Why Some People Never Produce Fruit

Ps 1:1-3 Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers; 2 but his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night. 3 He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither. In all that he does, he prospers. ESV

Luke 13:6-9 And he told this parable: "A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, and he came seeking fruit on it and found none. 7 And he said to the vinedresser, 'Look, for three years now I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none. Cut it down. Why should it use up the ground?' 8 And he answered him, 'Sir, let it alone this year also, until I dig around it and put on manure. 9 Then if it should bear fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.'" ESV

______________________________________________________________________

A few weeks ago, I preached a message entitled, “The Fruit that God Wants.” And we learned through a simple Bible Study that God wants men and women to produce good and acceptable things for His kingdom.  Throughout scripture many times God’s people are likened to a vine in a vineyard, a fruit tree in an orchard, or a tree in a grove by a river.  The implications are clear:  God saves people for the purpose of producing things that are beneficial for His cause.  And the fruit that God wants is such things as the Fruit of the Spirit – love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control – and other fruit such as our praise and worship, that most precious fruit of bringing souls to Christ, and even the much needed, but little preached about fruit of providing for the ministry’s needs – both financially and help wise.  

Fruit is a natural byproduct of a fruit tree or vine.  It is what takes place normally over time.  People do not have to be planning to have children or even have bearing children in mind when they get married to suddenly a few months later find themselves with child.  It’s a natural byproduct of a normal marriage relationship.  When all of the normal parameters line up and are present and there is not a disruption in the flow chart, the fruit of the womb comes forth.  So is it with you and I in Christ Jesus.  Developing a relationship with God and focusing on living for Him will naturally produce the fruit that God wants.  It’s not something that you must make happen, but if all of the normal parameters are in place, it will come forth easily.  More often than not, fruit trees produce fruit.  And if they do not, or if the fruit produced is not desirable, then something is drastically wrong or some key ingredient missing.  

Both of our texts are passages of scripture that have profoundly impacted my personal spiritual life.  The first one, the first chapter of the book of Psalms is one that I quoted every year in a Christian school and had engrained in my mind at an early age.  The parable of Jesus that we read as our second text hit home after I had been in full-time ministry for a while and drove home in me the importance that I bear fruit for my Master and Savior, Jesus Christ.  This parable used to scare me to death in a holy, good, sort of way.  Realizing that the fruit trees represented people who had been born again and who were in the kingdom of God and realizing that if it had not borne fruit after the fourth year, it would be cut down sort of spurred me to do something for God and to be careful to make sure that I was living in a way pleasing to God.  In my mind, worse than never entering God’s vineyard in the first place, would be being planted in His kingdom and then being knocked out because of a failure to produce the right kind of fruit!  It was the thought of this parable that spurred me on to begin to teach Bible Studies and such and so it was a good thing.  Ezekiel said that the wicked are cut off and dried up and the only worth they are to God is as fuel for the eternal flames of torment.  We don’t hear that preached on much any more, but it’s there in scripture and as a young man I made up in my mind that my sole worth for God was not going to be kindling for the flames of hell.  I wanted to benefit the kingdom of God in a much better way.  And that meant that I needed to bear fruit for Him!  

And so let’s get right to the point, tonight.  When they have been born again of the water and the Spirit, people naturally produce spiritual fruit.  You can usually tell a change in their demeanor and their lifestyle.  The change opens doors for them to lead others to Jesus Christ.  And the change causes them to praise God and to support and be beneficial to the local ministry.  That is the natural by-product of being born again.  But sometimes something is a little awry.  There are some Christians who can be born again and never seem to produce the Fruit of the Spirit in their life.  They never become faithful.  They never become kind.  They don’t exhibit self-control all that much.  They don’t grow in patience for other people or treat others with a Godly, unselfish and non-self-serving sort of love.  They don’t support the ministry very well at all.  And some believers can seemingly go for decades without ever winning somebody to God or bringing somebody to Christ.  Why is that?

Or some Christians do good in certain areas of this fruit, but don’t ever quite get all of it.  Or they do produce fruit, but it is not near what it should be.  As in they may bring people to church by the droves, but those people that they produce are a bit like themselves, never sold out to truth.  Why is that?  

And so the title of our message needs to be amended a bit.  Let’s discuss scriptural reasons why some people never produce fruit at all.  Or why some produce only a little fruit.  Or why some produce inferior and diseased and weak and unhealthy fruit.  

______________________________________________________________________

Let’s start why some people never produce fruit in the first place:

They never truly completely die.

Jesus said:

John 12:24 Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. ESV

It’s an oxymoron – a seeming contradiction in terms, like “jumbo shrimp” – to me that people can be born again of the Water and the of the Spirit and then jump right back to living for their flesh.  But it must be possible because the Apostle Paul spent most of the book of Romans dealing with Spirit-filled Christians who insisted on being carnally minded.  It’s amazing that people can die out to their sins for the moment and God will respond to their genuine, for-the-moment repentance by giving them the Holy Ghost and washing away their sins, and they can be buried in the name of Jesus and then go back and dig up the dead carcass of who they used to be and resurrect it and keep living the same old way.  Even scarier are those who think such a process is normal.  People who dig up graves are not normal, they are weird and very, very strange – remember that the next time you are toying with going back to what you used to be before your past was buried in Christ Jesus!  But the cold, hard fact is that some people do not bear much fruit because they do not really completely die.  They died to their sins for a moment, but they have not truly died to all of their flesh.  They live for themselves each week.  Each week is just a process of doing what they feel like and then coming to church and trying to get forgiveness of it.  Of asking God to kill what they have been keeping alive by feeding all week long!

How can you struggle with something that you supposedly repented over and God took away from you?  How can you struggle with something that God was supposed to have washed away?  I’ll tell you how – it wasn’t really dead when you placed it in the watery burial.  Because you go keep digging it out and letting it live.  We need some old-fashioned prayer meetings where you don’t just pray for four minutes and go out and live the same old way, but where things die.  Where you lay down some things at the altar and never pick them up again because to do so would be pointless, they are dead.  What some of us do is that we put our flesh on the altar and pray just hard enough to weaken it a bit.  That’s not a true sacrifice.  Like Abraham, we tie the flesh to the altar and bind it up a bit but never plunge down the knife and then let it get up and go free again.  That’s not a complete altar experience.  And not only is it effecting your eternal destination, it’s hampering your ability to produce fruit for God in the here and now.  Jesus said if you will die, you will produce much fruit.  Some of us need our fleshly will to truly die.  

Similarly, some people don’t produce fruit, or produce only diseased spiritual fruit because:

They try to produce good fruit too close to the wrong environment.  

Our text in Psalms 1 read:

Ps 1:1-3 Blessed is the man  who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers; 2 but his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night. 3 He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither. In all that he does, he prospers. ESV

The point of this psalm is that location is very important in producing spiritual fruit.  The blessed and righteous man is blessed and righteous because of where he chooses not to go and of where he chooses to grow.  He does not try to produce fruit walking in the counsel or advice of the wicked.  He does not try to grow spiritual fruit standing in the way of sinners.  The term “standing in the way” there implies in the Hebrew a passive neutrality.  As in you are not really sinning, but you are hanging out constantly with people who do.  And you are not saying anything but just sort of blending in.  It’s the equivalent of going to the party but not dancing, or going to the bar but not drinking.  You are not sinning yourself by your own activity, but you are affecting your soul by choosing to hang out with them and stand in their way with them.  And then the third scenario is that the righteous bears good fruit because they refuse to sit in the seat of the scornful.  They refuse to join in with the mockers and those who criticize everybody else.  Sitting in the seat of a critical spirit and of always finding fault in others will kill the Godly fruit in your life every time!

I know that many of you think that I’m a city slicker, but don’t let the snazzy style of dress fool you – I’m a country boy.  I was raised feeding chickens and ducks and cows and horses, and gathering eggs and cleaning the pheasant cages and picking corn and okra and digging potatoes.  When we came to San Antonio and bought our house, I got this wild hair one year that I was going to plant a garden.  I borrowed my neighbor’s tiller – yes, I can run a tiller – and tilled me up a little patch and laid out rows and planted me a bunch of stuff and wouldn’t you know it, everything came out beautifully.  I watered it and weeded it and all of that.  My cantaloupe came up perfectly and pretty soon the little yellow flowers gave way to big melons that began to grow.  I would go out every few days and such and thump them and all of that – I like cantaloupe.  And if you’ve never planted a garden there’s something self-satisfying about raising your own.  Of not having to go to HEB and pay all of that amount.  It’s fun to be able to go to HEB and go stand by the cantaloupes and wait for some old person to come along and join in with the conversation that goes something like this:  “Can you believe what they are charging for these things?”  “Nope, it’s crazy ain’t it – me, I’d just rather go to my back yard and pick me one from my garden.”  And then they look at you and say, “you’ve got your own garden?”  “Yessir!”  And then you are in with that crowd, you know what I’m saying?  Okay, maybe not.

Anyway, my dad is in with that crowd, so I picked the first fully ripe cantaloupe and got a knife and called him so that he could appreciate his son’s actually having learned something.  I cut me a slice and salted it like dad always did and took a bite of it with him on the phone only to promptly spit it out.  It tasted just like cucumber!  It looked good, all plump and firm and golden but it would have been better served to make pickles.  Orange pickles.  And my dad started laughing and said, “you just learned your first lesson in gardening, son, you planted your cucumbers and squash too close to your melons and it affects them.”  He was right!  The melons close to the cucumber row tasted like cucumbers and the melons close to the squash row tasted exactly like squash.  I had to thrown them all out and let the birds eat them and then go to HEB and pay – do you know how expensive cantaloupe is at the store these days?

Say what you want, but the spiritual location of what you choose to live your life in close proximity to does affect your spiritual fruit!  If you choose to stand in the way of sinners and live your life as close to them as possible, your fruit will be full with the taste of sin.  If you choose to listen to the counsel of the ungodly over the counsel of your minister and the Bible, your fruit will have traces of stuff you don’t want.  If you choose to sit in the scornful and criticize everybody else, you will bear fruit, but your fruit will be worthless to God because of the bitterness that will run through it. 

But our Psalm said that the righteous who bears good fruit, gets away from all of that and don’t hang around all of that stuff and instead find a deep river and grow beside that!  Find a river of the Holy Ghost flowing and stay planted right there and this will be the result:          

Ps 1:3 He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither. In all that he does, he prospers. ESV

Your spiritual location of where you choose to live your life will affect – I said, it will affect – your spiritual fruit!  Choose wisely what you let grow up along with you!  

_______________________________________________________________________

Let’s look at another couple of related reasons why some people don’t bear fruit, or why their fruit is something less to be desired.  Some people,

They don’t stay connected to the main vine long enough.

Again, Jesus said:

John 15:4-6 Remain in me, and I will remain in you. For a branch cannot produce fruit if it is severed from the vine, and you cannot be fruitful unless you remain in me. 5 "Yes, I am the vine; you are the branches. Those who remain in me, and I in them, will produce much fruit. For apart from me you can do nothing. 6 Anyone who does not remain in me is thrown away like a useless branch and withers. Such branches are gathered into a pile to be burned. NLTse

The key to bearing fruit, Jesus said, is to “stay connected with me.”  We must stay connected to Jesus Christ because “apart from me you can do nothing.”  That’s good advice to remember.  And in another place Paul uses the same analogy that when we are born again we are “grafted into the vine.”  The imagery is of a horticulturist grafting in a vine to another to receive nourishment.  It is of getting connected to the main source.  That’s what God does when He brings us into His kingdom and gets sin out of our lives – He hooks up to Jesus Christ and then we can produce fruit from the nutrients that we get from God Almighty.  You cannot produce spiritual fruit by your own means or relying on your own power; you’ve got to be connected with Jesus Christ.  

But you must not only get connected, you’ve got to stay connected.  You’ve got to hook up to Him and remain in Him.  And some people never produce spiritual fruit worth writing home about because their lives are a series of connections and disconnections and reconnections to Jesus Christ.  They come on Sunday and get reconnected and pray through all of their mess and get their focus back and then by Monday evening or Tuesday morning they’ve disconnected and gone back to doing things their way.  And they come into Wednesday night needing the preacher to help them reconnect to Jesus Christ and then by Thursday evening, they’ve already pulled away and gone twenty-four hours without talking to Him and have connected with their flesh again and they come into Sunday needing a re-re-re-reconnection with Jesus Christ.  

Now we must constantly check to make sure that we are connected with Jesus and there’s nothing wrong with having an attitude of repentance, but the bottom line is that if you live every week this way – a series of grafting and re-grafting, of making the connection and breaking the connection – you are not going to produce much fruit.  Jesus said that you’ve got to “remain in me” or “abide in me” to use the terminology of the other translations.  You’ve got to stay connected for a period of time so that the fruit can come.  Your weekly or every few day disconnection is keeping you from bearing any fruit!  And such is many people’s issues in their spiritual walk.  

On the other hand, another reason why some people don’t bear fruit is that:

Somebody kills them instantly because they didn’t bear full fruit in a matter of months.

In the parable of Luke, it was only after the tree had been planted and growing in the vineyard for three years without fruit that the keeper became worried that something was wrong.  And only after four years of not growing fruit was permission given to cut it down.  There are some people in the church who if others don’t change every possible area and exhibit perfect Christian behavior in two months after they have been baptized and received the Holy Ghost, kill them with criticism.  And there have been many people spiritually killed because other Christians were not patient with them or did not consider the time period of their serving God when dealing with them.

Let me preach to some of you who have had the Holy Ghost for four years or more:  you should have some patience and some maturity when dealing with people who are just making their first growth steps in the kingdom of God.  You should respond to them and deal with them according to scriptural guidelines even if they do not.  Because you’ve been in this longer – God holds you to a higher standard.  What bothers me is when people who have had the Holy Ghost for five years or more, get mad at people who have the Holy Ghost for considerably less because they didn’t respond perfectly or do everything just so.  Don’t criticize them for that – you should be teaching them by example what to do – you’re the older one here, right?  

Give people time to grow.  It takes time when planting fruit trees.  My grandfather had fruit trees and I know that you don’t plant a fruit tree and expect luscious fruit on it the next year.  It usually takes at least two years or more before anything begins growing and then the first couple of crops are lackluster.  It’s a normal part of the cycle.  It’s part of the growing process.  But we tend to kill people because they don’t produce perfect spiritual fruit instantly, right away.  Even Jesus said that the fig tree had three years before the gardener turned to drastic means.  

A church that appears like everybody present has it all together and everybody looks and acts like perfect Christians is either:  1) a bunch of fakes or 2) a church that hasn’t won anybody new to God lately.  Because a growing church will have people at all levels coming to it.  And I’m amazed at how quickly people forget their own struggles.  It takes them five years to overcome some bitterness and unforgiveness and to move on from their issues and then they get mad if somebody else doesn’t change in the same areas in two months!  Give them time!  Give them the same time that you were afforded, or if people dealt with you like idiots, give others a better chance to survive than you had!  Don’t kill people if they don’t produce every possible Christian fruit and make every possible needed change in six months – neither did you; neither did you!  

The tree had been in the vineyard for three years before they gave it a second’s concern.  Three years.  That leads me to another reason why some people don’t bear fruit:  

They don’t stay in one location long enough to take root.

For a fig tree to bear fruit, it has to stay tied down the soil of one location long enough to produce a root system that is strong enough to sustain it.  Storms bring rain which help to establish roots; so does time and stability.  You cannot take a fruit tree, plant it in one place, dig it up a year later and plant it somewhere else, dig it up a year later and plant it somewhere else and keep doing it and expect any good fruit to come from the tree.  The constant moving retards the growth of the fruit production.  

People who are always changing churches and changing congregations never produce Godly fruit on the order that God wants.  You cannot pull up your roots and change every few months or years and expect to see Godly fruit in your family and your life.  The devil knows this and that’s why he tries to get people offended and to leave and do that age old dance, the church hop.  I understand the need to leave a church if the preacher is not preaching true doctrine.  I understand that there are times where circumstances such as the military and job situations cause people to move around.  That’s not what I’m talking about.  I’m talking about people for whom the issue is really that they have some things in their life that needs to change and rather than deal with the issues, they’d rather run from it.  Rather than let a preacher identify the issues of their life, they’d rather keep moving and instead of changing to match God’s Word, they’d rather move and try to find a church that suits their flesh.  And you’ll never find one.  Because a true church is all about Jesus Christ, not all about you.  

Three years to some of us is a long time.  In the kingdom of God it is the normal time that it takes to produce fruit.  It’s no coincidence that Jesus ministered between three and four years in length.  Any shorter and He would not have produced the full fruit that God wanted Him to produce and we’d do good to learn from that experience.  I’ve known people who taught Sunday School for two weeks and decided that they couldn’t do it and quit in frustration because they weren’t “seeing results!”  I’ve known pastors who went to a place for 18 months and quit because they weren’t “seeing the fruit of their labor.”  I’ve known people to teach somebody four Bible studies over the course of a month and get aggravated and give up on them saying, “they’re not really hungry because nothing’s happening.”  The Word of God is a seed and their heart is ground.  Two weeks, two months, or two years is not enough time to even begin to see if you are going to get any results at all.  We need the fruit of patience to produce fruit!  Some people don’t see fruit in their life not because God didn’t answer their prayers, but because they didn’t wait around long enough to see it come to pass!

Which leads us to yet another reason why some people never produce fruit:

They don’t endure the coldness of winter.

Our text in Psalms said that the righteous “brings forth his fruit in his season.”  Even godly people don’t produce fruit at the same pace all of the time.  God has appointed seasons to our life.  There are the spring months of new life springing forth and there are the summer months of seeing fruit appear by the droves and there is the autumn where the harvest is taken in and reaped.  And there are the winter months.  The cold comes.  The leaf fades away.  Everything gets dark and barren and empty.  The flower goes away.  Everything looks as if it were dead.  Nobody likes the winter months spiritually.

But the winter months are important for a fruit tree.  Because just below the base of the tree, right under the surface of the ground is something that is called the “maritime stem.”  This is the “brain” of the tree that decides whether or not to send the nutrients up into the branches to produce fruit, or to send it downward to extend and deepen the roots.  The cold activates the maritime stem.  It signals the tree to send all the nutrients downward and so the reason that during the winter time there is no outward buds or leaves or growth that is visible is not because the tree is dead, but rather because all of the nutrients and focus and growth is under the ground in the root system.  The top part of the tree looks dead because it is in the winter time that the roots grow!  

The old timers like my grandfather will tell you that the colder the winter, the sweeter the fruit the next spring.  A mild winter yields unpleasant tasting fruit.  And the colder the winter, the more fruit that the next spring will bring on any given tree because the key to more and better-tasting fruit is for the root system to grow so that the tree can produce even more nutrients for the fruit.  

Listen carefully:  John the Revelator saw a portrait of the New Earth and the New Jerusalem and it had streets of gold, but it also had trees:

Rev 22:2 through the middle of the street of the city; also, on either side of the river, the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit each month. The leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations. ESV    

“Yielding its fruit each month.”  Until we get over there, there will be times of tears.  Until we get over there, there will darkness that we have to deal with.  Until we get over there, there will be seasons to life.  It won’t be until we get over there that we are able to live in sunshine all of the time and to have fruit each and every month!  So until then, there will be winter times come along.  God has not forgotten you; God has not cursed you.  Just because it looks like that there is no fruit doesn’t mean that there is nothing worthwhile going on in your life.  You’re just in a winter season.  It’s time to make sure your roots grow strong!  It’s time to make sure that you are grounded further in the Word of God and correct doctrine!  It’s time to focus on the inward, unseen parts so that when the spring comes God can bless you greater in the outward seen manner!  Survive the winter so that you can embrace the spring and summer because it’s just a season – it won’t last forever.  Just don’t die there and give up!  

And that brings us to a final point why some people don’t bring forth the fruit that God wants to have them produce:

They refuse to be pruned or dunged.

Jesus also said this:

John 15:2 Every branch of mine that does not bear fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit. ESV

When we do begin to produce fruit for God, He prunes us.  He cuts on us; He removes even more from our heart; He downsizes us; He works on us even more.  The pruning process is painful and seems tough at first until you realize that it’s results is to produce even more fruit!  That’s the reason God disciplines us and keeps working on us to shape us up and to get us even purer.  It’s a pruning process.  The Bible says:

Heb 12:11 No discipline is enjoyable while it is happening—it's painful! But afterward there will be a peaceful harvest of right living for those who are trained in this way. NLTse

You should rejoice when God prunes you with correction and discipline, because it means that He is setting you up for an even greater harvest.  And the truth is that God often uses a go between to do it.  In the parable of our text, it was the vinedresser who the owner had hired to keep the vineyard that begged for more time for the tree.  The owner of this church’s vineyard is God, but He has placed the day-to-day care in the hands of a vinedresser, the pastor.  The reason that God hasn’t given up on some of you has been because of a pastor’s prayers for mercy and for just “one more year.”  Having a pastor in your life and with authority in your life isn’t a curse, but a blessing!  It causes God to deal with you more mercifully than He would have otherwise.  

And what did the vinedresser do to the fig tree that had no fruit?  He dunged it.  That is, he pulled the dirt back from the base of the tree to expose the top of the roots and then he packed manure in around it to try to stimulate the roots to grow deeper.  A failure of fruit bearing can always be traced to a deeper problem.  The surface issue is not the issue.  It seldom is.  What people say is the issue is rarely the true issue.  What is obvious on the outside is just a symptom of the root level problem.  Pastor’s try to stimulate growth by exposing the real root problem and by trying to provoke that area to growth.  It’s a messy job.  It stinks.  It gets people mad at you because exposing and provoking the root of their problems causes people to get upset.  But it’s worth the effort if it provokes growth and keeps God from removing you from His vineyard!  Don’t get mad at the preacher when he reads your mail and gets down to the core of your real issues and confronts them, leaving them bare.  Don’t get upset when he stirs up a stink in your life by trying to shock you out of your sin and situation.  He’s trying to get you fruitful again so that God doesn’t curse you!  He’s helping you and it’s for your good!  He’s trying to keep God’s mercy alive in your life and to keep God from cutting you down and throwing you away!  

Pruning isn’t painless and dunging isn’t fun – but don’t fight it or run from it because it is needed to produce Godly fruit in your life and you must – You Must! – produce fruit!  

_______________________________________________________________________

I close with this:

Not only must you produce fruit that is pleasing to the Almighty in order to abide in God’s vineyard and be saved, but for your own benefit and well being in this life.  Paul wrote the church in Corinth and asked a question:

1 Cor 9:7b Who plants a vineyard without eating any of its fruit? ESV 

The answer is, of course, “nobody does that, everybody eats the fruit that they plant and produce in their own vineyard.”  You will eat of what you produce.  You will taste of the fruit that you bear in your own life.  And your spiritual nourishment and enjoyment will come from the fruit of your own actions.  If you’ve got a bitter taste in your life, chances are it is because you are reaping what you have sown and eating what you have produced.  If you want to have a blessed life, then produce blessed fruit, because you will eat of your own fruit!  Understanding that, I want to produce fruit that God is pleased with!  And whatever He’s got to do to bring that about, I must happily submit to!  Because my life here and my eternity will be determined by my fruit!   

