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      INTRODUCTION:

      A MORE EXCELLENT WAY OF LIVING

      God has made available to us the means for leading an effective, fulfilling, powerful and rewarding life. Preparing ourselves
         by gaining the knowledge and training we need to live the way we desire will help us, of course. But leading a truly exceptional
         life beyond imagination comes from recognizing and focusing on what is important in life. And God tells us what is important
         in His Word.
      

      It is important to God that we develop the qualities of His nature — that we have more love, joy and peace in our lives; more
         patience, kindness and goodness; more faithfulness, gentleness and self-control — qualities that the Bible calls the fruit
         of the Spirit.
         
            1
         
          These qualities of God’s Spirit are already inside those of us in whom His Spirit lives, those of us who have accepted Jesus
         Christ as the only acceptable sacrifice for our sins, who have repented of our sins and received Jesus as our personal Savior.
      

      As Christians, many of us pray that God will move powerfully through us to help others, and God wants us to pray this way.
         He has made available to us special endowments of supernatural energy that the Bible also calls spiritual gifts
            2
         
          to use for that very purpose.
         
            3
         
          But I believe our first priority should be developing the fruit of the Spirit.
      

      During the first few years of my ministry, I spent a lot of my prayer time asking God for those special endowments of supernatural
         energy to operate through me. I thought to be a powerful minister, I would need them. And I do. We all need them. But I didn’t
         give much thought to the fruit of the Spirit. Then one day the Lord impressed upon me, “Joyce, if you would have put even
         one half of the amount of energy and time into praying about and trying to develop the fruit of the Spirit as you have the
         gifts, you’d already have both.”
      

      The same Scripture passages that tell us to earnestly desire spiritual gifts,
         
            4
         
          especially the greater gifts, also tell us there is a still more excellent way.
         
            5
         
          That more excellent way is love.
         
            6
         
          The following verse shows us an example of how the gifts and love work together.
      

      And when Jesus went out He saw a great multitude; and He was moved with compassion for them, and healed their sick.

      MATTHEW 14:14 NKJV

      One of the special endowments of supernatural energy that God has made available for us to use is the gifts of healings.
         
            7
         
          In the example above, we see first in Jesus the fruit of the Spirit “love” in the form of compassion, before we see Him move
         in a gift of the Spirit “healings.” First we see the fruit, then the gift. The more excellent way “love” is the fruit of the Spirit. Love is the fruit from which all the other fruit issue.
         
            8
         
          If God’s love is the basis for our actions, we are representing Him well because God is love.
         
            9
         
         
      

      Jesus said: … the tree is known and recognized and judged by its fruit.
         
            10
         
          A good tree can be recognized by its fruit, and that applies to us as much as it does to trees. We are known by our fruit,
         
            11
         
          not by our gifts. We are known to be Jesus’ followers by our love for one another,
         
            12
         
          and by our fruit Jesus is known. A display of the fruit of the Spirit, the nature of God, is a display of the character of
         Jesus Christ. According to 2 Corinthians 5:20 we are God’s ambassadors, and He is making His appeal to mankind through us
         as believers in Jesus Christ. This is a very big responsibility that we should take seriously.
      

      

         IF GOD’S LOVE IS THE BASIS FOR OUR ACTIONS, WE ARE REPRESENTING HIM WELL BECAUSE GOD IS LOVE.
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      As an example of how we can affect another’s life through the simplicity of the fruit of the Spirit, I want to quote the words
         on a card Dave and I received today.
      

      Dear Joyce and Dave,

      Words can’t begin to express the blessing you have brought to me through God. I was always stressed out, worrying about little
         things and taking God for granted. Your books, tapes, and most of all, being around both of you and your family has changed
         my life!
      

      The people that work with you in your ministry are the most wonderful, genuine and warmest people I have ever met in my life.
         Thank you for helping me grow spiritually!
      

      D.L.

      Now what if this woman had read my books and listened to my tapes, but when she spent time in my presence was disappointed
         in the way I behaved? What if my family or I had been short-tempered, rude or unkind to her? We would not have had a positive
         influence on her; she may have even viewed us as hypocritical, and it could have hurt the cause of Jesus Christ.
      

      Everybody wants to be loved, and God makes Himself known through His love.
         
            13
         
          For this reason I believe that nothing is more important to the heart of God than for us to focus on expressing His love
         in order to draw people to Jesus.
      

      People are hungry, and they are looking for something real. When people taste the fruit in us and see that it is good,
         
            14
         
          they will want to find the Source of this fruit — this tree of life.
         
            15
         
          They will be ready to accept Jesus as the Way to form a personal, eternal relationship with God
         
            *
         
          and to experience the abundant, exceptional life on earth Jesus came to provide.
         
            16
         
         
      

      God has given us gifts to help people, and we can use the gifts He has made available to us to a certain extent without having
         developed the fruit. When I first started ministering, I hadn’t developed much fruit or even thought about it, as I mentioned
         before. I had a very strong gift of communication in order to teach and was operating in what I was called to do but with
         practically no fruit.
      

      People may see the gifts operating in us, but most of the time they look closer, inspecting our fruit to see whether it is
         good before opening themselves up to receive from us. When we show people that what we have is real, then they will listen to what we say and be receptive to what the Holy Spirit wants to give them through us.
      

      You can show people that what, actually Who, you have is real by responding with the good fruit to little incidents that happen
         in your daily living. If someone bumps into you at the grocery store, steps on your toe or even rolls a cart over your foot,
         be nice about it. Learn how to respond good-naturedly, especially if you’re prone to reacting with irritation or anger. To
         turn the situation into a pleasant experience, you could even laugh with the person, who certainly didn’t intend to bump,
         step on or roll over you! People can see Jesus in your patient, even joyful, response to something as small as that.
      

      If someone cuts in too closely in front of you in traffic and almost runs you off the road, you can use self-control to pray
         for the person instead of reacting with anger. However, if someone intentionally tries to run you off the road, you will need to take some kind of action besides simply responding with the fruit of patience
         or kindness! At a time like that you need the mature fruit of peace to keep your mind clear in order to hear the Holy Spirit
         tell you what to do. And you may also need His intervention to protect you. But under normal circumstances if you make a point
         of responding with kindness every time you have an opportunity, you will keep the way open for people to see and seek the
         Source of the love they find in you.
      

      The Bible says that we are letters of Christ read by all men. We are the credentials of the ministry in which we’ve grown.
         
            17
         
          When
      

      people see our good fruit, as individuals and in our ministry together with other Christians, they are impressed with our
         credentials. They read in us the nature of the Person we represent, Jesus.
      

      We learn how to develop the fruit by reading and applying the specifics the Bible gives us and by seeking God and praying.
         But we have already begun developing the fruit as our priority by simply making little choices throughout the day that display
         the fruit through our actions.
      

      We are to go out into the world and let the Holy Spirit flow through us to show people God’s love — His patience, kindness,
         goodness and the other fruit — and help people with His gifts. By focusing on the importance God places on developing the
         fruit of His Spirit, we will find that a door for the release of our gifts will swing wide open.
      

      Follow the more excellent way of love. Receive God’s love and let it flow out of you in its many forms and power to others.

      Oh, taste and see that the LORD is good; blessed is the man who trusts in Him!
            18
         
          Those who trust the Lord and take refuge in Him are happy and fortunate, so blessed that they are to be envied.
         
            19
         
          And
      

      those who seek the LORD shall not lack any good thing.
         
            20
         
         
      

      Happy, fortunate, blessed, not lacking any good thing — these terms describe the exceptional type of life that God wants us
         to lead.
      

   
      PART 1

      KNOWN BY OUR FRUIT

   
      CHAPTER 1

      THE GOOD FRUIT WILL KEEP YOU WHERE THE GIFTS TAKE YOU

      [image: art]

      Many people whose gifts move them into a place they desire haven’t developed the qualities they need to remain there. Or they
         may stay for a while at a certain level where their gifts took them but never move beyond it.
      

      Through developing the character qualities of the fruit of the Spirit, already in those of us who are Christians, we are able
         to move into the blessed, exceptional type of life we truly desire. When we as Christians know what God has available for
         us and are open to receiving from Him, His Spirit will give us the power we need to develop the fruit and live the type of
         life God wants for us.
         
            1
         
         
      

      I am grateful that God did not allow my gifts to expand until I let Him work with me for a few years on developing the fruit.
         When God dropped the teaching gift into me, it was strong. I taught then in just about the same way as I do now — years later.
         My gift moved me into a place of ministry as I had desired, but my ministry wasn’t expanding in the way I wanted because I
         hadn’t developed the fruit.
      

      God gives us various gifts
         
            2
         
          to use, but He gives us the fruit of the Spirit to develop. When the Holy Spirit lives inside us, we have everything He has.
         His fruit is in us. The seed has been planted. In order to use the gifts in the most powerful way that God desires, we must
         allow the seed of the fruit to grow up and mature in us by cultivating it.
         
            3
         
         
      

      We can cultivate all the fruit by focusing on love, the first in the list of the nine fruit, and self-control, the last in
         the list. Love and self-control are like bookends that hold the rest in place. All of the fruit issue from love and actually
         are a form of love, but they are kept in place by self-control.
      

      If you are concentrating on developing the fruit of love, as you walk through your day you won’t become impatient with people.

      You won’t be anything but kind. You will be good to people, supportive and faithful instead of being haughty or trying to
         appear better than others.
      

      

         ALL OF THE FRUIT ISSUE FROM LOVE AND ARE KEPT IN PLACE BY SELF-CONTROL.
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      If you aren’t motivated by love, you will find that operating in the fruit is very difficult. But even when you are motivated
         to express God’s love as a lifestyle, there will be times (many times when you first begin developing the fruit) when you won’t feel like being patient, kind, joyful, peaceful or even nice
         at all! Those are the times that you need self-control in order to continue to respond with the fruit even though you don’t
         feel like it.
      

      If you need to develop this fruit of self-control, begin with simply making little choices throughout the day to respond with
         the fruit to situations you encounter, as discussed before. Pretty soon you will have formed a habit. At that stage, the seed
         of self-control in you will have grown into a little plant.
      

      Once you have formed the habit, you won’t be caught off guard as easily as when you first started developing self-control.
         When you are in that first stage of development, you can be walking along in the grocery store thinking everything is great.
         You can be in a good mood, thinking about how you don’t have any problems right then and everything is wonderful. Then all
         of a sudden something minor will happen. Somebody will bump into you, step on your toe, roll a cart over your foot or make
         some other human mistake. And since you don’t have mature fruit yet, you will respond in anger or impatience instead of choosing
         to respond good-naturedly with patience and perhaps even joy by laughing with the person over the incident. But don’t despair,
         the more you practice displaying the fruit, the more mature they will become. At first you have to really try to control yourself,
         but eventually it will be very natural to respond the way Jesus would in a similar situation.
      

      You may think, Where did that come from? I thought I was nice and sweet. Sometimes we think that we already have the fruit of the Spirit fully developed in us simply because we are Christians. But
         when we are caught off guard, or our fruit is “squeezed,” we find out just how undeveloped the fruit in us is. These incidences
         are tests that are actually very good for us because they help us know the areas where we are weak and still need to grow.
      

      
         SEED-SIZED FRUIT EQUALS SMALL-SIZED MINISTRY
      

      When I began ministering in my gift, the fruit in me was definitely still in the seed-stage! And I operated that way for many
         years.
      

      For five years I taught a weekly Bible study in my living room to a small group of thirty people. When I taught, I wore short
         shorts, just as short as I could get them. And I smoked — one cigarette after the other. I sat there on my living room floor
         blowing smoke in everybody’s face the whole night while I was teaching the Bible!
      

      I had no concern for the guests’ feelings at all. It did not even occur to me that my smoking might make someone else uncomfortable
         or cause them to judge me adversely. There are many habits that can be detrimental to our Christian witness and I don’t suppose
         that smoking is any worse than many others, but we should choose not to do things that are harmful to our health and the health
         of others. Wearing short shorts in that type of atmosphere was not a wise choice either but at that time in my life I simply
         did what I felt like doing without even considering how it might affect others. Love would have made different choices. It
         would have wisely chosen to do things that could not offend anyone.
      

      You might be wondering how or why God would use me to teach His Word when my behavior was so immature, and I can certainly
         understand why you would. The only answer I can give is that God not only sees where we are right now, but He also sees where
         we came from and where we are going to end up. He knew my heart toward Him was right even though my behavior was very unwise.
         He gave me a space of time to change, and I am grateful for it.
      

      People came to the Bible study because God’s anointing was present, not because I was perfected yet. Most of them had the
         same problems I did, and we were trying to learn together. After a few months went by, I began to recognize that the Holy
         Spirit was dealing with me to dress differently and to stop smoking, as well as to make many other changes in my lifestyle
         habits. It was not easy to make the changes, but my love for Jesus helped me to press through the hard times of discipline.
      

      Some people reading this book might say, “Well, hey, then why do I have to change if God used you like that when you had all
         those problems?”
      

      If I hadn’t allowed God to change me by working with Him to develop the fruit of self-control in many areas, I would still
         be sitting on my living room floor ministering to twenty-five or thirty people — or to only one or two who were sticking with
         me out of loyalty. If I hadn’t allowed God to change me in preparation to fulfill His plan for me, I wouldn’t have moved into
         my present position of ministering. I speak to large groups of people in different teaching conferences on a regular basis,
         and I am also able to reach people with God’s love and His Word through a number of different Life In The Word outreaches
         all over the world. We are blessed to hear testimonies from people who tell us how God used this ministry to bring healing
         to them or transform their lives in other ways.
      

      Yes, God will let us do some ministry before we allow Him to begin developing that seed of the fruit of the Spirit in us,
         but He won’t loose us on the world until we mature a little. We won’t accurately represent Him until we begin maturing and
         reflecting His character more and more! And as we develop the fruit, we learn how to draw more on Him to handle the growing
         responsibilities He gives us on our way to leading a more exceptional life.
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