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Hello!  I love these parables and I love unpacking them. Last week we talked about the parable of the persistent widow and this weekend, we are going to talk about the parable of the barren victory. If you have your Bibles, turn to Luke 13. I’ll give you a minute to turn there. I think our lives are shaped by certain events that are larger than life. Some of them are tragedies, some of them are celebrations but there are these experiences that really are so profound that they shape the way we view our lives.

One of those experiences for me happened more than a decade ago, and I’ve shared this story before but I don’t know if I’ve shared this piece of it. My model and my hero for ministry is my father-in-law. In 1967, he planted a church in Naperville, IL. It started with one person, and for more than 30 years, he pastored that church. A high-impact church even today, it’s a church of about 8,000 people, giving millions of dollars to missions, just a wonderful thing that God has done.  It was about a decade ago, in the prime of life and the prime of ministry, what was just a complete shock to our family, my father-in-law died of a massive heart attack. If you’ve ever been through that kind of experience, it’s a blur because emotionally I don’t think we’re prepared to process what’s happening. That week is just an emotional blur.  There’s one moment in particular that’s locked into my memory and it shapes the way I view life. We gathered for his funeral service, and afterwards, we made that procession to the graveside service and our family was at the front of that train of vehicles and I remember a moment when I looked out the window and looked back and I was shocked at how long that train of cars was. It stretched far beyond what I could see, and we actually asked the Naperville police and they told us that the line of cars stretched five miles without a gap.  It was one of those moments that I felt like it gave me a perspective on life and death and what really matters.  Every time I think of that, I think of this verse in Ephesians where it talks about Jesus and this train of captives that he set free, and those of us who have put our faith in Christ, we are a part of this train of captives, this line of people, this legacy of Christ and what He has accomplished for each one of us and I just think about how my father-in-law made a tremendous difference with his life. Over the years, as I’ve gotten perspective on it, I think it boils down to this, you know I’ve told you that if the Lord would allow me to do it, I sure would love to pastor one church for life, that is my dream, and really it comes from this, I saw what God can do when you plant yourself in one place and let your roots grow deep and just try to be faithful to the Lord in what He has called you to do. And when you do that, your life can make a far bigger difference than you imagine. But really, it’s about planting yourself, about your roots growing deep and producing the fruit, not that you manufacture out of your own strength or wisdom or gifts, it’s the fruit you produce out of the relationship that you have with Jesus Christ. I think that really frames what this parable is about.

Can I suggest that God wants to bless you, that God wants to use you in a way that is beyond what you can imagine? He wants every part of your relationship to what you do 40 or 50 or 70 hours a week, He wants those things to count and He wants you to bear fruit for his kingdom. The question is – how do we do that? I think this parable is about that.  Luke 13:6

Then Jesus told this parable: "A man had a fig tree, planted in his vineyard, and he went to look for fruit on it, (this phrase ‘look for fruit’ is repeated several times) but did not find any. So he said to the man who took care of the vineyard, 'For three years now I've been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and haven't found any. Cut it down! Why should it use up the soil?' " 'Sir,' the man replied, 'leave it alone for one more year, and I'll dig around it and fertilize it. If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.' "

I want to share a couple of thoughts. This may be a little bit different than what I normally do but I feel like there are some principles in this passage that, if you wouldn’t mind, jot them down, because I want to see what it is that the Holy Spirit wants to speak to you this weekend. Jot these down, there are five of them.

Number 1 – Plant yourself in the right place.  I think fundamental to this story and many of the agricultural parables that Jesus told is this idea that you’ve got to be planted in the right place. I think part of the reason why God blessed my father-in-law is because he obediently went where God had called him to go. So I’m going to plant myself here and God hasn’t told me to go anywhere so I’m going to keep on keeping on.  It’s that tenacious persistence that we talked about last weekend.  

You’ve got to plant yourself in the right place, that makes such a huge difference. There are so many applications to this, so many different areas of our lives where this is going to dictate a lot of the way that your life turns out. I thought it would be appropriate for me to share a little bit of this story because in a sense, it is a way for me to process out loud what God might be doing in us and through at National Community Church but I think it can also model the way we need to process and approach these kinds of decisions.

So let me tell you why we were in Germany.  About a year ago, a missionary from Berlin contacted us and out of the blue, said, ‘We love what you’re doing with Ebenezers and we think it is the model of ministry that might work in a city like Berlin and we wondered if you would consider coming and doing here what you are doing there.’  And it was just crazy enough for us to listen to it. It was very interesting because I had just in Berlin at a conference so I felt like I knew the city a little bit, then I thought about our team and our staff, we have a guy on our team, John Hassler, who many of you know and love. John works on our discipleship team as part of our staff. He lived in Germany and loves Germany. In fact, he went on that trip with me and I wasn’t sure he was going to come back. But he came back. So then, the missionary flew over here and met with us, and I remember one thing he said, he said, ‘I know it seems crazy to go do something in Berlin, but Berlin, Germany is a lot closer to Washington D.C. than Wichita, Kansas.  What he meant by that is that many demographically and culturally that there are some things about that capital city that might be not unlike D.C. except for a different language and a history that is very different.  Well, after praying and processing, we felt like the Lord had given us an impression. I’m just processing out loud, this is what I blogged right afterwards, that’s where I keep track of what God is doing in my head and my heart. You’ve heard me talk about this, there is an old adage – ready, set, go.  But here at NCC, we flip that around, I think it’s more go, set, ready in the kingdom of God. And here’s the reason why, you will never be ready.  You think I was ready to get married?  Laura probably was! But I wasn’t. Do you think we were ready to have kids?  No way! I was not ready to pastor a church, I had no experience. I don’t think I’ve ever been ready to do anything I’ve done, and I’ve learned that God doesn’t call you to do things that you are ready to do because then you could just do it without his help.  But God calls us to do those things that unsettle us enough and that force us to step out in faith and trust Him. So in the spirit of go, set, ready, we felt like, well, 2,000 years ago, Jesus said Go, and He hasn’t said Stop since. Maybe we are operating with a red-light mentality waiting for God to say Go when He has already given us the green light. So maybe we need to assume that God is at work and that He is moving and we need to be more sensitive to when God says No than waiting for the Go that we’ve already been given.  So that paradigm shift is like, well, let’s go see.  

So a team went over spent this week in Berlin. We met with missionaries on the ground and we met with business leaders, but really, we spent several days just walking the city. My feet were so tired that I actually enjoyed the plane ride home because I got to rest my feet a little bit. We walked the city and tried to discern what is God doing here and is it possible that maybe a café ministry could work here. I don’t even know that we have a clear concise answer, but here’s the beautiful thing about the will of God, it’s so complicated and has so many different dimensions that at the end of the day, it’s like, well what angle do you take?  There is a financial dimension to it, and Jesus said count the cost. You’ve got to do cost analysis and you’ve got to look at return on investment, you’ve got to do those things. Then there is, are there NCCers who would jump in and go to Berlin and be a part of this thing, because every time we’ve launched a location, we always say we want everybody to pray and ask God if He wants them to stay at the location they are at or does He want them to be part of the launch team and go and be a part of this new thing.  But Berlin is a little bit further away than our normal launches.  We are aware of that. But part of me feels like, what I love about this idea is that we’ll take ten mission trips and so many of you have given a week or ten days and we honor that, you’ve invested money but who said it has to be for a week or ten days?  Why can’t we go and give a year or two years?  So many people do it for other reasons, why can’t we do it for God’s reasons?  So all of these things factor into the equation, but here’s why I’ve learned in trying to discern the will of the Lord in my own life and this gets to the point of the parable, when you’re trying to figure out where to plant yourself, I think it is important to discern where God is moving. What is his hand blessing? Where does it seem like things are happening?  And when you discern that, is it possible that that’s where you need to be? So really we went trying to discern if this is a place where we need to plant ourselves.  So you take all the factors into consideration but at the end of the day, it really is about do we think God wants us to do this, and you have to discern, is this the place where you plant yourself?  It’s a tough decision but it’s a critical decision and we are in the process of trying to discern that, because it’s not cut and dry, it’s not black and white. Usually the will of God is not a 90/10 decision that’s easy to make, it’s usually 52/48 and you’re not sure which one is the 52. But you’ve got to discern where do we need to plant. And I would say, plant yourself in the right place.

Let me take this opportunity, I count it such a privilege and a huge responsibility to serve this church and I’m so proud of our staff and our campus pastors, give it up for our campus pastors! I love them and I love the way they love you. They are so devoted to you. I hope this is a place where you can plant yourself and where you can grow spiritually, where your roots can grow deep in Christ and you can be challenged and you continually take that next step in your relationship with Christ.  I know it is hard because I’ve been there, to find that life purpose, but at the end of the day, I think the test is – is this a place where you are going to be challenged, where you will grow in your relationship with Christ?  Then it’s the place where you need to plant yourself. But don’t do it halfway. We’ll double back to that in a few minutes.  So, number one – plant yourself in the right place.

Number two – the proof is in the fig pudding.  In other words, show me the fruit. That’s the point of this passage. Show me the fruit. I think that the message here, and I want to be clear about this, when it comes to measuring spiritual maturity, it is all about the fruit of the spirit. Now, thank God for the gifts of the spirit that empower us, and what I love about the gifts are that they enable us to live beyond our human limitations. I love the gifts, we need the gifts, but it’s the fruit of the spirit that is the measurement of maturity. So, if you want to know how mature someone is, show me the love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness and self-control.  The fruit of the spirit, are we producing that fruit in our lives?  

John 15:15 I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit and specifically fruit that will last.

When we were in Germany, we walked the city and on one particular day, we went everywhere and I was getting pretty hungry. I love food. The first night, I ate about a pound of sauerkraut, that’ll mess up your system a little bit!  And we ordered this platter, I don’t know German but I think it had every German meat imaginable and we loved it, but we were walking the city and I was pretty hungry and John, who knows the city, takes us to this place, and he tells us that he is going to take us to a place that has durners [?].   Now, I didn’t know what that was, oh but I’m so glad I found out.  Let me teach you a little bit of German, everybody say ‘durners.’  You might as well learn how to say it because you are going to be eating it at the Supper of the Lamb. We walked into this little café and it’s a big thing of meat, a big thing of lamb.  I get my first one and Pastor Joel is loving this story right now because the rest of the trip was all about durners.  Have you ever done this, like where you substitute one word for every other word? That is what we did. I think we set a world record because we said that word at least a thousand times. We even started singing songs about it. My point is, if you’re ever in Berlin, get a durner.

My real point is, when you’re looking for something, when you’re locked in, in this parable, it says he is looking for the fruit. It’s a very active phrase, it’s not passive, it is like I’m on a hunt looking for fruit. If you want to know what God is looking for in your life, He is looking for the fruit of the spirit that is the by-product of your relationship with Him. I think at the end of the day, it’s not going to be about what we say or what we know. He’s going to say, “Well done, good and faithful servant.”  It’s going to be the fruit that is rewarded in our lives. Let’s keep going.

Number three – don’t take up space. I’m going to get up in your business here because it’s an interesting part of this parable where it says that basically the tree is not producing any fruit and the master says to the caretaker, ‘it’s just taking up soil’ or the New Living Translation says, ‘it’s just taking up space in the garden.’  I think sometimes we act as if God’s alternate plan for our lives is to spend 70 minutes at church on a weekend. News flash, sure, the Bible does say not to forsake assembling together of yourselves, I am a pastor, I’m not saying don’t come to church. But that’s not the end, that’s not the goal, that’s the beginning point. God wants us to then go out and bear fruit. I wonder if some of us are just taking up space. Here’s what I want to say, and I’m not afraid to say this, I’ve said it to people. Life is too short to be part of a church if you’re not really excited about it. If you don’t love the mission of the church and what it’s about. I think God for the other churches in our city. There are some wonderful churches that are doing wonderful things, and we are all on the same team, we are all part of the kingdom of God, advancing his kingdom and each one plays just a slightly different role and the bottom line is that whatever church you decide to be a part of, you’ve got to be excited enough that you are in the game. How does that happen?  Just a couple of simple thoughts here: we are doing 10 mission trips in the next year, what a great way to get involved and be a part of the mission that God is doing. We are going to kick off in September, every month we will do Saturday outreaches where we are going to role up our sleeves and be loving our city and it’s going to be exciting, that’s a way to be involved. This weekend you get our atlas, and it talks about so many different opportunities to get plugged in and get involved. Get involved, take advantage of the opportunities that are provided. And I better say this, obviously, if you’re new to NCC, if this is your first week, listen we are a place where you can come with a lot of questions and just seek and almost just sit in the shadow for a while, and we embrace that. We want to be a place where that can happen. But I’d be remiss if at some point we don’t challenge you to come out of the shadows and into the light of the ministries and the small groups and the opportunities that exist here. Just look at yourself and make sure you’re not taking up space. Make sure that you’re stepping in and getting involved. Here’s how I would frame it, this is not about a guilt trip.  I played basketball growing up, I love sports, I loved it when my team won, but not as much when I was on the bench. You know what I’m saying, when you are a part of the team that won and you contributed. That’s when it felt like you owned that victory, that’s when it felt so good, that’s the feeling I want you to have.

I heard a story a few years ago about a woman named Ethel Jones. She lived in a small Midwestern town and she happened to be the oldest living resident.  Small town obituaries are a significant thing so when she died, the editor of the newspaper thought it appropriate to do an article on her as the oldest living resident, but the problem was that there wasn’t anything notable about her life. She never served on a committee, she didn’t commit any crimes, there was nothing there, she didn’t plant a tree, nothing, she was just the oldest person in the town. So the editor was stuck and he went to get a cup of coffee, he didn’t know what to do about it and he bumped into the tombstone proprietor who was having the same issue, not knowing what to put on the tombstone, and he said, ‘man I’ll pay you if you come up with something,’ so the editor goes back to the newsroom and decided to give the assignment to the first reporter who comes along. It was a sports reporter.  So the sports reporter threw a little something together. It’s said that if you visit this cemetery in a small Midwestern town, you’ll find the follow epitaph chiseled on a tombstone: Here lie the bones of Ethel Jones. For her, life held no terrors. She lived an old maid, she died an old maid, no hits, no runs, no errors.  

I want my life to be about more than that. Harold Kushner said it so well. He said, “I believe that it’s not dying that people are afraid of, it’s something else, something more unsettling and more tragic than dying that frightens us, we are afraid of never having lived.” I don’t want to die with no evidence of having lived, ya know?  I want to be producing that fruit.  So let’s get to some good news here.  I love this part of the passage. The caretaker asks for another year. He says let me fertilize it. I love the different versions of the Bible, this is one where I love the King James. The King James says, Let it alone this year also and I shall dig about it and dung it.  What I love about this is that Shakespearean language is so prime and proper and then it just throws this in there, let me dung it. I love this terminology.  I think there is something pretty powerful in this passage. Stick with me.

A few years ago, I heard Mark Sanborn talk about value creation and how we need to add value to things, and he shared a really fascinating story that I think helps us frame this part of the parable. Basically, he said that you can add value to anything. He studied a very interesting example in the Denver Zoo. Forgive the crudeness of this, but the word ‘dung’ is in the Bible so I think I’m on safe ground. Animals poop a lot, in terms of frequency and consistency.  Let me share some things with you that you really don’t need to know. Cows poop approximately 16 times a day. Did you know this?  I don’t know where that ranks in the animal kingdom. The average African elephant poops approximately 80 pounds per day.  I feel like that makes life more meaningful. By the way, I have no idea who weighed this and why, but would you agree that if you’re a zookeeper, you’ve got a serious issue, but it’s really cool, these zookeepers came up with a really cool solution. In 2003, the Denver Zoo won a recycling reward. Instead of seeing the poop as a problem, they saw it as an opportunity. They put the poop into cans the size of a coffee can and called it Zoop and sold it for $9.95 as fertilizer. Brilliant!  

Here’s point number four - God is in the recycling business. That’s what I’m talking about here. I hope this is encouraging. Did you know that fertilizer, which is something that smells, fertilizer is the stuff we go through that we don’t want to go through. The word ‘fertilizer’ and ‘fertility’ in terms of etymology come from the same place. So if you want to be spiritually fertile, you need to have some fertilizer in your life. In other words, some things need to happen that are smelly and messy and you won’t like. Maybe another way of saying this is that I think our deepest pain doubles as our greatest potential. I think it is those things that God can use in our lives to make us who He wants us to be. And here’s what’s so encouraging and so beautiful, God is in the recycling business and He can recycle anything in your life and use it for his purposes. Part of what I love about this passage is that in some ways we are intimidated by this parable. If we don’t produce the fruit, He is going to cut us down.  But you miss this little, subtle point. The caretaker is the champion here, the caretaker says give me another year, give me another year and we’ll make this thing work, we will make this thing produce fruit. I love that. The idea of recycling, God doesn’t give up, and in due time, He will recycle it and use it for his purposes.  

Maybe I should have shared this at the beginning but I want to share it at the end because I think this may be really significant. Notice how it’s been three years and no fruit. But here’s what’s interesting, fig trees, which are the most fruitful of trees, in fact their fruit is in season about 10 months a year, in tremendous quantity and consistency, but they usually don’t produce fruit the first three years, which puts an interesting twist on this parable and changes the perspective a little bit. Here’s why I think it’s encouraging, you are probably not going to produce a lot of fruit in three years, but if you plant yourself in the right place, if you are planted in the Word and you are planted in prayer and you are planted in relationships with people who love Christ and will challenge you to love Him too and you are in that soil long enough, God will produce some amazing fruit in your life.  Don’t be discouraged, be encouraged that God wants to reap and harvest in your life, but it takes a lot of sowing and a lot of planting and a lot of watering and a lot of hanging in there, but if you hang in there long enough, your life can make more of a difference than you can imagine.

Let me close with this. Earlier this year, I spoke at a pastor’s conference in North Platte, Nebraska. North Platte, Nebraska is about as close to the middle of nowhere as you can get. I flew into Denver then hopped on a little flight, it was the smallest plane I’ve ever been on, the co-pilot doubled as the flight attendant. It was so small that they rearranged us in seats so that the weighting was as close to perfect as possible and we flew into the airport and there was a handful of people when I got there but when I came back for my return flight, I kid you not, I thought the rapture had happened! I was the only person in the airport!  The restaurant wasn’t open and the people who worked there weren’t there.  But something happened in North Platte a little more than half a century ago.  It’s often referred to as the miracle of the North Platte Canteen. In late 1930, we were in the middle of a war and soldiers that we were sending to the front would get on a train, a troop train, and travel across country to get to a place where then they would be transported to the front. That troop train, every troop train, came through a little town called North Platte, Nebraska. One day the people of North Platte hear that the Nebraska National Guard Company D, their sons and buddies and sweethearts, they heard that that train was going to be coming through North Platte.  As you can imagine, the troop movement was confidential information so they weren’t sure, and it ended up that it wasn’t them, it was the Kansas Guard Company D, but what’s funny is that the town had gathered all kinds of goodies and cigarettes and food and things to give to the soldiers and about 500 people showed up and so it was a little awkward when it wasn’t the Nebraska Company, so they didn’t know exactly what to do, but they just gave everything to the Kansas troops. And something happened in that moment, one of the girls who was there got an idea, and I love this idea. In fact, she wrote to the Daily Bulletin, the local newspaper, on December 18, 1941, she suggested that they open a canteen to serve these soldiers, and she offered her services without pay. Here’s the actual bulletin that’s still preserved in North Platte. It said: I don’t know just how many people went to meet the train when the troops went through out city Wednesday but those who didn’t should have, to see the spirits and the high moral among those soldiers should certainly put some of us on our feet and make us realize that we really are at war. We should help keep the soldier moral at its highest peak. We can do our part. During World War I, the Army and Navy mothers, or should I say war mothers, had canteens at our own depot. Why can’t we, the people of North Platte and the other towns surrounding our community, start a fund and open a canteen now. I would be more than willing to give my time without charge and run this canteen. I say let’s get behind our sons and our mother’s sons 100% and let’s do something and do it in a hurry. We can help this way when we can’t help any other way.  One week later, on Christmas Day, 1941, the canteen opened. Ray Wilson wrote this editor and she managed that canteen. In six years, six million troops came through North Platte. Nebraska starting at 5:00 a.m. and the last troop train well after midnight, on average, 3,000 to 5,000 soldiers, toward the end of the war 8,000 soldiers would come through every day. Only 12,000 people lived in North Platte, but they turned into an army of their own.  All of the food and all the services were provided by local residents. You are going to love this – the only federal funding was a five-dollar bill sent by President Roosevelt himself when he heard about what was happening. You know what I love about that story?  What difference can one person like that make?  All the difference in the world!  If you are sensitive to those ideas that God gives you, to those dreams, honestly, if you are just obedient to the impressions that the Holy Spirit gives us and you plant yourself, and you give your life to serving God.  You can make more difference with your life than you imagine. Just stay connected to Christ, stay in his Word, stay planted in his purposes, and the things He can accomplish through your life are far greater than anything any of us can imagine. Let’s pray.

Father help us today, God, lift our sights, lift our vision to think bigger. I think there is part of us that we just get trapped by our mindset and our human limitations, God we are so aware of what we’re not capable, so sometimes the things that You want to be on our spiritual radar are so far off of our radar because we don’t even consider the possibilities. I pray that today, You would do something in us that would help us dream bigger dreams and imagine greater possibilities, that our lives could make more of a difference than we imagine. Lord, I pray that You would give us the wisdom to plant ourselves in the right place, God, that You would help us to look in the mirror, the proof is in the fig pudding. Is our life producing the fruit that it could or should? If it is not, we need to get back to that place where we are in communion with You and You are producing fruit through us. God we thank You today that You are in the recycling business. God, recycle the things in our lives for others. Lord, help us to be faithful. You are going to produce great things through our lives. Fill us with faith and hope and courage, I pray, in Jesus’ Name, Amen. 

