Fullness of the Heart

Luke 6:43-49

KV 6:45

“The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks.”

A couple of weeks ago I watched a movie called, “Glory Road”. It’s about the 1966 Texas Western University basketball team’s improbable NCAA championship victory. El Paso, Texas in 1966 was still very much racially segregated and black people were still being routinely beaten and discriminated against. But the new head coach of Texas Western recruited 7 black players to play in the school’s NCAA division one basketball team. Along their “glory road” to the NCAA championship, coach Haskins instilled in his players that while people may say that black players can’t lead, that they can’t play with intelligence, the one thing they could not and must lose is their heart and the will to win. In the final championship game, the Texas Western team faced the far superior University of Kentucky. But as the end of the game drew near, coach Haskins challenged them that it was no longer about skill, speed or about intelligence. It was all about the heart. Both teams were tired, neither team had anything left to give but whichever team had heart, the will and desire to win could take home the trophy. After all the training and all the practice, it came down to heart. It came down to an intangible part of a human being dominating over everything that was tangible. The human heart in the spiritual form is an amazing entity that somehow enables an exhausted man to persevere and an ordinary man to do extraordinary things. While we may not all play championship basketball, life takes much more than what our brains and bodies can provide. We may get smarter and more skilled but at the end of the day, it all boils down to the heart - is it in your heart to do something great? It is in your heart to change, to grow and to learn? Is it in your heart to do good and to love? Is it in your heart to love God? Today, Jesus wants us to see that in everything we do, our heart dictates its outcome. What we become and who we are are all a reflection of what’s in our hearts. I pray that through this passage, God may help all of us to examine our hearts so we can have what is pleasing to God.

During the past few weeks we’ve covered some interesting lessons about how we ought to interact with one another. Jesus taught us the golden rule to love our enemies and to not judge but to have mercy and compassion. But to drive home the core point of His parables, Jesus taught the people about trees and its fruit. Verses 43 and 44 say, “No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit. Each tree is recognized by its own fruit. People do not pick figs from thornbushes, or grapes from briers.” Through these verses, Jesus makes it clear to understand that our behaviors towards one another stems not from external conditions but from internal sources. If a tree is bad, no amount of watering, fertilizing or any other external conditioning is going to make it produce good fruit. Perhaps it will enable some not so nasty fruit but compared to that of a good tree, it is still bad fruit. 

I’ve been working in industry for almost 10 years now and during those years I’ve had the privilege of meeting some great people and also some not so great people. Also during my years I’ve had to go through all kinds of training pertaining to workplace cultures and sensitivities. For example, I’ve had sexual harassment prevention training, workplace etiquette training and situational leadership training. These training programs were designed to help people change their behaviors so that others aren’t offended by their lewd comments or inappropriate behaviors and attitudes. But you know what? I’ve found that these training programs never make much of a difference. The people who are “bad” continue to be bad and people who are “good” already do what was taught in these classes. These training sessions only treat the external behavior - it provides ways to mask and redirect inappropriate behavior - but it never challenges the individual to change their heart. Actually asking someone to change their heart would be considered inappropriate and so these training programs are in some ways counter productive. Corporate training programs are like trying to squeeze even one good fruit from a bad tree - it just doesn’t work.

In many churches, I’m afraid it is no different. Some church leaders are so afraid of upsetting the congregation (and in turn jeopardizing the revenue stream) that they don’t challenge the people to repent and be changed in their hearts. They say things that sinful men’s ears want to hear - things like, “God is love” or “God helps those who help themselves.” They don’t talk about sin, about repentance, about hell and judgment. This is like giving the bad tree the cleanest water and the most expensive fertilizer. This is like removing dirt from the branches and dusting the leaves but doing nothing about the dead branches, the dried up leaves and the beetles boring through the tree. It’s pretending that there is nothing wrong with the tree and pouring resources and “good” things hoping for good fruit. But when the fruit is small and bitter, they wonder why God is not blessing them and start to veer away from God’s truth to their own version of the the truth.

In other places it’s all about activity. It’s about attendance to worship service and other church functions and meetings. It’s about how much money and time one is willing to give up for the church. It’s about “how many people have you brought to worship service?”, “How many times do you pray a day and for how long?” These places demand their members to show activity as their sign of dedication and service. No one talks about the heart, no one asks about repentance, no one cares about the person. This is like doing all the right things to make the tree bear lots of fruit but ignoring that the fruit itself is nasty. The number of fruit and how often the fruit can be picked from the tree is more important than the taste and health of the fruit itself. The tree is bad but the people don’t seem to recognize that it is bad and that it is producing bad fruit.

The unfortunate truth is that while we may know that bad tree bears bad fruit, it is often very difficult, if not impossible, to see that WE are bad trees. We become so consumed with the PROCESS of bearing fruit that we don’t stop to see what kind of fruit we are producing. We seem to be happy producing buckets and buckets of fruit for God but then become disappointed when God doesn’t accept our fruit and they all rot and wither. 

Many years ago when I was a student at this fine institution, I was struggling to bear fruit. I was afraid, lazy and just plain too chicken to go fishing or anything like that. I was even afraid to say that I was a Christian or that I was going to church activities on Fridays and Saturdays. But one semester, I managed to study the bible with 4 or 5  students and I thought that I was bearing fruit for God and it felt great! But after only a couple of months, they all stopped and I had nothing to show for my efforts. This happened over and over again. I was bearing fruit but God didn’t accept any of my fruit and so they all withered and disappeared. Now, God is good and despite my faults God may have worked in these young men in another way apart from me. But as far as my ministry was concerned, I had nothing. But as you can imagine the reason for the bad fruit I was bearing was that my heart was not in the right place. I was more motivated by activity and numbers than I was concerned about the individual spiritual well being of those whom God placed in my care. My selfish ambition as well as external pressure around me made me believe that names and numbers on paper was more important than the persons behind those names. It didn’t seem to matter that the names kept changing every few months as long as there was a name and lots of them. I was a bad tree bearing bad fruit. 

On the other hand, a good tree can only bear good fruit - meaning a heart that is right before God can only result in things that are good and pleasing to God. So then what is considered good fruit? We could put together a long list of things we could do or say that might be construed as good fruit. But let’s look at verse 45 to see what good fruit truly is: “The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks.” Jesus says that the good fruit that God wants comes not from our actions or words but from our hearts. Actions and words are merely a byproduct of what’s in our hearts. For example, if there is joy in our hearts, how we carry ourselves and what we say to people is naturally joyful without us even trying. And if our heart is downcast, no matter how much we try to mask it, our grief and sadness always comes through.

So what does God seek in our heart that is desirable to Him? Paul gives us a clear answer in Galatians. Paul says, “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other.” So the good fruit that God desires is not so much a to-do list of things but an attitude that can result in love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Furthermore, Paul says that Jesus has to be central in our hearts as only through Christ Jesus can we crucify our sinful nature along with all its passions and desires. We cannot and must not forget Jesus when seeking to bear good fruit for God.

This sounds obvious doesn’t it? Love, joy, peace, patience... who doesn’t want these things? No one ever says, “I prefer hatred, chaos and a short temper”. No woman has ever said she is looking for a man who is mean, cruel, uncommitted and harsh. But Paul spells out these things because even though we value these qualities so much, there is very little to be found within ourselves. We demand these qualities from others and we demand them especially from God. But we are not willing to do what it takes to be the giver and the bearer of these qualities. We are hesitant to be like this because these qualities require us to repent, to recognize that we are sinners before God and to recognize that we are sinners before others. But to bear good fruit, these things have to die and only when they die, does love, joy, peace, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self control live within us. Then God can use these qualities in us to bear good fruit, fruit that is acceptable, that is useful and pleasing to Him.

Today, the world is so results driven that I think the life of the Christian has also become about results. So we treat each other like statistics and commodities where we value each other not because they are our friends and fellow children of God but because their presence in our church means that we are bigger church. We might deny this notion vehemently saying that we are not so shallow, that we do value the hearts of people. But let’s ask ourselves, when we don’t see each other in church do we pray for each other? Are we concerned for other’s well being? And if we do pray for each other, are we praying for them because we care about them or because we care about what they represent - that they are another person to add to the little kingdom we’ve established for ourselves? Last week we studied about judging other. Think about this in the light of this passage - do you judge your fruit the same way you judge people? If a person leaves our church to go to another, how do you react? Are you sorry to see them go because you’ll miss them or because you felt betrayed at their lack of loyalty to YOUR church. Do you immediately think that there was something wrong with THEM that they left and never consider that perhaps God was calling them elsewhere. Or if a person says that he or she does not feel called to be a bible teacher, how do you react? Do you push and push until they pretend to be a bible teachers or do you support them to find another way to serve the Lord using the gifts that God has given them? These things are like trying to make and orange tree bear and apple. It’s not going to work and even if somehow we were able to bear something, our sinful nature can stain any fruit we bear and ruin it for God.

There are many layers of self righteousness and we have to cut through all our pretenses and biases and measure ourselves before Jesus and see what is truly in our heart. We can become so blind that we fail to see that what we are producing for God is not good fruit but bad fruit of idol worship, self righteousness, judging of others, leading others astray. We can become so proud where we disregard the fruit that God wants us to bear and only seek to bear that we want to bear. If you’ve been trying to bear one kind of fruit for a long time but God has not blessed you with fruit, then you really have reconsider your heart - am I going about this the right way, is my heart pure and pleasing to God. And then you have to ask yourselves, is this really the way God wants me to bear fruit or have I been arrogant and proud ignoring God’s call for me to do something else. We all have gifts and God has given us these gifts so we can do the work that he has prepared for us to do. Some of us do not have the gift of witnessing and so they are not called to be evangelists or “fishers”. But they have been given the gift of encouragement, inspiration and support so these people are therefore called to be preachers, worship leaders, counsellors or just plain old good people that hurting and wounded people flock around for support and healing. We really have to ask ourselves, “what is my fruit” and examine have they been good or bad before God? 

Also, let’s ask ourselves, what kind of fruit are we bearing in ourselves and in others? Is there love, patience, kindness or are we proud of what we’ve achieved. Is there gentleness and faithfulness or is there greed to get more and thanklessness? Is there self control or is there selfishness, wanting the hearts of other people for our glory rather than for God? Have we instilled these qualities in others? How do you know if you’ve borne good fruit in others? By how they react to you. Do they want to be with you or do they try to avoid you? Do they speak freely and openly about their struggles or are they always hiding and not opening up to you? Do other people seem comfortable around you or do you make them nervous or irritated? Is there joy between you and others or are their many moments of awkward silence? 

Sometimes we think that we are bearing good fruit where in reality we are not. We may think that by inviting people to your house for breakfast, lunch and dinner we are serving them but really we might be suffocating them. They may not really want to be with you no matter how good your intentions are. It’s not that they don’t like you but because they  don’t sense love, peace and patience because you yourself do not have these things in you. We might think that constantly inviting people to bible study and pressuring them to come to meetings and such might be serving them but you may be doing the opposite. Not all fruit is the same and each have to be handled differently. Some people are like apples or even water melons and they can be pushed and pressured and still be okay. But other people are like delicate tomatoes and strawberries and if your character is that of a rough handler, it’s best to leave that fruit alone for God to send someone else with a gentler touch than you. Also, we have to remain sensitive to how other people react to us and read their body language to see if they are happy to be with you and always finding an excuse to leave. It is pure arrogance and extreme pride for any one of us to ignore what kind of fruit we are bearing in other people. If you find that no one wants to come over to your house for dinner or that no one ever wants to hang out with you, don’t look for faults in others, look for faults and the rotten fruit you have borne in you.

The second half of this passage from verses 46 to 49 tells us that if we don’t listen to what Jesus is telling us to do, we are really foolish. Some people will hear such a message and just assume that it is not for them, that they are not like what’s in this passage. But if we think that, then we are probably guilty of being most like that. It’s up to us to decide to repent and obey Jesus. We can choose to be wise or we can remain foolish. So let’s really think deeply about where we stand before God in our hearts and really take an inventory of the fruit we’ve borne and see whether they have been good or bad. If God has enabled us to bear good fruit, let’s be thankful and pray for it to continue. But if we’ve borne bad fruit because we’ve been like bad trees, let’s repent, let’s ask God to change our hearts to become good trees and bear good fruit. 
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