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What Does Fruitfulness Look Like?
A Study of John 15:1-8 in light of John 13:1-17
Characteristic:  Love
Big Idea:  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
Introduction:

A.
Last Sunday we began a series of message titled, “How to Live a Fruitful Life.”  It’s not about how to get more done in less time.  Nor is it about how to become healthy and wealthy in three easy steps.  It’s about living a life characterized by abundant growth and good results in God’s eyes.  It’s about living a dynamic, productive, creative life that enriches the world.

B.
The entire series is based on something important Jesus said to His disciples on the Thursday just before He was crucified.  That Thursday evening, Jesus had shared a meal with His followers in the upper room of a home in Jerusalem.  Then they left the upper room and walked through a vineyard.  It was there that Jesus seized the opportunity to illustrate what He had been teaching His disciples all evening.  He pulled it all together in one beautiful, memorable object lesson on fruitfulness.  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.
This is an important illustration, but it can be hard to understand and even unsettling as you ponder what it means, as a branch, to be fruitful, or to be taken away, or pruned, or cast out, or withered, or burned.  So we’re spending seven Sundays figuring it out.  Here’s the approach:
1.
Last Sunday, we addressed the question, “What does it mean to be fruitful?”

2.
Today, we’re going to 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?”

D.
Let me briefly summarize what we’ve learned so far.  In answer to the first question, What does it mean to be fruitful? . . .
1.
We learned that the illustration of the vine in John 15:1-8 is about loving one another, and that’s what bearing fruit means.  Specifically, it means loving one another in a way that the world can see.  The fruit is love on display.

So, our key characteristic of completeness last week was love.  If we want to become complete in Christ we must learn to love.  Love remains our key characteristic for today, and, in fact, love will be the key characteristic for the entire series.

2.
And it’s not just any kind of love.  The original biblical Greek word for it is agape love.  We defined agape love as an unselfish and unearned sacrifice for the sake of another person.

3.
We learned that loving one another or being fruitful is the most strategic thing we can do as Christians to fulfill our mission in life.  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.

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 extraordinary God-given capacity to bear fruit by loving others the way Christ loved us.
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.”
In essence, Jesus is saying to His followers, “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.”

4.
That led to the big idea of last Sunday’s message.  Here it is:  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.  Indeed this is the big idea for today and for the entire series of messages.  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
E.
Some of you may be thinking, “That’s sounds good, but what does that look like?”  I’m glad you asked.  That’s the question we’re addressing today:  What does fruitfulness look like?

Good question.  Only one problem.  It’s not really addressed in our text.  The vine illustration in John 15:1-8 doesn’t really talk about what fruitfulness looks like.  So we need to consider the context to figure this out.

1.
You may recall that, last week, I said that 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.  The beginning of the inclusio that contains the vine illustration in our text 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 . . .”
Then Jesus repeats Himself again in John 15:17, saying,
NKJ John 15:17 “These things I command you, that you love one another.”
It seems clear 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.
2.
But this raises a question.  In John 13:34, Jesus says this commandment to love one another is a new commandment.  In what sense is it new?

a.
After all, over a thousand years earlier, the command to love others was given as part of the Mosaic Law.  Way back in Leviticus 19:18, it says,
NKJ Leviticus 19:18 “. . . you shall love your neighbor as yourself . . .”
Jesus was certainly aware of this command.  In fact, He had just quoted this command that Tuesday of the week leading up to His crucifixion (Oberholtzer, “Chronological Life of Christ”).  Matthew 22:39 records Jesus saying,
NKJ Matthew 22:39 “. . . You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
b.
So how could Jesus’ command to love in John 13:34 be new?  It is new in the sense that it sets a new standard.  It raises the bar for love.  It presents a picture of what it looks like.  Let’s look at John 13:34 in its entirety to see that this is so.  It says,
NKJ John 13:34 “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also love one another.”
The new standard for love is embodied in the phrase, “as I have loved you.”  That’s the new part.  Jesus is not just saying, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  He’s saying “Love one another as I have loved you.”  That’s new.
3.
That raises yet another question.  How had Jesus loved His disciples?  From our vantage point, we Christians may be quick to think that Jesus loved His disciples by dying for them.  True enough.  But that’s not what Jesus is talking about.  Jesus spoke these words prior to His death, and He is using the past tense to point back to something He had already done for His disciples.  What was it?
Well, if we work our way backwards in John 13, we find that, just moments earlier, Jesus said in John 13:15,
NKJ John 13:15 “For I have given you an example, that you should do as I have done to you.”
We’re getting warmer.  What’s the example?  In the verses immediately preceding, we see that Jesus had just washed the disciples’ feet. That’s the example.  That’s what Jesus had in mind when He said, “. . . love one another, as I have loved you.”  That’s the picture of what the fruitfulness of John 15 looks like.
4.
This morning, we’re going to consider Jesus washing His disciples feet as an example of what fruitfulness looks like.  Specifically, I want to point out three remarkable ways in which Jesus shows us what fruitfulness looks like in the washing of His disciples’ feet.  When we consider them all, I think you’ll see why this is a fruitful love so extraordinary that it can change the world.
I.
Here’s the first remarkable way in which Jesus shows us what fruitfulness looks like:  In His position of greatest authority, Jesus became the lowliest servant.  That’s what fruitfulness looks like.  His greatest rank and His lowliest service are contrasted in John 13:3-5.
A.
Christ’s position of greatest authority and His knowledge of it is revealed in the first phrase of Verse 3:
NKJ John 13:3 Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into His hands,
For the Father to give all things into the hands of Jesus means that Jesus has divine authority over all things.  Jesus knew that.  Jesus knew that He is the Lord of lords and King of kings.  Jesus knew that He has the power and the prerogative to do whatever He wants.  Jesus is the founder, the proprietor, the president, the general, the CEO, the COO, and the CIO of the universe.  No one is higher.  No one is even close.  He lacks nothing.  He holds all the cards.  He holds the universe in the palm of His hand.  Jesus could have called down 10,000 angels by His whisper.  He could have vaporized the earth with a glance.  He had the authority because, “the Father had given all things into His hands.”  Jesus knew it.
B.
(Lowliest servant)

1.
It is this Jesus the Christ who, according to Verse 4:
NKJ John 13:4 rose from supper and laid aside His garments, took a towel and girded Himself.
a.
To rise from supper to perform this task was most unusual.  In that day, feet were to be washed before a meal, not during.  The disciples would have been stunned by this timing.  I think that’s exactly the effect Jesus intended.  They would never forget this moment (Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John, Vol. 3, 467).
b.
To lay aside His garments probably means that Jesus stripped down to His loin cloth.  This would have been even more stunning to the disciples because Jesus was assuming the garb of a lowly slave (Morris, 468).
2.
And what Jesus did next would have been the most stunning thing of all.  Verse 5 says,
NKJ John 13:5 After that, He poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet, and to wipe them with the towel with which He was girded.
a.
It was against the Jewish, Greek, and Roman cultures for a superior to wash the feet of subordinates (Gangel, Holman NT Commentary, John, 249).

b.
John the Baptizer acknowledges foot-washing as the lowest service required of any man.  That’s why he says in John 1:27 that he’s not worthy to even untie the sandals of Jesus.  The untying of sandals is an allusion to foot-washing as the responsibility of a slave (Tenney, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 136).
c.
It is no wonder why foot-washing was the task of the lowliest servant.  In that day, people wore simple sandals.  Listen to the description of one source about what foot-washing entailed:

Walking through Jerusalem or any village left a person’s feet smelling like the animal manure that littered the streets after herdsman and merchants led their flocks through town to the markets.  So, a person’s feet were rightly viewed as filthy.  As a result, one must “soil” him or her self to wash another’s feet. . . .
For Jesus to wash their feet, then, was to “soil” Himself by taking the position of a Gentile “dog” slave, not a Jewish servant (Derickson & Radmacher, The Disciplemaker, 41).

In His position of greatest authority, Jesus became the lowliest servant.  That’s agape love.  That’s what fruitfulness looks like.
C.
Contrast this loving act of self-sacrifice by Jesus with the concurrent attitude of self-absorption evidenced by His disciples.
1.
In that day, it was customary for a household servant to wash the feet of guests.  Apparently, there was no such servant in the house the disciples were using.  And apparently, none of the disciples was willing to stoop to perform this task for the others.  When they entered the room, they all would have known what needed to be done.  Any one of them could have done it.  No one did.
2.
In fact, instead of serving one another, it appears that the disciples were jockeying for position.  You see, the disciples were expecting Jesus to soon establish His kingdom on earth, to set up His government, and they wanted a piece of the action.  My seminary mentor, Earl Radmacher, explains,
They were all jockeying for position in the up-coming government of Messiah.  And, thinking like the world thinks, their pride and ambition craved prestige, not humiliation.  To wash others’ feet that evening might be seen as an admission that the other deserved a better position in the coming kingdom than one’s self (Derickson & Radmacher, 43).

3.
In fact, during that same evening, Luke 22:24 records,
NKJ Luke 22:24 Now there was also a dispute among them, as to which of them should be considered the greatest.

As an example to these self-absorbed disciples, in His position of greatest authority, Jesus became the lowliest servant.

D.
How are we to apply this?  How can we serve one another?  The possibilities are endless, but perhaps it would be easiest to start by looking right under your nose.
The bulletin you received when you came in has a menu of opportunities to serve others in this church family.  It’s in the section titled, “Volunteering.”  This is not a guilt trip.  I don’t pretend to know exactly how God would have each of you serve, but the opportunities are there.

And it does seem that some of the hardest positions to fill are what some would consider to be the lowliest positions.  For example, if you were to ask Gina Orr, the person who is in charge of mobilizing people to serve our children—if you were to ask her what her most pressing needs are, she’d probably mention that she’s having a hard time finding teachers for the very little ones, particularly First and Second Graders.  And she’d probably say that she’s having hard time finding anyone to do menial stuff like vacuuming floors and emptying the trash in the kids’ rooms.  Would you be willing to serve in one of these “lowly” jobs?  Her name is spelled G-I-N-A ,O-R-R.  Her phone number and e-mail address are shown in the bulletin.
II.
There is a second remarkable way in which Jesus shows us what fruitfulness looks like:  In His hour of greatest need, Jesus focused on serving others.  That’s what fruitfulness looks like.  John 13:1 says,
NKJ John 13:1 Now before the feast of the Passover, when Jesus knew that His hour had come that He should depart from this world to the Father, having loved His own who were in the world, He loved them to the end.

A.
Jesus knew.  Jesus knew this was His hour of greatest need; He knew that He was on the brink of public ridicule, brutal flogging, and a suffocating crucifixion.  He knew that He would bear the punishment for the sins of the whole world in a matter of hours.  His hour had finally come.
What would you do?  If I were Jesus, I’d be holed up somewhere, in the fetal position, feeling sorry for myself.  I don’t think I’d even want to be around people who wouldn’t minister to me in my hour of anguish.  I’d want people to love me and encourage me.
B.
In the months leading up to the upper room, Jesus had told His disciples in no uncertain terms on at least three different occasions that He was going to suffer, and He was going to be killed (Luke 9:22, 44; 18:31).  Then, on that Thursday evening before Jesus was crucified, at supper, Jesus said that this would be His last Passover meal and His last cup of wine (Luke 22:14-18).

The disciples were too self-absorbed to put two and two together.  They were so focused on themselves they couldn’t see what was coming.  It’s as if Jesus is telling them that He’s going to suffer and die, and they respond with a collective, “Yeah, whatever.”  I wouldn’t really want to be around these guys in my greatest hour of need.  Selfish jerks.
C.
But John 13:1 says, “He loved them to the end.”  This can mean Jesus loved them to His last breath; it can also mean that Jesus loved them completely (Nelson Study Bible).  He became their servant.  He washed their feet.
In His hour of greatest need, Jesus focused on serving others.  That’s agape love.  That’s what fruitfulness looks like.
D.
How do we apply this?  I think it certainly invites us to evaluate some of the reasons we give for not serving one another.  “I’ve got my hands full with my own troubles.”  “I really need to focus on getting my own act together.”  “This is a really tough time at work.”
If anybody ever had an excuse to not serve others in love, it was Jesus that night in the upper room.  His example challenges us to examine ourselves and our rationale for not doing more to engage our world with acts of love.

III.
There is a third remarkable way in which Jesus shows us what fruitfulness looks like:  In His feelings of greatest betrayal, Jesus served His betrayers.  That’s what fruitfulness looks like.

A.
Moments before Judas was to betray Jesus, John 13:11 says that,
NKJ John 13:11 . . . He [Jesus] knew who would betray Him . . .

That is to say, Jesus knew Judas Iscariot would betray Him by turning Him over to the authorities who would have Him crucified.  It was a conspiracy already in motion.

Put yourself in Jesus’ sandals.  You’ve invested years discipling Judas.  You have loved him unconditionally.  You have entrusted yourself to him.  He now repays the favor by siding with your enemies in the arrangement of your torture and crucifixion.  How would you feel?  Can there be a greater feeling of betrayal?  Can there be a more hurtful wound?  Wouldn’t you feel angry and discouraged and broken hearted?  I suspect Jesus felt all these things.
What would you do?  Jesus washed the feet of Judas.  Not only did Jesus wash his feet, but later during supper, Jesus identified His betrayer by dipping a piece of bread and giving it to Judas.  In that day, dipping and giving a piece of bread was a customary way to convey courtesy and respect to a special guest (Derickson & Radmacher, 67).
B.
And Judas was not the only source of feelings of betrayal.  Jesus knew that every one of His disciples would desert Him that night (Mark 14:27-31).  Every one.  And His main man, Peter, the leader of the disciples would deny Jesus repeatedly within hours.  Jesus knew all about the upcoming desertion and denials.  I think it hurt Him the way it would hurt us.

C.
Nevertheless, in His feelings of greatest betrayal, Jesus served His betrayers.  He washed their feet.  That’s agape love.  That’s what fruitfulness looks like.

And when He came to Peter, Jesus served him in a special way by reminding him of something he would need to know.

1.
Let’s listen in, beginning in John 13:6:

NKJ John 13:6 Then He came to Simon Peter. And Peter said to Him, “Lord, are You washing my feet?”

Peter was shocked and ashamed at the thought of Jesus washing his feet.  The other disciples were as well, but apparently Peter was the only one to voice it.

2.
Verse 7 continues,

NKJ John 13:7 Jesus answered and said to him, “What I am doing you do not understand now, but you will know after this.”

That was Jesus’ way of saying, “Just roll with it; I’ll explain it when I’m done.”

3.
Verse 8 continues,

NKJ John 13:8 Peter said to Him, “You shall never wash my feet!” Jesus answered him, “If I do not wash you, you have no part with Me.”

At first, Peter feels too embarrassed to allow Jesus to wash his feet.  But Jesus says something rather cryptic and surprising.  Jesus says that unless Peter gets his feet washed, he cannot have fellowship with Him.  Unless Peter allows Jesus to wash his feet, they can’t be close, they can’t be on good terms.  The dirty feet get in the way.
4.
Verse 9 continues,

NKJ John 13:9 Simon Peter said to Him, “Lord, not my feet only, but also my hands and my head!”

Peter desperately wants to have fellowship with Jesus, so he figures, “If foot-washing is required for fellowship, then give me a bath, because I want fellowship to the fullest!”
5.
Verse 10 continues,

NKJ John 13:10 Jesus said to him, “He who is bathed needs only to wash his feet, but is completely clean; and you are clean, but not all of you.”

What is Jesus talking about here?  Jesus is speaking figuratively.  The physical images of bathing and foot-washing stand for something.
a.
Jesus says Peter is in one sense already clean.  He’s already been bathed.  The term, “bathed” is in the perfect tense, indicating a completed action that has continuing effects today.  I think Jesus is saying that Peter, through faith in Jesus, has already had his sins washed away.  By faith, he’s already and forever been adopted into God’s forever family.  By faith, he’s been declared righteous before God.  By faith, he is saved from the penalty of his sin.  The big theological term for this is justification.  Peter was justified the moment he placed his faith in Christ alone.  Peter is absolutely secure in that.
This is corroborated by the fact that Jesus says, “not all of you” are in this way clean.  Not every disciple in that room was justified.  Not all are saved.  Jesus is referring to Judas, who never trusted Jesus as his Savior.
b.
The need for foot-washing, then, is the need to deal with sin as a believer.  The word for washing the feet is different that the word for bathing the body.  Once you’re adopted in God’s forever family, you can never be disowned, you are in that way secure, but your continued sin puts a strain on your relationship with the Father.  In order to enjoy close fellowship with God, the believer needs to deal with his sin, to confess it, and ask for forgiveness.  Jesus is using the washing of feet to refer not to justification, but to sanctification—the ongoing process of confession in the life of a believer.
6.
Why would Jesus take pains to give this lesson to Peter?  I think it’s because Jesus knew that Peter would deny Him.  He knew that Peter would feel so badly about it that he might question his own salvation, and fall away.  Jesus is serving Peter by reminding him that his position in God’s family is absolutely secure.  When Peter sins by denying Jesus, he will not be disowned.  To be restored to close fellowship once again, he needs only to confess and seek forgiveness as a child seeks forgiveness from a father.
In that moment, I think the knowledge of Peter’s denials hurt Jesus.  But in spite of the hurt, Jesus was focused on reminding Peter of truths he would need to overcome his own denials and be restored.  In the midst of greatest betrayal, Jesus served His betrayers.  That’s agape love.  That’s what fruitfulness looks like.

D.
How are we to apply this?  All of us have felt the sting of betrayal.  It happens all the time.  People violate our trust.  They let us down.  They hurt us deeply.  Betrayal invites us to retreat.  Betrayal discourages us from taking another risk to love another person sacrificially.  Betrayal urges us to close all the emotional hatches of vulnerability.  Betrayal bids us to protect ourselves at all cost.  And when we all do that, we become the typical evangelical church in America—a superficial club lubricated by platitudes and a thirst for knowledge, but not loving one another in a way that is so remarkable that it shocks the neighborhood into wondering what Jesus is all about.

Loving another person deeply requires that you extend yourself, that you make yourself vulnerable, that you stick your neck out for the sake of another person, staring squarely in the face of betrayal.
Don’t get me wrong.  I’m not saying that you should remain in an abusive situation.  I’m not saying that you shouldn’t draw appropriate boundaries in relationships.  I’m not saying there’s no place for tough love and discipline.

I am saying don’t let betrayal keep you from loving the way Jesus did.

IV.
(Conclusion)

A.
After the foot-washing is done, Jesus brings home the point for those in the upper room, and for us.  He says, “I have given you an example of how to love another.  Now do it.  Engage your world with acts of love.”  John 13, beginning in Verse 12 records,
NKJ John 13:12 So when He had washed their feet, taken His garments, and sat down again, He said to them, “Do you know what I have done to you? 13 “You call me Teacher and Lord, and you say well, for so I am. 14 “If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. 15 “For I have given you an example, that you should do as I have done to you. 16 “Most assuredly, I say to you, a servant is not greater than his master; nor is he who is sent greater than he who sent him. 17 “If you know these things, blessed are you if you do them.”
B.
In preparing this message, I’ve been sort of conflicted all week.  On the one hand, I’ve been thinking, “How incredible is Jesus’ love for me.  It is so extraordinary.  So unlike anything the world has to offer.  I’m glad I’m His child.”
On the other hand, I’ve been thinking, “How in the world am I going to love people like Jesus did?  It’s beyond me.  I don’t think I have it in me.  Where do I start?”  Stay tuned.  The next three Sundays we’ll be talking very specifically about how you can be fruitful.

For now, I want to leave you with great hope in the person Peter.  He was one of the selfish jerks in the upper room.  He denied Jesus.  But he learned how to love as Jesus did.  And he writes these words to you and to me in the Bible letter that bears his name, First Peter.

1.
In 1 Peter 1:22 he says,

NKJ 1 Peter 1:22 . . . love one another fervently . . .
2.
In 1 Peter 2:17, he says, 

NKJ 1 Peter 2:17 . . . Love the brotherhood. . . .
3.
In 1 Peter 3:8, he says,

NKJ 1 Peter 3:8 . . . love as brothers . . .
4.
In 1 Peter 4:8, he says,

NKJ 1 Peter 4:8 And above all things have fervent love for one another . . .
So, engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.

Message by Bob Kerrey, Moon Valley Bible Church, 2004-02-01
Message by Bob Kerrey, Moon Valley Bible Church, 2004-02-01

