect holds true in our spiritual lives 
as well.  If, through faith in Jesus, you have become a new 
person (cause); your life will look different (effect).  Often 
people misunderstand this concept and mistakenly believe 
the effect comes before the cause.  They believe if they start 
living a different life, then they will become a new person.  
This is no more effective than painting stripes on a horse is 
effective in changing the horse into a zebra.  Only Jesus can 
make your life new. 
 
According to Romans 6, once we have received this new life 
from Jesus; we will experience a radical change in our 
thoughts, desires, and behavior.49  Paul says in this passage 
that we have put to death the old way of life.  We are now 
alive to a whole new way of living. 
 
Later in Romans, Paul explains that the Holy Spirit 
empowers this new life.  He writes: 
 

You, however, are controlled not by the sinful 
nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in 
you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of 
Christ, he does not belong to Christ. But if Christ is 
in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your 
spirit is alive because of righteousness. And if the 
Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is 
living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead 
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will also give life to your mortal bodies through his 
Spirit, who lives in you.50 

 
The Holy Spirit living in us is the catalyst for our new life in 
Jesus.  When the Holy Spirit is working in our lives, we 
experience a true metamorphosis of character.  Over time, 
the priorities which once drover our life will become distant 
and unimportant as we embrace the values and principles of 
Jesus.  This radical life-change is the precise type of fruitful 
life Jesus referred to when he told the parable of the 
different soils. 
 
Jesus suggested the change in a person’s life was so 
radical it was equivalent to reproducing fruit 30, 60, and 100 
times.  Have you ever considered how to measure the 
amount of fruitfulness the Holy Spirit is creating in your life? 
 
We may never buy a General Motors minivan again.  
Several years ago, we purchased a Pontiac Montana, and 
while the engine has been reasonably reliable; we’ve 
experienced an unbelievable amount of problems with the 
“extras”.  Our rear window wiper hasn’t worked for years, 
our electric locks go in and out, our CD player no longer 
plays and the volume button has never worked like it should.  
Most frustrating, though, is our gas gauge.  According to our 
dashboard, our van is always either full of gas or empty.  
The inaccurate measurements have led to a few 
unscheduled roadside stops, and a few more close calls.  
We have learned now, that we need to get gas 
approximately every 300 miles.  Once the odometer hits 
300, we stop for gas and reset it. 
 
What good is a broken dashboard?  Not much.  A 
dashboard is designed to measure something.  If the 
measurement is not accurate, significant problems might 
result.  Sometimes, as Christians we are tempted to use 
inaccurate gauges to measure our spiritual growth.  We 
might compare ourselves with someone else and determine 

                                                 
50 Romans 8:9-11 



we are more spiritual.  We might create a list of actions 
(going to church, reading the Bible, etc) and decide we are 
doing fine as long as we check off each box on our list.  
Broken dashboards can’t give us a true measurement of the 
Holy Spirit’s work in our life. 
 
Remember, fruit is an evidence of life change, not a means 
by which to implement life change.  Our fruitfulness comes, 
not through our own efforts, but as we open ourselves to the 
work of the Spirit in our life.  The disciplines we undertake 
are designed to help us open ourselves to the Spirit, but 
they do not on their own bring fruit to our lives. 
 
Galatians 5 is a familiar passage which contains a well-
known list of the “fruit of the Spirit.”  This list of nine 
character traits can serve as an accurate dashboard to help 
us determine the extent of the Spirit’s work in our life.  Love, 
joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self-control are listed as the evidence of a 
new life.51  They are contrasted with immorality, impurity, 
debauchery, idolatry and witchcraft, hatred, discord, 
jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions, 
and more which are all evidence of the old life.52 
 
Just like a dashboard doesn’t cause you to accelerate, it just 
tells you how fast you are going; these fruits don’t change 
your life, they just tell you if your life has changed. 
 
Understanding the differing character traits in these two lists 
helps to provide a simple framework by which you can 
evaluate the fruitfulness of your life.  The following series of 
questions, can guide you as you seek to measure the work 
of the Spirit in your life: 
 

·  Which list do the thoughts, attitudes and actions in 
my life right now reflect? 
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·  Am I right now living by the Spirit or by the “old 
way?” 

·  What have I been doing recently to open myself to 
the Spirit?  What have I been doing recently to open 
myself to the “old way?” 

·  How can these measurements convict me to take 
action in my life? 

 
You would never drive a long time without glancing at your 
dashboard.  Knowing your speed, your fuel level, your car’s 
temperature are all important pieces of information to help 
you reach your destination.  In the same way, you should 
never try to live the fruitful life without occasionally take time 
to glance at the dashboard provided in Galatians 5. 
 
 
Read: Galatians 5:16-26 
 
Consider: Which list is your life reflecting most t hese 
days?  Why?  What can you do to get your “fruit-leve ls” 
up to a good place? 
 
Do: Set aside time today to evaluate your life acco rding 
to the fruit listed in Galatians 5:22-23 



Measuring Your Love 
 

“the fruit of the Spirit is love” 
 
Does your life exhibit more love or more lust? 
 
Living in our world, it is impossible to avoid the problem of 
lust.  Anywhere you go, you will be confronted with images, 
ideas, words and activities that reflect a society which has 
embraced an extremely sensual worldview.  If you believe 
what you see and read in bookstores and magazine racks, 
you’ll soon think the secret to success is through physical 
and sexual fulfillment. 
 
Paul’s world was not much different.  When listing character 
traits of the “old way” of life, he began with “sexual 
immorality, impurity, and debauchery.”53  Each of these 
conveys a different aspect of an overly sensualized 
perspective on life.  Particularly, he is referring to extra-
marital sexual activity, sexually explicit behavior, and a 
sexually charged thought life.  According to Paul, if these 
activities characterize your life, you are not living in the 
Spirit, but are doing things the old way. 
 
Sadly, our world has taken these lustful behaviors and 
mistakenly labeled them as activities of “love.”  Love is a 
characteristic of God.  It is a choice one makes to give up 
themselves for the good of another.  It is not a physical act 
designed to bring personal gratification. 
 
The first character trait in Paul’s list of fruitfulness is love.54  
Paul’s implied contrast between love and lust provides a 
wonderful example of the contrast between life in the Spirit 
and life according to the old way.  Lust (as exemplified in 
Galatians 5:19) is solely intended for self.  Lust is an action, 
an attitude, a thought, or a lifestyle which is beneficial to no 
one but you.  Comparatively, love is all about others.  Love 
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is an action, an attitude, a thought, or a lifestyle which is 
solely for the good of others. 
 
Those who are opening themselves to the work of the Spirit 
will live lives of love. 
 
According to 1 John, love is laying down our lives for our 
brothers.  John says: 
 

This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid 
down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our 
lives for our brothers. If anyone has material 
possessions and sees his brother in need but has 
no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? 
Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue 
but with actions and in truth. 

 
Our daily actions are a clear demonstration of whether we 
are living lovingly or lustfully.  If we are regularly using our 
resources and energy for the good of our brothers and 
sisters, the Spirit is at work in our lives. 
 
Love and lust are measurements.  They are actions, 
attitudes, thoughts, and lifestyles that reflect the influences 
in our life.  If we desire to live more loving lives, we must rely 
on the Holy Spirit to accomplish this in our lives.  Our activity 
must be to open ourselves to Him but taking the focus of our 
lives off ourself. 
 
Too often, I spend all my time thinking about myself, 
planning for myself, and seeking ways to benefit myself.  
Even if my focus is not sensual, this is lustful living.  The 
more focused I am on myself, the less room I have left for 
the Holy Spirit to work on me. 
 
As you take stock of your spiritual dashboard, question 
number one should be, “Am I living a loving life?”  The 
fruitful life is first and foremost a life of love. 
 
 



Read: 1 John 4:1-21 
 
Consider: Is it possible to love God and hate your 
brother?  Why not?  Why do you think love is so 
important to God?  Who do you need to love? 
 
Do: Identify one person you need to demonstrate lov e 
toward.  Find a way to show that person love.



Measuring Your God  
 

“joy and peace” 
 
Occasionally as I drive to work I pass a group of people 
holding and waving signs as they stand on the corner of a 
major intersection.  Their signs have many different slogans 
and statements, but they are all united in their message.  
They want the war in Iraq to end.  They want peace. 
 
One of my least favorite places to visit in Muskegon is the 
county courthouse.  Walking down the halls outside the 
courtrooms is an extremely depressing experience.  As you 
walk by various families and individuals, you become 
painfully aware that many of these people are waiting for a 
judge to tell them whether or not life as they know it is over.  
Outside a courtroom you will rarely find joking or smiles.  
There is little or no joy. 
 
Peace and joy seem to be severely lacking in our world 
today.  Conflict, stress, and depression seem to be far more 
prevalent. 
 
Paul taught that when the Holy Spirit is working in your life, 
peace and joy characterize your life.55  In comparison, he 
identified idolatry and witchcraft as the results of living for 
oneself.  Peace and joy are impossible when you have the 
wrong gods. 
 
Since Adam and Eve chose to disobey God, humans have 
attempted to replace God with gods of their own creation.  
Isaiah mocked those who create their own gods, writing: 
 

Half of the wood he burns in the fire; 
Over it he prepares his meal, 
He roasts his meat and eats his fill. 
He also warms himself and says, 
“Ah! I am warm; I see the fire.” 

                                                 
55 Galatians 5:22 



 
From the rest he makes a god, his idol; 
He bows down to it and worships. 
He prays to it and says, 
”Save me; you are my god.”56 

 
Although Isaiah is mocking those who create their own 
gods, he is also making a powerful point; the most common 
form of idolatry is self-reliance.  Even though we would 
prefer to not acknowledge this, we far too often place our 
trust in ourselves rather than in God.  This form of idolatry 
makes joy and peace impossible. 
 
In a world torn apart by war, crime, injustice, poverty, 
disease it is hard to find lasting reasons to feel either joy or 
peace.  Even if we are depending only on ourselves, too 
many issues come into our lives beyond our control.  We 
find ourselves constantly in a state of tension, stress, conflict 
or depression. 
 
True joy and true peace are only possible if we have hope in 
the future. 
 
Joy is the ability to find comfort and avoid depression even 
in the face of unhappy circumstances.  Peace is consistency 
and calmness even in the face of panic inducing situations.  
Neither joy nor peace is possible unless we are able to see 
beyond our immediate situation to a better future.  
Worshipping the true God is the only way to have this hope. 
 
Have you ever been given a deposit by someone?  Perhaps 
they were purchasing something from you, or had made a 
promise and wanted you to be certain they were trustworthy.  
I remember being in a restaurant that only accepted cash 
payments.  Not being aware of their policy, I reached the 
end of the meal and was unable to pay my bill.  After 
explaining my dilemma, I quickly drove to the bank and 
returned to pay my bill.  However, while I was at the bank, I 

                                                 
56 Isaiah 44:16,17 



left my wallet at the cash register.  My wallet ensured I 
would return; it was a deposit against the money I had 
promised. 
 
God has a future for you which will be free of all things 
which threaten to rob your joy and peace.  He has given the 
Holy Spirit as a deposit guaranteeing that promise.57  As you 
open yourself to the work of the Spirit in your life, He will 
regularly remind you of your future.  As you keep your focus 
on the promised future instead of the difficult present, your 
life will begin to be characterized by joy and peace. 
 
Peace and joy are attitudes which characterize the fruitful 
life.  They are only possible if you are willing to give up 
control of your own life and yield that control to God.  As 
long as you rely on your own ability to live your life, you will 
find yourself regularly overwhelmed by the cares of this 
world. 
 
The degree to which you exhibit peace and joy in your life is 
a valuable measurement of the degree to which you are 
relying on the Holy Spirit to implement Jesus’ fruit in your 
life. 
 
 
Read: Hebrews 11 
 
Consider: What hope did these people have which 
allowed them to remain faithful in difficult situat ions?  
What areas of your life really lack peace and joy r ight 
now?  How do you need to rely more on God? 
 
Do: Spend 10-15 minutes in prayer, talking to God a bout 
the areas of your life He wants you to give up cont rol of.

                                                 
57 Ephesians 1:13-14 



Measuring Your Self 
 

“patience, kindness, goodness” 
 
Biff was the high school bully.  He was well known for 
locking smaller students in their lockers if they looked at him 
wrong.  Biff wore his hatred on his face, and his fits of rage 
were legendary.  His envious and jealous nature were 
legendary; he had put students in the hospital for crossing 
him.  If you said or did something that upset Biff, it was in 
your best interest to move to a new school.  He would not 
show you mercy.  He was selfishly ambitious, destroying 
anyone and everyone who got in his way. 
 
Ten years later at the class reunion, many people felt the 
tension begin growing in their stomachs when they saw Biff 
walk into the room.  Strangely, though, he seemed different.  
He was no longer imposing or frightening, he seemed to 
smile more and was actually kind to people.  At one point, 
someone spilled their drink on him; he laughed and patiently 
cleaned it up.  One person was overheard remarking that 
Biff actually seemed like a good person now. 
 
Near the end of the evening, someone asked Biff what had 
happened to change him so significantly.  He smiled and 
just said, “I figured out I wasn’t as important as I thought.” 
 
Like Biff, your view of yourself will deeply affect your 
behavior.  Those who think too highly of themselves 
produce the fruit of the old way of life.  They are prone to 
hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, envy 
and more.58  Those who live by the Spirit view themselves 
differently.  Convinced that their neighbor is more important 
than themselves, their lives are characterized by patience, 
kindness, and goodness.59 
 

                                                 
58 Galatians 5:20-21 
59 Galatians 5:22 



According to Philippians 2, an integral element of a Christ-
like attitude is a willingness to think more about others than 
about yourself.60  Our natural inclination is to consider our 
own needs and desires before we think about anyone else.  
When the Spirit is controlling our lives, this will be reversed.  
The fruit of living by the Spirit is an externally focused life 
which is evidenced by patience, kindness, and goodness. 
 
A very simple way to live out this truth is by learning to 
listen.  Listening to others is often an act of patience, 
kindness, and goodness rolled into one.  Very few actions 
demonstrate a setting aside of self as well as taking the time 
to listen to someone.  Steve Sjogren wrote the following 
about listening: 
 

This is easy to say, but how do you practice dying 
to self?  A good first step is to tell yourself that 
what’s happening is not about you.  What it’s about 
is showing the person you’re listening to God’s love 
in one of the most practical ways possible:  truly 
listening61. 

 
Disciplining yourself to listen is a great way to allow the Holy 
Spirit to produce in your life the fruit of patience, kindness, 
and goodness.  Bullies like Biff rarely listen to anyone.  
Those living by the Spirit usually listen to everyone. 
 
 
Read: Philippians 2:1-11 
 
Consider: How did Christ demonstrate humility? How 
can humility help you show kindness, goodness, and 
patience toward other people?  How can humility hel p 
make you a better listener? 
 
Do: Take the time to really listen and engage the l ife of 
someone today. 

                                                 
60 Philippians 2:3-4 
61 Outflow by Steve Sjogren and Dave Ping 



Measuring Your Life’s Balance 
 

“faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control” 
 
My daughter is a competitive gymnast, so once a year her 
gym hosts a gymnastics meet for teams from all over the 
state.  The night before the meet, several other dads and 
myself spend the evening assembling bleachers, setting up 
judges stations, cleaning the equipment, and preparing the 
gym.  Once we’ve finished, we like to have a little fun 
playing around on the equipment.  Typically, the trampoline 
is the most popular activity.  My least favorite is the balance 
beam.  I don’t even try to get on it. 
 
The balance beam sits over four feet off the ground and is 
only four inches wide.  I am terrified to be on the balance 
beam because I’m certain I would fall and likely break one or 
several bones.  My daughter can do cartwheels, leaps, and 
handstands on the beam.  I can’t maintain enough balance 
to take one step. 
 
Balance is one of life’s most elusive states.  Even more 
difficult than maintaining balance on a four inch wide beam 
is maintaining balance in life.  We are drawn toward 
extremism.  The most popular talk radio shows are those 
which intentionally appeal to the extreme right or the 
extreme left.  Network news stations launch their broadcasts 
every night with the most extreme news they can find.  The 
traditional Olympic games are slowly being overtaken in 
popularity by the Extreme Games.  Balance is no longer 
preferred, imbalance has become the norm. 
 
While extreme living may initially seem fun and exciting, 
ultimately living out of balance is extremely unhealthy.  The 
final two characteristics of the old way of life which appear in 
Galatians 5 are “drunkenness and orgies”.  Each of these is 
a perversions resulting from excess.  Even good things 
created by God can be bad for us if we use them apart from 
his guidelines or outside the scope of his intent.  Imbalance 



can destroy a person, their life, and their spiritual 
relationship with God. 
 
Charles Ryrie said, “There is nothing more devastating to 
the practice of spiritual living than an imbalance.”62  An out 
of balance lifestyle ultimately pulls us away from the good 
things we desire, the formative activities we value, and the 
relationships with people we love.  
 
According to Galatians 5:23, the fruit of the Spirit is 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  These fruits are 
not the result of an out-of-control life.  These fruits are the 
result of a steady, solid, balanced life which is built on a 
growing relationship with God.  A person exhibiting these 
fruits in their life is one who has regularly opened their life to 
the Holy Spirit and has embraced Jesus’ balanced way of 
life. 
 
Jesus’ story of the four soils63 demonstrates the danger of 
an imbalanced life.  The first soil represents those who flatly 
reject the message of Jesus.  Their imbalance is one of 
pride and self-righteousness.  The message is lost on them 
and they never experience the fruitful life.  The second soil 
represents those who are defeated by the trials of life.  They 
over-react to hard times.  Unable to remain faithful; they 
never experience the fruitful life.  The third soil symbolizes 
those who chase after the pleasures of life.  Their pursuit of 
life’s excess chokes out the message of Christ in their life.  
They never experience the fruitful life. 
 
Those who hear and understand the message of Jesus will 
grow and exhibit the character traits of faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self-control. 
 
The days you find your life characterized by constant 
turmoil, unending stress, and a severe lack of discipline are 
the days you most need to examine your spiritual life.  

                                                 
62 Balancing the Christian Life by Charles C. Ryrie 
63 Matthew 13:1-23 



These are character traits of the old way of life.  They are a 
warning sign that you haven’t opened yourself to the work of 
the Spirit.  In a sense, they are your “check engine” light.  
The fruit of an excessive life warns you to find balance. 
 
Balance is exhibited in patterns of behavior which emerge 
over time.  Commitment to daily Bible study breeds balance.  
Regular times of prayer breed balance.  Spending time with 
other believers will bring balance into your life.  Activities 
which bring balance, are activities which will open you to the 
Spirit and will in turn produce a crop 30, 60, 100 times what 
was sown. 
 
 
Read: Matthew 13:1-23 
 
Consider: Where do you see yourself in this parable  
today?  Which soil best represents you?  Which area s 
of your life cause you to miss out on Christ’s mess age?  
How can you bring your life into balance? 
 
Do: Choose one thing to eliminate from your life in  
order to focus more on Jesus. 



Discussion Questions: 
 

·  Read Galatians 5:16-26 
 

·  According to Paul, how should we live if we are to 
avoid gratifying the desires of the sinful nature?  
What do you think that means? 

 
·  How would you characterize life led by the Spirit as 

opposed to life led by the sinful nature? 
 

·  Which of the characteristics in verses 19-21 do you 
think are most common in people you know?  Why?  
Are there any that you struggle with? 

 
·  Which of the fruit listed (verses 22-23) is most 

difficult to see in your life?  Why? 
 

·  Which of the fruit listed is easiest to see in your life?  
Why? 

 
·  What do you think it means to “crucify the sinful 

nature with its passions and desires” (verse 24)?  
How can people go about do this? 

 
·  What do you think it means to “keep in step with the 

Spirit” (verse 25)?  How can people accomplish this? 
 

·  Based on the two lists you see here, give yourself a 
grade for the way you have been living your life this 
month (A=Fruit filled life; F=Guided by Sin Nature). 

 
·  Based on this discussion, what practical goals can 

you set for yourself this week? 
 

·  How can this group help you and pray for you as we 
go through the week? 



Closing Thoughts 
 
Jesus’ work on the cross made my relationship with God 
possible.  The rest of my life on earth should be spent doing 
the will of God and trying my hardest to be as much like 
Jesus as I can be. 
 
At the request of Jesus, God the Father sent the Holy Spirit 
to live inside me as a counselor in my pursuit of spirituality.  
Living the fruitful life is the never-ending process of allowing 
the Holy Spirit to control my life instead of trying to control 
everything myself. 
 
Every day I choose to discipline myself to this end is another 
day I look a little more like Jesus. 
 
Start today! 
 
 
 


