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What Does It Mean to be Fruitful?
A Study of John 15:1-8
Characteristic:  Love
Big Idea:  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
Introduction:

A.
I’d like to begin this morning by asking you a question:  Would you like to live a more fruitful life?

Some of you may be thinking, “If you mean, ‘Would I like to be busier?’ the answer is, ‘no.’  I’m plenty busy as it is.”
I know.  I’m not talking about busier; I’m talking about better.  Would you like to live a more fruitful life—a life characterized by abundant growth and good results?

Some of you may be thinking, “Are you one of those prosperity preachers—the ones that say that I can enjoy the riches and health that God desires for me, if I would just have enough faith to give you my money?”

Nope.  I’m not talking about prosperity; I’m talking about productivity.  Would you like to live a more fruitful life—a dynamic, productive, creative life that enriches the world?
Some of you may be thinking, “Is this a trick question?  Of course I want to be more fruitful.  What’s the catch?”
No catch.  Jesus tells us plainly in the Bible.  He explains all about fruitfulness—how to be what you were born to be:  fruitful.
But maybe you didn’t get it.  For years, I didn’t.  Or maybe you forgot.  I forget a lot.  What does it mean to be fruitful?
B.
Jesus wants His followers to be fruitful.  It’s true today.  It was true on Thursday—the Thursday before Jesus was crucified.  On that day, Jesus was with the handful of disciples He had picked to lead His mission on earth.  He was in the upper room of a home in Jerusalem.  It became a classroom.  There Jesus, through words, deeds, and symbols taught His disciples once again the keys to living a fruitful life.  It was critically important that He do so.  You see, it was Jesus’ last opportunity before His death to coach His players on being fruitful, and Jesus knew it.  Jesus knew He was going to be crucified within 24 hours.  Jesus knew He was staking His reputation, His mission, His life on the fruitfulness of these guys.  Jesus knew that these eleven men (twelve minus Judas) would serve as the foundation of His spiritual body, the Church.  So, He wanted to be sure that they understood clearly what fruitfulness is all about.  Class was in session in the upper room, and fruitfulness seemed uppermost on His mind.
Then Jesus says, “Arise, let us go from here” (John 14:31b) and they all leave the upper room and head out toward the Garden of Gethsemane for a field trip.  Here’s how one commentator, Bruce Wilkinson, vividly imagines the scene:
Eleven . . . men follow Jesus down the stairs and out into the cool night air.  Some of the disciples carry lamps or burning torches to light the way. . . .

The disciples follow Jesus down the hill, through the winding streets of Jerusalem.  Avoiding the temple mount and its noisy, celebrating crowds, Jesus turns right and leads them out of the city.  Then they turn sharply left to follow the Kidron Valley up toward their destination.

Along the terraces that follow the curve of the valley, they pass through ancient vineyards.  They walk single file between rows of neatly tended grapes, plants that have been bearing fruit for generations.  To the left above them tower the city walls and the ramparts of the temple.  Ahead and to the right rises the Mount of Olives, where Gethsemane and betrayal await.

Here Jesus stops.  Hemmed in by rows of vines, the disciples gather around.  Lamps and torches sputter in the night air and flicker in their eyes.

Jesus reaches for a grape branch.  Showing signs of new spring growth, its woody stem lies across His hand in the golden light (The Secrets of the Vine, 12-13).
It was there that Jesus seizes the opportunity to illustrate what He has been teaching His disciples all evening.  He pulls it all together in one beautiful, memorable object lesson on fruitfulness.  I can imagine all the disciples leaning in to look at the vine as Jesus speaks.  His words are recorded in John 15:1-8.  He says,
NKJ John 15:1 “I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser. 2 “Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit He takes away; and every branch that bears fruit He prunes, that it may bear more fruit. 3 “You are already clean because of the word which I have spoken to you. 4 “Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in Me. 5 “I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit; for without Me you can do nothing. 6 “If anyone does not abide in Me, he is cast out as a branch and is withered; and they gather them and throw them into the fire, and they are burned. 7 “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, you will ask what you desire, and it shall be done for you. 8 “By this My Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit; so you will be My disciples.”
C.
I know what some of you are thinking:  “Nice story, Bob.  But, I don’t really get it.  What does this mean?  I sense that there’s something really deep and important here, and I’ve heard people quote this, but I don’t quite understand how this relates to me.  It’s a little fruity. (”
If you could use some help in understanding this, you’re not alone, and you’ve come to the right place.  Many people don’t get this illustration.  So we’re going to spend seven Sundays figuring it out.  Here’s how we’re going to do it.
1.
Today, we’re going to address the question, “What does it mean to be fruitful?”

2.
Next Sunday, we’ll address the question, “What does fruitfulness look like?”

3.
Then, we’ll spend three Sundays addressing the question, “How can you be fruitful?”

4.
The following Sunday, we’ll answer the question, “What happens when you’re unfruitful?”

5.
Finally, we’ll answer the question, “What happens when you’re fruitful?”

So, we’re limiting our focus today to the first foundational question:  What does it mean to be fruitful?

I.
Well, first let’s consider the fruit in the vine illustration.  What is the fruit?  The key to identifying the fruit and understanding this vine illustration is to carefully consider the context in which Jesus gave it.  Those who either ignore the context or who see no connection within the context are prone to misinterpret what Jesus is saying.  I suspect this is why so many different interpretations of this illustration are floating around today.
A.
“Fruit” is mentioned repeatedly in our immediate text.  For example, in Verse 8, Jesus says,
NKJ John 15:8 “By this My Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit; so you will be My disciples.”
This verse actually puts us on the trail to finding out what fruitfulness means.  The term, “My disciples” is significant here.  Two Greek words are behind the translation:  emoi mathetai.  Emoi (my) mathetai (disciples).  I imagine that this would have been a memorable term to the guys who were with Jesus that night.  Wouldn’t it be unforgettable if Jesus, in person, face to face, eyeball to eyeball, said to us, “you will be My disciples”?
One question occurs to me, though.  Weren’t these guys already disciples?  After all, they had followed Jesus for years.  In what sense were they to become Jesus’ disciples and why would it be conditioned on their fruitfulness?  I think this suggests that the guys would become disciples in the eyes of unbelievers as they bore fruit that the unbelievers could see, and by this, God would be glorified.  Let me show you.
We have a record of Jesus using that exact term, “My disciples” one other time.  It was earlier that night in the upper room, perhaps less than an hour earlier.  So when Jesus said, “My disciples” in the vineyard, I think the minds of his followers went right back to the upper room earlier that night to remember something strikingly similar that Jesus said.  It’s recorded in John 13:35.  Jesus said,
NKJ John 13:35 “By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”
There’s the term:  My disciples.  Emoi mathetai.  Here’s the if-then logic: if you have love for one another, then all will know that you are My disciples.  That’s a way of saying, if you love one another, God will be glorified through you.  The unbelieving world will notice your love for one another.  By this they’ll know that you’re a God follower.

Now I want you to notice the parallel between John 15:8 and John 13:35.  I believe John 15:8 is a restatement of the truth of John 13:35.  In John 15:8, here’s the strikingly similar if-then logic:  if you bear much fruit, then you will be My disciples and then God the Father will be glorified.  The unbelieving world will notice your fruit.  By this they’ll know that you’re a God follower, and the Father will be honored.
If indeed John 15:8 is simply a restatement of John 13:35, then the fruit of John 15:8 is simply a metaphor or picture of the love of John 13:35.  So the fruit is the disciples’ love for one another.  In particular, it’s a love that is seen by unbelievers and brings honor to God.  It’s love on display.
B.
Let me present another line of evidence that corroborates that the fruit in the vine illustration is a picture of this kind of love.  The vine illustration comes in the middle of a literary framing device known as an inclusio.  An inclusio marks the beginning and the end of a unit of thought by repeating a word or phrase or sentence.

Sometimes I use an inclusio in my sermons.  For example, in the middle of one of my recent sermons, I presented a big idea, saying, “Dishonesty dismembers relationships.”  Then a little later in that sermon, I repeated the same words:  “Dishonesty dismembers relationships.”  Finally, I concluded the sermon by saying once again, “Dishonesty dismembers relationships.”  I repeated myself to fortify the point and to show that all the stuff I had been talking about in between was related in some way to that point.
Let me show you the beginning of the inclusio that contains the vine illustration in our text.  It comes in John 13:34.  Jesus says,
NKJ John 13:34 “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another . . .
Remember these words were spoken that Thursday night in the upper room.  That same night, Jesus then gives the vine illustration in John 15:1-8.  Then, in John 15:12, Jesus repeats what He said back in John 13:34:
NKJ John 15:12 “This is My commandment, that you love one another . . .”
Notice the repetition of the word, “commandment” and the phrase, “that you love one another.”

Then Jesus repeats Himself again in John 15:17, saying,
NKJ John 15:17 “These things I command you, that you love one another.”
Again we have the repetition of the word, “command” the verbal form of the noun, “commandment,” and the phrase, “that you love one another.”  This strongly suggests that the big idea of Jesus’ sermon—the sermon that began in the upper room and continued through the vineyard—the big idea is that we are to love one another, and the vine is simply an illustration of this big idea.  The illustration of the vine in John 15:1-8 is about loving one another, and that’s what bearing fruit means.  And specifically, it means loving one another in a way that the world can see.  The fruit is love on display.
As you may have guessed, the key characteristic of completeness in Christ that we’re talking about today is love.  Love on display.
C.
But what is love?  Unlike English, Greek has a number of words for love that convey different kinds of love.  Let me show you the alternatives.
1.
First, there was the Greek word, storge.  It was most commonly used to describe familial love.  It’s the love between a parent and child.  Or, the love between a brother and sister.  This is an important kind of love, but it’s not what Jesus commands.  In fact, the Greek word, storge is not used in the New Testament at all.

2.
Second, there was the Greek word, philia.  It was commonly used to describe friendly love.  It’s the love between two friends.  This is an important kind of love, but it’s not what Jesus commands.

3.
There was a third Greek word related to love.  It’s epithymia.  It was most commonly used to describe sexual love.  Synonyms include lust and passion.  It is the desire for sensual fulfillment.  Sorry, epithymia is not what Jesus commands.

4.
Another word about love is eros.  It was commonly used to describe romantic love.  This is the idea most people have in mind when they think of love between two people attracted to each other.  Eros can include sexual love, but it’s more than that.  It is a love that finds another person beautiful, and desires to possess that person.  But, this is not what Jesus commands.
5.
The word used to record Jesus’ command is agape.  Agape is the noun form of the verb agapao.  It is an interesting choice of words because unlike the other words, agape was not commonly used outside the Bible.  In fact, one scholar says, “It is indeed striking that . . . agape is almost completely lacking in pre-biblical Greek (TDNT, I, 37, quoted by Morris, Testaments of Love, 124).”

Nevertheless, agape is far and away the most commonly used word for love in the New Testament.  Agape and its cognates are used 320 times in the New Testament.  The next most common word group, which is from philia, is used only 55 times (Morris, 125).  Indeed, agape is used so disproportionately in the Bible that we could call agape, Christian love.

Why would God inspire the New Testament writers to adopt this little-used word?  Bible scholar, Leon Morris puts in another way.  He asks, “Why should the Christians use what was for all intents and purposes a new word for love?”  Morris answers his own question by saying, “Because they had a new idea about the essential meaning of love (Morris, 125).”  What was this “new idea”?  What does the Bible mean when it says agape?  And, what makes it new?

The Bible itself provides an explanation as to the nature of agape.  Let me provide a working definition up front.  Then I’ll try to support it.  Here’s the working definition:  Agape love is an unselfish and unearned sacrifice for the sake of another person.

a.
This is consistent with the use of the term outside the Bible.  Although the noun, agape, was used rarely outside the Bible, the verb, agapao was used a little more frequently.  In contrast to the other types of love, this kind of love was used to describe that which is chosen, quite apart from the emotion implicit in the other words for love.  While the other words for love carry an element of desire or passion, agape conveys a type of decision.

This is consistent with our working definition because the biblical idea of agape is more a matter of the will than a matter of emotions.

b.
Now let’s turn to some scriptures which shed light on agape or Christian love.  Romans 5:8 says,

NKJ Romans 5:8 But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Here we see some of the elements of our working definition in the person of Jesus Christ.  God demonstrates His love for us in that “Christ died;” that’s the sacrifice.  He died “for us;” that is, for our sake, to save us from our sins.  And, He did it “while we were yet sinners;” that is, it is unearned.  We didn’t deserve His sacrifice.  We didn’t do anything to merit God’s favor.  It was purely an act of grace.

c.
First John 3:16 says,

NKJ 1 John 3:16 By this we know love, because He laid down His life for us. . . .
Again we see our definition reflected here.  There’s the sacrifice:  “He laid down His life.”  There’s the purpose:  “for us.”

d.
John 15:13 says,

NKJ John 15:13 “Greater love has no one than this, than to lay down one's life for his friends.”
There’s the sacrifice:  “to lay down one’s life.”  There’s the purpose:  “for his friends.”  That’s the essence of agape love.

e.
Finally, Philippians 2, beginning with Verse 3 shows us how utterly unselfish agape love is.  Without actually using the word, “love,” it describes the idea saying,

NKJ Philippians 2:3 Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better than himself. 4 Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others. 5 Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus, 6 who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God, 7 but made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross.

The sacrifice Jesus made for us was completely unselfish.  His motives weren’t manipulative or self-serving.  His intent was to humbly serve us.  That’s the essence of agape love.  That’s the essence of the fruit of the vine illustration in John 15.  That’s what it means to be fruitful.

II.
Why is the fruit important?  Why is this agape love between us such a big deal?  Let me show you why loving one another or being fruitful is the most strategic thing we can do as Christians to fulfill our mission in life.  Let me show you.
A.
First, I want to show you that God is the source of agape love.

1.
First John 4:7 says plainly,
NKJ 1 John 4:7 . . . love is of God . . .
2.
First John 4:8 says it another way,

NKJ 1 John 4:8 . . . God is love.

God is the ultimate source of agape.
3.
That means agape doesn’t originate out of the goodness of the human heart.  It can’t because the human heart is not good.  It’s sinful.  Jeremiah 17:9 says,

NKJ Jeremiah 17:9 “The heart is deceitful above all things, And desperately wicked . . .”
Apart from God, the human heart is incapable of agape love.

B.
How then is a person empowered to express Christian love?  Romans 5:5 explains it this way:
NKJ Romans 5:5 . . . the love of God has been poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who was given to us.

Here’s how this works.  The moment we trust Christ as our Savior, the love of God is poured our within our hearts through the Holy Spirit who is given to us.  As a result, our hearts are renewed.  And because our hearts are renewed, we have the God-given capacity to bear fruit by loving others the way Christ loved us.
C.
And when we do love one another, we show off Jesus to the world.  When we love each other with agape love, the world takes notice, and God is honored because that kind of love only comes from God.  If you could get agape love anywhere else, it wouldn’t be a distinguishing characteristic of Christians would it?  That’s why Jesus said on that Thursday night nearly 2,000 years ago :
NKJ John 13:35 “By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”
Standing in the vineyard in the soft glow of flickering torches, the disciples leaned in to see the fruit of the vine that Thursday night.  In essence Jesus said, “Just as this fruit shows what kind of vine this is, so your fruit will show what kind of God I am.  God is love.  I am entrusting my mission on earth to you.  Loving one another is to be your primary evangelistic strategy.  Your love for one another is to be the magnet that draws people into God’s family.  So bear fruit.  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Me.”

In fact, that’s the big idea of this message this morning.  Here it is:  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.  I stole this line from Joseph Stowell, president of Moody Bible Institute, from his recent book, The Trouble With Jesus (p. 108).  I couldn’t come up with words I like better, and they convey exactly what it means to be fruitful.  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.  
III.
Well, we’ve only begun to deal with this idea of fruitfulness.  I know I’m leaving a lot of questions unanswered.  In the coming weeks we’ll learn more about what a fruitful life looks like and how to be fruitful.  For now, I want you to feel the importance of love, and I want you to invite the Holy Spirit to do some work in your heart.  It’s gut-check time—time to examine ourselves before God.

We’re going to observe communion this morning.  It’s a commemoration of God’s love for us shown on the cross.
A.
First John 3:16 says,
NKJ 1 John 3:16 By this we know love, because He laid down His life for us. . . .
Do you really know God’s love?  By that I mean, do you believe that God loved you so much that He sent His only Son, Jesus Christ, to die for you—for you—to pay for your sin and to offer you eternal life?  Do you believe that?  There’s no special formula or prayer to believe.  You just believe.  I’m inviting you to believe right now.
B.
The moment you believe, you receive the gift of eternal life, and God renews your heart.  You’re adopted into God’s forever family, and the love of God is poured out in your heart.  And when your heart is renewed, when you are a believer, God calls you to engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus so other people might know, so others might believe.  First John 3:16 goes on to say,

NKJ 1 John 3:16 . . . And we also ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.
C.
I want you to take this opportunity during communion to reflect on this—to ask yourself some questions before God.
1.
Do I really know God’s love?  Have I ever really believed in Jesus?  What’s keeping me from believing right now?
Perhaps you could use this time to pray something like this to God:  “Okay God, your love demonstrated for me on the cross is pretty unbelievable, but I believe.  I’m stepping out in faith.  I’m entrusting my life to You.  I’m banking on Your promise to take my sins away and to give me eternal life.  Thank You for loving me and adopting me into your family.  Amen.”
2.
As a believer, there are more questions to ask yourself during communion.  Am I engaging my world with acts of love that show off Jesus?  Or am I engaging in my own self-centered pursuit of happiness?
When people see me, do they see the fruit of the Vine?  Or have I become dry and withered?

Do people know I’m a Christian by my love?  Or would they be rather surprised to discover I’m a Christian?
Am I laying my life down for my brothers and sisters in Christ?  Or am I just coming to church to get something for me?
Perhaps you could use this time to pray something like this:  “Lord, I’m afraid I’ve lost sight of the importance of loving other people.  I haven’t been all that fruitful lately.  In light of how You have loved me, I’ve really dropped the ball.  Please forgive me.  I want to make things right.  Help me to be more loving, like You.  Help me to be fruitful.  Show me how I can do that this week.  Amen.”
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