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      To the many women we’ve been able to meet through the ministry of TGC.

      We are so grateful for your kingdom service and the abundant harvest the Lord is producing in and through you.
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      Introduction

      How do you measure a successful life? Is it the number of likes or followers or double-taps? Is it the cleanliness of your kitchen or the letters after your name? Is it the sum of the things you’ve checked off your bucket list? Is it a sense of happiness or satisfaction? Is it what other people think about you?

      Or is it something else entirely?

      The Bible often uses the language of “fruitful” to describe a life well-lived. In the garden of Eden, God instructed our first parents to “be fruitful” (Gen. 1:28). In the Old Testament, he promised his people Israel that he would make them fruitful if they followed him (Lev. 26:9), and he pledged to restore them to fruitfulness when they disobeyed and repented (Jer. 23:3; Ezek. 36:11). Throughout the first books of the Bible, the good life is the fruitful life.

      Even after the coming of Jesus, the Lord holds up fruitfulness as the measure of success for people who follow him. The New Testament is filled with encouragements to be fruitful. But instead of talking about fruitfulness in terms of abundant crops and large biological families, the Lord points his people to spiritual fruitfulness.

      In the parable of the sower, Jesus describes the person whose heart is good soil, “who hears the word [of God] and understands it.” This person “bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty” (Matt. 13:23). Although the metaphor is agricultural, Jesus’s point is spiritual. A person who knows and receives the saving message of God’s word will start to display the fruit of following Christ. If Christ is at work in your heart by his Spirit, your life will look different than it once did. Your life, in fact, will look a lot like Jesus.

      Perhaps the most famous description of fruitfulness in the whole Bible comes from Galatians 5:22–25: “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also keep in step with the Spirit.”

      In this devotional, we will look at each of the nine aspects of a fruitful life: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. For each one, we will see how the Bible defines it, how Jesus displays it, what practicing it means for our own souls, and what it means for our relationships.

      We’ll be turning to a different passage of Scripture each day for forty days, since only the word of God can give us what we need for a fruitful life. As we do, we’ll consider what that day’s text has to say about bearing fruit in the power of the Spirit; we’ll also look at additional Bible passages. It’s not just one or two verses that can help us—it’s the teaching of the whole Bible. Each section is capped off with one of our favorite fruit-filled recipes. We hope they will help you enjoy the sweetness of God’s creation, reflect on his goodness, and share what you’ve learned with others.

      You might choose to read this book on your own as part of your daily time of Bible reading and prayer, helping you to grow in your knowledge of God and love for him. But you might also want to read it with a friend or a group of friends, encouraging one another as you seek spiritual fruit in your lives together. Either way, the reflections, responses, and prayers that accompany each day’s reading are designed to draw you closer to Christ as you display the fruit of walking with him.

      Do you want a successful life? Come along with us as we ask for the Spirit’s help to pursue a fruitful life.

    

  
    
      Day 1

      Pursue a Better Dream

      Melissa Kruger

      Read

      The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also keep in step with the Spirit. (Gal. 5:22–25)

      Reflect

      A few years ago, I read a book by a well-known influencer who encouraged her readers to build a “dream wall,” a blank space to post images of their hopes for life, with specific goals they hoped to achieve. The dream wall would serve as a daily reminder of what each woman was working toward. If you could visualize it, the author promised, you could make it happen. The author’s own dream wall included meeting famous people, being on the cover of influential magazines, and having a second home, in Hawaii.

      The book left me with a sense of exhaustion and emptiness. It communicated: Work harder, be better, do more, and you can achieve the life of your dreams! The underbelly of that type of thinking is that if my life isn’t living up to my dreams, it must be my fault. I also know enough about life (and my own heart) to recognize that I’d probably still be discontent even if I gained everything I think I want. A beach house in Hawaii isn’t enough to satisfy a thirsty soul.

      Today’s verses point us to a different sort of dream wall. And, there’s good news—the Spirit is the one doing the work. The Bible doesn’t give us a message of work harder, do better. It gives us a message of dependence on Jesus: “I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). We flourish not by our own achievements, but by abiding in Jesus.

      Instead of prioritizing earthly gains, the Spirit-filled dream wall imagines a fruit-bearing woman. The Spirit produces a singular fruit that blossoms in a beautiful variety of ways: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. It’s a different kind of hope from earthly gains. This spiritual dream wall offers a harvest that increases year to year. This fruit never spoils but offers a continual blessing to others. Whatever may happen outwardly, the inner soul is renewed and refreshed because the branches are abiding in the vine. This is an invitation to strive less and abide more.

      It’s also an encouragement to dream bigger. Take a moment to visualize an extravagant harvest of spiritual fruit. Ask God to make you joyful in every circumstance, patient with those who are difficult, gentle with those who make mistakes, and self-controlled when life feels out of control. This is the fruit of a soul that abides in Jesus. As we walk by his Spirit, he teaches us more about himself and then produces fruit that reflects Jesus in our lives.

      Respond

      In what ways do earthly gains and successes tend to leave us always wanting more? What would it look like for you to prioritize abiding in Jesus in the hopes of bearing spiritual fruit?

      Request

      O Lord, I want to be like Jesus. Fill me with your Spirit and transform me by your word. As I abide in you, bear your fruit through me. Let me be filled with love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Let me be blessed to be a blessing as I keep in step with the Spirit.

     




 Love

      Let me tell you where love was born. Love was born in the garden of Gethsemane, where Jesus sweat great drops of blood, it was nurtured in Pilate’s hall, where Jesus bared his back to the ploughing of the lash, and gave his body to be spit upon and scourged. Love was nurtured at the cross, amid the groans of an expiring God, beneath the droppings of his blood—it was there that love was nurtured. Bear me witness, children of God. Where did your love spring from, but from the foot of the cross?

      Charles Spurgeon1

    

  
    
      Day 2

      Love Begins with God

      Abbey Wedgeworth

      Read

      The Lord passed before him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin.” (Ex. 34:6–7)

      Reflect

      What is love?

      I can’t ask that question without the 1990s Haddaway song popping into my mind. And now I’m sitting here in a coffee shop, bobbing my head to the beat: “What is love? Baby, don’t hurt me.” But the lyrics that follow this iconic intro do nothing to answer that question. Perhaps a better song title would be “What Isn’t Love?”

      The Bible offers more concrete definitions. In 1 Corinthians 13 (the frontrunner for the superlative “Most likely to be read at a wedding”), the apostle Paul explicitly answers the question, What is love? It is patient and kind. It isn’t self-seeking. It bears and believes all things. It doesn’t envy, and it doesn’t end. In his New Testament letter, John provides an even more poignant and concise definition: “God is love” (1 John 4:8, 16). Before time, love existed between Father, Son, and Spirit. Man was made in God’s image as an overflow of that Trinitarian love. His definition reveals the history of love and also its source: God.

      Because we are his image bearers, we have the ability to love as he loves.

      The English word for love is a little sloppy. I love my nail polish. I also love my child. The word communicates affection in both contexts but only self-sacrificial care in the latter. We can usually discern the difference based on the context. However, in the Bible, numerous Greek and Hebrew words for love offer us categories for different types of love, leaving less room for misunderstanding.

      There is sexual love (eros/yada), friendship love (phileo/ahabah), and familial love (storge/ahabah). But the most common word for love used in the Greek portion of the Bible is agape. It refers to charity, love that is unchanged regardless of changing circumstances. Agape’s Hebrew counterpart is hesed, which refers to steadfast love or lovingkindness. This word is most commonly used to describe God’s love for his people in the Old Testament.

      In the first description of his attributes found in the Bible, God says he abounds in steadfast love (Ex. 34:6–7). Shockingly, God isn’t saying this to nice people who follow him faithfully. He says it to destructive and self-seeking people. To them, he describes himself as overflowing with forgiveness, kindness, and commitment.

      Just as Paul defines love by what it does and does not do, and John exhorts Christians to love, not just in word but also in deed (1 John 3:18), God’s description of himself shows that love is never merely affection—it is action. The ultimate demonstration of love in action is God’s love for us in Christ Jesus. In love, God preserves his people. In love, he gives us his Son. In love, he pours out his Spirit. And his Spirit enables us to respond according to the commands he has given us—in love.

      This sort of love is not natural. Without the Spirit, we love people the way I love my nail polish. Love becomes a matter of preference or performance. But what happens when our preferences change? What about when people no longer meet our needs or please us? By contrast, God’s love—steadfast love—endures all things. His love is different from our love.

      As beloved of God, those who love him receive the ability to love as he does through the power of his Spirit. To define love, we need to know its source. To practice love, we need the God who is love to live in us.

      Respond

      If you were asked by a stranger on the street how you define love, how would you respond? What experiences have most shaped your understanding of love? How do your experiences compare or contrast with the definitions offered in 1 Corinthians 13:1–13 and 1 John 3:16–20?

      Request

      Father, I praise you that you are a God who is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness. I am in awe of how you forgive iniquity and transgression and sin. I am humbled to be a recipient of your mercy, grace, patience, forgiveness, and steadfast love. Thank you for your faithfulness to me, even when I am faithless. Forgive me for the times I fail to show love. Please convict me when I am not loving well, and help me by the power of your Spirit to love others as you have loved me.

    

  
    
      Day 3

      Love Came Down

      Abbey Wedgeworth

      Read

      As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Abide in my love. . . . This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends. (John 15:9–13)

      Reflect

      Algebra wasn’t my favorite subject, but it’s served me well in learning about love. Do you remember the transitive property? It’s the one that says, if A = B and B = C, then A = C. So, if A = 5, for example, then B and C must both also be 5 by the transitive property.

      God is love. And Christ is God. Therefore, Christ is love. So if you want to know what love is, and what love does, look no further than the life of Christ. He provided a living, breathing, walking, talking definition of love. 
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