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Welcome to all of our campuses. A special shout out to our Potomac Yard campus celebrating our 5th anniversary there.
When I was a kid, we would go to our grandparent’s house and they had a special drawer, the bottom drawer of the dining room hutch and there was always a secret stash of Life Savers. The other treat was the good old fashioned Fig Newton. When I was six years old, we moved and I had to say goodbye to Fig Newtons. For the next 20 years, I would not touch a fig. Until this summer when a friend happened to make a salad with figs. Oh! It was like the Fourth of July in my mouth! So a week ago, Lora and I were out on a date and there was an appetizer option, cheese and figs! I wanted to stand up on the table and sing the Aladdin theme A Whole New World! Here’s my point, don’t waste 30 years of your life. Eat figs!
Luke 13:6

6 He also spoke this parable: “A certain man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, and he came seeking fruit on it

Before I go on, let me go all the way back to Genesis 1:11. 

11 Then God said, “Let the earth bring forth grass, the herb that yields seed, and the fruit tree that yields fruit according to its kind, whose seed is in itself, on the earth”; and it was so. 

If you include the undiscovered parts of the Amazon, there probably are a hundred thousand tree species. After God is done creating, the very first thing He does is bless his creation, not once but twice. The first words God directed to his creation were be fruitful and multiply. Let me come right out and say it. Here’s the moral of the story, God wants you to be fruitful. He wants to multiply the fruit of the Spirit in your life, love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness and self-control. He also wants to multiply your influence and your talent. Another way of saying it is this, potential is God’s gift to us. What we do with it is our gift back to God. 
In Old Testament terms, it is Deuteronomy 28:2

2 And all these blessings shall come upon you and overtake you, because you obey the voice of the Lord your God:

3 “Blessed shall you be in the city, and blessed shall you be in the country.

4 “Blessed shall be the fruit of your body, the produce of your ground and the increase of your herds, the increase of your cattle and the offspring of your flocks.

I love that language. He will command the blessing upon you in everything you do. Now let’s flip over to the New Testament. John 10:10

10 The thief does not come except to steal, and to kill, and to destroy. I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly.

He wants your life to yield these good gifts that He has given to you. 

So to really appreciate the parable of the fig tree, you need that backdrop. It says the owner came to the vineyard and sought fruit. Well of course he did! He has been seeking fruit from day six. He had been seeking fruit since the Garden of Eden. That is how he was created. God loves you just the way you are but He loves you too much to let you stay that way. He is a good gardener. He wants you to be fruitful. That is the objective and that is the backdrop to this story.

Let’s continue.

7 Then he said to the keeper of his vineyard, ‘Look, for three years I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree and find none. Cut it down; why does it use up the ground?’ 8 But he answered and said to him, ‘Sir, let it alone this year also, until I dig around it and fertilize it. 9 And if it bears fruit, well. But if not, after that you can cut it down.’”

We are going to keep it simple this week. Dig it, dung it, cut it. 

Dig it. After planting a fig tree, it takes three years to produce fruit. It takes time. It takes effort. You have to take some measures during those three years to help produce the fruit. The first thing you have to do is dig it. In other words, you have to turn the soil over. You have to work the ground. You have to loosen the earth and give it room to grown. 

I know that probably more than a few of us are frustrated because we want to see some fruit in our lives and it has been three years. I’ve been in a spot where it has taken longer than I expected for God to do what I wanted Him to do in my life. I felt called to write when I was 22 years old and it took 13 long years. I actually began to despise my birthday. Each year was an annual reminder of a dream deferred. But here’s what I did. I read 3,000 books before I wrote one. I was frustrated but I kept digging. I’m going to turn over the soil and make room for God to work his process in my life. I’ve learned that when God gives you a dream, it is probably going to be harder and take longer than what you anticipate and there is a very good reason for that, so that you learn to rely on Him in the process. So that then as you are a part of that vine, then the fruit begins to work and come out of your life. 

I don’t know where it is that you want to bear fruit in your life. It might be a relationship that needs a little bit more fruit. It might be a career. Here’s what I believe. You have to dig it. You have to do your homework and your groundwork. The way we say it around NCC is you need to pray like it depends on God but you need to work like it depends on you. You have to plan the work and work the plan. Three years in and you might still be frustrated but I believe that if you keep doing the right thing day in and day out, week in and week out, year in and year out, God will show up and show off. He will produce something. God wants you to be fruitful and if you do the groundwork, something great is going to happen.
I think it is a mindset. We have a rule around here that the first weekend, kickoff weekend of NFL, I can use as many football illustrations as I want! So this past week, Peter King did an in-depth interview with the reigning NFL MVP Aaron Rogers and Aaron said one thing that says it all to me. He said I desperately want to be coached. I thought to myself this is probably a player that needs to be coached the least. And yet he wants to be coached the most. Here’s what I’m getting at. Football, following Christ, same difference. It is a mindset. I think we have a couple of options. We could take that comfort mindset and say I really don’t want you to dig right here because I’m comfortable right here right now. Or you can take a growth mindset. A growth mindset is let’s not just dig, let’s dig deep because at the end of the day, I want to produce as much fruit as I possibly can. If you are being honest with yourself this weekend, are you on the comfort side or are you on the growth side? 
Over the years, I desperately wanted and want to be mentored. Thank God for Dick Foth who desperately wanted to mentor. I desperately want to be pastored. I need people to speak into my life. As soon as I’m sanctified, I will let you know! But don’t hold your breath! I am a work in progress and there is so much for God to do in my life and I know I have to do the groundwork. So I hope that is encouraging. I’m going to borrow a phrase from my son. This is awesome. Josiah is running for 8th grade class president. His campaign slogan is: Why stop there.  I love it! Wherever you are in your journey, why stop there? 

Let me share this. Let me tell you now to dig in at National Community Church. It is not complicated. You plug into a ministry. You plug into a small group. God has given you a gift and it is easier for me to tithe my money than it is for me to tithe my time or my talent. So when I’m really on point, I find that I’m a little bit more generous with my time and my talent. I believe you have something to offer this church that no one else has. We need you! The church is a body and you have a role to play. No one has time. Listen, you don’t find time, you make time. So you have to prioritize. And we have all these new incredible small groups starting up so I challenge you. I love you but as some point you can’t just continue to take up space. Maturity is producing more than you consume. So let’s allow the Lord to dig us and let’s dig in.

Dung it. I love the King James! It says it in a way that you would never say it. Before the advent of horseless carriages, horses were the primary mode of transportation, and like cars, horses have exhaust pipes. And not just fumes! The average horse produces 15 to 30 pounds of manure per day. Aren’t you glad you came to church this weekend! 100 years ago, there was 150,000 horses in New York City. Do the math. Three million pounds of manure every day. In 1894, the Time of London estimated that by 1950, every street in London would be buried under nine feet of horse manure. Can we thank the Lord for the car! I bring this up because unless you grew up on a farm, have you lost any sleep over manure? No! But it is amazing. That something as noxious as manure would be the catalyst for growth. Here’s what I’m thinking. If I don’t know a thing about a thing, I’m thinking you put manure on something and that thing is going to die. Yet, God in his way of wiring his creation, says why don’t we take the waste product and let that be the fertilizer, the catalyst for growth. I think that is awesome! And I don’t think it is just an agricultural principle. I think it holds true in our lives. 

The KJV says dung it. The NLT says put manure on it. The NIV says fertilize it. They are all synonyms. After you dig it, you have to dung it. If you want to bear fruit, you have to fertilize. All of us know people who have been following Christ for 25 years but they don’t have 25 years of experience, they have one year of experience repeated 25 times. Why is that? Because they are not allowing the Word of God and the Spirit of God to fertilize growth in them. So they tend to make the same mistakes over and over again.

Parker was a few years old when I realized that his name spelled backwards was Rekrap! And he doesn’t hold a grudge. I am not trapping to be crude. I am literally trying to use biblical language and I have learned to like the fact. At first I was afraid we had scarred our son, like playing a record backwards so something. But I like this idea of re-crap. God wants to take the crap in our lives in and re-crap it. Here’s the point, God wants to take those things in your life, the wasted years and the wasted relationships and the terrible decisions that you’ve made, He says let me take those and recycle them and then fertilize them and use them. What the enemy intended for harm, He will use it for good.
We are launching our fall groups and one of those groups is pastored by Ryan Zempel. It is Celebrate Recovery for people like you and me that have some hurts and habits and hang-ups that we need to do a little groundwork on. If you are wrestling with sexual integrity or anxiety, codependency, chemical dependency, past abuse, present addiction, you name it. What a great place for God to do a work in your life. Ryan shared and got permission for me to share this story.

There are some of you here this weekend that need a little bit of hope that God is not done with you. 

Throughout recover, I realized that the pain I was still carrying around from a broken relationship with my parents was affecting how I viewed and received love from God and from the people He put in my life to help me heal. I had to consciously choose to leave my victim mentality behind and walk forward in forgiveness. As I continued working the 12 steps, I have been able to move past the shame of my past and completely forgive the person who sexually abused me. I’m still working on overcoming compulsive behaviors but September 10 marked my one year sobriety from binge eating. 

How awesome is that! Let’s Celebrate Recovery!

You have to dig it, you have to dung it, and you have to cut it. 

9 And if it bears fruit, well. But if not, after that you can cut it down.’”

This week, we welcomed nine protégés’ to our team. They will serve alongside our staff for the coming year. It is awesome to have them and we welcome them! What a blessing it is for this church. I found out that one of them, Matt, before coming was a tree surgeon. So that made me very nervous this week as I prepared to talk about pruning trees. So he can correct me if I’m wrong. There are different kinds of pruning. There is directional pruning. If a tree is growing in the wrong direction, you need to correct it. There is vista pruning. That is when a branch might be blocking your view and you need to prune it so that you get a good sight-line. There is Direct TV pruning. If it is blocking your satellite dish and you can’t get NFL Ticket, you cut it! I made that one up! Then there is a kind of pruning that is called dead-wooding. It is removing the dead wood or the dead weight. I think all of us have some dead weight. Bad habits that waste time, waste energy, waste money. Listen, my goal is my utmost for his highest, to borrow the phrase from Oswald Chambers. There are things in our life that do not produce fruit. They are barren fig trees and if digging and dunging don’t work, you have to do some pruning. 
One of our staff members has a note card on her desk that is a reminder to her. It says what am I doing that accomplishes nothing and leads to nowhere? That’s a great question! What am I doing that is accomplishing nothing? One of the seven deadly sins is sloth but the original definition was actually two dimensional. We automatically think laziness and that is certainly half of the equation but the original meaning wasn’t just laziness, it was busyness. Stick with me because at first laziness and busyness seem like antonyms but they are really synonyms. If you are too lazy to establish boundaries and establish priorities, what is going to happen? You are going to be too busy. Busyness is really a form of laziness. It is a failure to prune your life in a way that you can actually be fruitful. 
After planting a fig tree, you actually need to prune it back by half so that the tree can focus on its root system. But even after a fig tree is fully grown, you still need to prune it by about a third to force the fruit. It is a process that never ends. In fact, a healthy fig tree really only has four to six branches that are producing the fruit. Everything else has been pruned.

So we need to go through this process. But let me reframing this idea of pruning because most of us don’t have too many trees in our backyard. When I go to the gym, I am pruning fat. It is dead weight. When I confess sin, I am pruning guilt. It is this emotional weight that weighs me down. When I tithe, I am pruning greed in my life. God can do more with 90 percent than I can do with 100 percent. So when I give God the first fruit, when I subtract, God multiplies. 

A few weeks ago, I talked about bragging about people behind their back. I try to do that often. One reason I do that is because it prunes pride in my own heart when I’m complimenting other people. 

And what about getting into God’s Word? Romans 12:2 says we are transformed by the renewing of our mind. So in a sense, what I’m doing when I get into God’s Word is I’m unlearning. I’m unlearning some of the lies and the assumptions and fears that I have bought into from the enemy. And God renews my mind.
Here’s what I’m getting at. Pruning is a part of your life every single day and in every way. But what we need to do is submit ourselves to the Lord Jesus and put ourselves on the potter’s wheel and say, ‘God, what in my life is not producing fruit?’ What are the barren fig trees in your life that you need to cut down?

This summer, one of my favorite reads was a book by Greg McKeown called Essentialism. He talks about the undisciplined pursuit of more. Enough is never enough. But at some point, you hit the point of diminishing return where more is less and less is more and you have to do some pruning. 

At the beginning of my sabbatical, my beautiful, wise wife said something to me that would frame how I would approach those three months. She said, ‘Mark, you can’t walk back in the same door that you walked out of.’ I knew I needed to make some changes in my life. It is amazing how much of the stress I was feeling was self-inflicted because I was being lazy and therefore busy. So let me share one of my bad habits and how I’ve tried to deal with it. One of the biggest barren fig trees in my life is that silly cell phone. I love apps. I love Twitter. I love Instagram but when you check them 50 times a day, it is a barren fig tree. So I realized that there was one button on my phone that I never used, the off button. Someone might need to get ahold of me. We can’t imagine not being immediately available to anybody and everybody. So what I’ve tried to do is put a few rules in place. I actually removed my primary email from my phone because I couldn’t not check it. Then we said no phone at the table. Because if your phone is at the table, you’re not. Not 100 percent. Sometimes it is big things, sometimes it is little things but you have to find a way to identify those barren fig trees.

Here’s how we say it around here. If you want God to do something new, you can’t keep doing the same old thing. It is out with the old and in with the new. You need to subtract so that God can multiply.  

One week ago was final cuts in the NFL. Every coach and player and will tell you it is the worst day on the NFL calendar when they have to cut down to a 53 man roster. It is true in football and it is true in finances. If you want to balance your budget, you have to make budget cuts. Here’s what I believe. God wants to put his finger on some things in our lives that are barren fig trees and we need the courage to cut them down. The word ‘decide’ from the Latin root means to cut. 

Here’s the good news. You are one decision away from a totally different life. It might be the most difficult decision you have ever made but if you have the courage to do it, it will change your life. Dig it, dung it, cut it.

I know that some of you feel like you have wasted years, wasted talent, wasted relationships. I want to leave you with a promise instead of just praying for you. It is a promise in Joel 2:25, God says: I will restore to you the years the locust has eaten.
The enemy comes to steal, kill and destroy but Jesus came that you might have life and have it more abundantly. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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