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How Can You Be Fruitful?, Part 1
A Study of John 15:1-8
Characteristic:  Love
Big Idea:  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
Introduction:

A.
We are in the midst of a series of message titled, “How to Live a Fruitful Life.”  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.  So we’re spending seven Sundays figuring it out.  Let me briefly summarize what we’ve learned so far.

1.
First we addressed the question, What does it mean to be fruitful? . . .

a.
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 was love.  If we want to become complete in Christ we must learn to love.  Love will remain our key characteristic for the entire series.

b.
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.

c.
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.”
d.
That led to the big idea of all these messages.  Here it is:  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.  That’s the big idea of the entire series of messages.  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.  We’ve lived with this big idea long enough that we’re even beginning to shorten it by just saying, “Engage your world.”

2.
That’s sounds good, but what does that look like?  We learned that Jesus provides His disciples with a picture of what fruitfulness looks like that Thursday night in the upper room.  Jesus gives an example.  The example comes when Jesus washes the feet of His disciples.  We discovered three important and challenging dimensions to this example of foot-washing.
a.
First, in His position of greatest authority, Jesus became the lowliest servant.

b.
Second, in His hour of greatest need, Jesus focused on serving others.

c.
Third, in His feelings of greatest betrayal, Jesus served His betrayers.

This is the way Jesus loved, and He calls us all to love just as He has.

D.
That leads us to the next question that we’re going to deal with today:  How can you be fruitful?  How in the world are we going to be able to muster the kind of love that Jesus demonstrates?  Good question.  We’re going to spend three Sundays addressing it.  Today’s message may be the most difficult of the three because I’m going to be laying an important theological foundation in preparation for the next two Sundays which will contain much more in the way of practical application.  To some, “theological” is just a big word for “boring.”  I confess, this will probably not be the most scintillating message you’ve ever heard.  But it may be among the most important.  I beg your patience and your attention today, asking that you trust me.  This is important stuff that’s good for you.  Hang with me, as we dig in to find some answers to the question, “How can you be fruitful?”
E.
Let’s go back to the vine illustration.  I want you to see that there are a number of players in the illustration.
1.
John 15:1 identifies the first two players.  Jesus says,
NKJ John 15:1 “I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser.”

a.
Jesus identifies Himself as the vine.  The vine includes the thicker, woodier parts as distinguished from the smaller shoots or branches that stem from it.  Jesus says He is the “true” vine, indicating that He is the real, genuine, dependable (UBS dictionary) source of fruitfulness.  Jesus is the source of fruitfulness.
b.
Jesus also identifies His Father as the Vinedresser.  A vinedresser is a person who cares for the vine.  So, while God the Son is the source of fruitfulness, God the Father is the superintendent of fruitfulness.

Let me read you a description of what a typical vinedresser did in that day.  This is what the disciples would have had in mind regarding a vinedresser.
A [vinedresser] must know all about grapes, how they grow, what they need, when they need it, and what produces the best health as well as production in the plant.  But, to be effective, they not only must know the right things, but they must nurture their plants with loving care.

The vinedresser’s grape vines remain with him for decades.  He comes to know each one in a personal way, much like a shepherd with his sheep.  He knows how the vine is faring from year to year and which ones are more productive and vigorous than others.  He knows what they respond to and what special care certain one’s need.  Every vine has its own personality.  And the vinedresser comes to know it over the years.  The vinedresser cares for each vine and nurtures it, pruning it the appropriate amount at the appropriate times, fertilizing it, lifting its branches from the ground and propping them or tying them to the trellis, and taking measures to protect them from insects and disease (Derickson & Radmacher, The Disciplemaker, 152).

So, God the Father is cast in the role of the loving superintendent of fruitfulness; He’s the Vinedresser.  And God the Son is cast in the role of the loving source of fruitfulness; He’s the Vine.

2.
Verse 5 identifies the third player.  It’s actually a group of players.  Jesus says,

NKJ John 15:5 “I am the vine, you are the branches. . . .”
The “you” is plural.  Jesus identifies His disciples as the branches.  But not all of His disciples are being addressed.  There are only eleven of them now.  According to John 13:30, Judas Iscariot has already left to betray Jesus.

Who do the branches represent in a broader sense?  I think the branches are true believers in Jesus Christ.  The branches are Christians.  Some have a hard time with this because of what Jesus says in Verse 2.  He says,

NKJ John 15:2 “Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit He takes away”

Some conclude that the branches cannot be Christians; otherwise, they would bear fruit and the Vinedresser would not take them away.  But this idea doesn’t hold water.
a.
The eleven disciples with Jesus are true believers.  Remember, last week we learned that, during the foot-washing in the upper room, Jesus said these disciples were clean, but not all of them.  That was before Judas left.  Jesus was saying that the eleven disciples were washed of their transgressions, saved from the penalty of their sin, justified before God—but not Judas.  Judas never believed, but the other eleven did; they are believers.

b.
Also, in Verse 2, Jesus describes the branches as being, “in Me.”  The New Testament often uses the phrase “in Christ” to describe people who are true believers.  So this is evidence that the branches are true believers.
c.
Also, experience corroborates the reality that true Christians can be at times unfruitful.  I believe in Jesus, but I’m not always fruitful.  I’m not always engaging my world with loving acts that show off Jesus.  So, I think the conclusion that best fits the biblical data is that the branches are believers.
d.
We’ll deal with what it means for the Father to “take away” a branch in the coming weeks.  It’s not as terrifying as it may sound.

3.
There is a fourth group of players in the illustration that most people miss entirely.  The importance of this group will come into play in the coming weeks.  The group is mentioned in Verse 6.  Jesus says,

NKJ John 15:6 “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.”

The fourth group is signaled by the plural pronoun, “they.”  It is the “they” who gather the branches.  Who are “they”?  It’s not the Vine; He would be singular.  It’s not the Vinedresser; He would also be singular.  It’s not the branches because they wouldn’t be gathering and throwing themselves into the fire.  Who are “they”?
Well, remember this is the middle of an inclusio or sermon that really began back in John 13:34-35.  There, Jesus launched the sermon with this overall thesis statement:

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. 35 By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”
I believe the “they” in John 15:6 refers back to the “all” of John 13:35.  The “all” represents all the unbelievers in the world who are looking at believers, checking for fruit—checking for signs of love.  So, the fourth player group in the vine illustration is unbelievers.
I.
With the players identified, we can now consider the key to fruitfulness.  According to our text, the key to fruitfulness is abiding in Christ.  If we Christians want to love one another in a way that shows off Jesus, abiding in Jesus is a prerequisite.  In Verse 4, Jesus makes it very clear.  If there’s no abiding, there’s no fruit.  He says,
NKJ John 15:4 “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.
It is equally clear in Verse 5, when Jesus says,

NKJ John 15:5 “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.”
The believer who abides in Jesus bears much fruit.  The one who doesn’t abide can’t produce.  Fruit requires abiding.
II.
But what is abiding?  What does it mean?  The word, “abide” comes from the Greek word, meno.  It basically means to remain, to stay, or to dwell (UBS dictionary).  In connection with Jesus, it therefore means to remain, stay, or dwell with Him.  So, abiding in Christ is to maintain a close relationship with Him.  It’s about continuously cultivating fellowship with Jesus.  It’s about walking closely and consistently with the Lord.

A.
The illustration of the vine makes it clear.  The branch bears fruit only when the Vine and the branch are vitally connected.  And this vital connection is characterized by a two-way, personal relationship.  Notice Jesus describes this interactive relationship by repeating variations on a theme in which both the Vine and the branch are abiding.  The theme is a you-and-me theme.  In Verse 4, He says,

NKJ John 15:4 “Abide in Me, and I in you. . . .”
“It’s you and Me.  Let’s abide together.”  In Verse 5, He says again,

NKJ John 15:5 “. . . He who abides in Me, and I in him . . .”

“It’s you and Me.  Let’s abide together.”  In Verse 7, He says again,

NKJ John 15:7 “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you . . .”

“It’s you and Me.  Let’s abide together.”

B.
Because abiding is maintaining a close relationship, it is quite possible to be a true Christian and not be abiding, and as a result, not be fruitful.  It is possible to be in Christ positionally, but not abiding in Christ relationally.  That is, it is possible to believe in Christ for eternal life, but not be in fellowship with Christ for daily living.  In fact, Jesus Himself makes this distinction.  In Verse 2, Jesus says,

NKJ John 15:2 “Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit He takes away”

Here, Jesus testifies to the existence of a branch “in” Him that “does not bear fruit.”  So, it is quite possible to be “in Christ” and, at the same time, “not bear fruit.”  In contrast, Jesus says in Verse 5 that, if you abide in Him, you will bear fruit.  He says,
NKJ John 15:5 “. . . He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit . . .”
So, many of you sitting in this room today are believers.  You are therefore in Christ.  But, many of you believers may not be abiding in Christ.

III.
Why is abiding so important?  Here’s why:  Living without abiding is fruitless.  Trying to be loving without abiding in Christ doesn’t work.  We are powerless to love one another as Christ loved us if we do not abide in the Vine.  Let’s look back at some verses to see how emphatic Jesus is about this.  He says in Verse 4,
NKJ John 15:4 “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.”
Like a branch separated from the vine, so are we when we are out of fellowship with the Lord.  We cannot be fruitful.  Jesus says in Verse 5,

NKJ John 15:5 “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.”

Now, we can’t take this in a ridiculously literal sense.  There are actually many things we can to without abiding in Christ.  We can covert oxygen to carbon dioxide.  We can be cordial.  We can enjoy one another’s company.  But we can do nothing in the way of fruitfulness.  We can’t love one another with agape love.  Not without abiding.  Just think about what this means.

Parents, would you like to demonstrate the love of Christ to your children?  You can’t.  Not without abiding.  You’re like a branch severed from the vine.  Try all you want.  It’ll be fruitless without abiding.  

Husbands, would you like to love your wives as Christ loved the church, as Ephesians 5:25 commands?  You can’t.  Not without abiding.  You’re like a branch severed from the vine.  You can learn all the communication skills in the world.  You can read every book on marriage ever written.  It may help in some ways.  But, from God’s point of view, it’ll be fruitless without abiding.
To some, this may seem a little over the top.  After all, it seems like some non-Christians do some wonderful, generous, philanthropic things.  Such people can’t possibly be abiding in Christ because they don’t even believe in Him.  Aren’t they nonetheless demonstrating agape love?  Aren’t they fruitful?
There are a couple of things to keep in mind here.  First, remember agape love is unearned.  That is, it’s unjustified.  It’s undeserved.  There is nothing in our natural affections that merits it.  Therefore, I think this rules out expressions of love to those for whom we have a natural affinity.  A mother’s love for her child, for example, is a type of familial love.  But it’s not necessarily agape love.  To be sure, a mother’s love for her child is needful, wonderful, and beneficial.  But it’s not necessarily agape love.

Keep in mind also that an expression of love may seem to fit every criterion for agape.  It may be enormously sacrificial.  It may be of tremendous benefit to many people.  It may even be completely unearned.  But, we can never really know whether it was truly unselfish.  We can’t know the motives of another person’s heart.  And, motives can be very deceptive, even for the person who’s doing the giving.  Did I act in a loving way so that I can feel better about myself?  Did I do it so that other people would notice and think I’m a great person?  Did I do it to ingratiate another person?  Did I do it to score points?  Did I do it because it’s socially acceptable?  Only agape love truly rises above these selfish motives.  And such agape love can only be expressed when we abide in Christ.

You see, every person boots up every day in the default mode.  The default mode is selfishness because we all have a sin nature.  We will automatically operate in the selfish mode unless and until we do something to override it.  Abiding in Christ is the override to our selfish default mode.
IV.
How do we abide in Christ?  Abiding has certain conditions:
A.
First of all, you need to be in Christ before you can abide in Christ.  That is, you need to first believe in Jesus.  Jesus died and rose again to be your Savior from sin.  And, on the basis of His death and resurrection, He offers you eternal life.  In order to receive it, you simply need to believe Him for it.  If you have never believed in Jesus for eternal life, I invite you to do that now.  Along with eternal life, you will receive the Holy Spirit who will dwell within you and give you the capacity to abide in Christ.
B.
Having believed in Christ, how do we then abide in Him?  Jesus tells us in the context surrounding the vine illustration.  He says abiding requires obedience.  We abide in Christ when we obey Him.  Jesus says in John 15:10,
NKJ John 15:10 “If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love . . .”

Jesus is saying, “If you obey what I tell you to do, you will abide.  You will abide in Me and My love.  You will experience and understand and express My love more and more.  It’ll be you and Me abiding together.  And you’ll be fruitful.”
Jesus expresses the same idea in different words just before giving the vine illustration.  In John 14:23, Jesus says,

NKJ John 14:23 . . . “If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word; and My Father will love him, and We will come to him and make Our home with him.”
It’s the same idea.  Jesus is saying, “If you do what I tell you to do, we’ll have close fellowship.  It’ll be you and Me abiding together.  And you’ll be fruitful.”

So, obedience is at the heart of abiding.  But, I’m afraid our view of what it means to obey may be too limited.  You see, if we are to obey the Lord in a way that produces fruit, we must seek His perspective and His power for living.  Obedience is not a passive thing.  Obedience is not doing your own thing unless and until the Lord somehow says, “no.”  The key word here is “seek.”  The kind of obeying Jesus is talking about requires us to seek.  If you are not actively seeking God’s perspective and power for living, you can’t be obeying, and, if you’re not obeying, you’re not abiding, and if you’re not abiding, your life is fruitless.  Let me show you what I mean.
1.
In order to obey, you must find out what the Lord wants you to be or think or do; you must seek His perspective on things.  How do you do that?  Jesus explained it that Thursday night before He was crucified.
a.
The primary way to seek the Lord’s perspective is to study and apply His word to our lives.  In John 15:7, Jesus presents this condition of fruitfulness:
NKJ John 15:7 “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you . . .”
Notice He says, “If . . . My words abide in you.”  If you want to be fruitful, you must seek His perspective by letting His words abide in you.  Jesus had presented this idea before.  In John 8:31, He said,

NKJ John 8:31 . . . “If you abide in My word, you are My disciples indeed.”
Is the Word of God abiding in you?  Are you continually searching the Scriptures for God’s perspective on what you are to be and think and do? And are you obediently applying the truth of Scripture to your life?  If not, you can’t bear fruit; your life is fruitless.
b.
Jesus explains another help in seeking His perspective.  It’s the Holy Spirit.  A primary role of the Holy Spirit is to guide us to God’s perspective.  Jesus said in the upper room, as recorded in John 14:25-26,
NKJ John 14:25 “These things I have spoken to you while being present with you. 26 But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all things that I said to you.”
Later that night, Jesus affirmed the role of the Holy Spirit in the lives of His followers.  In John 16:13, Jesus says,

NKJ John 16:13 “However, when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth . . .”

Are you listening to the Holy Spirit within you?  Are you taking time to be quiet before the Lord just listening for what He has for you?  Are you lingering over God’s Word, inviting the Holy Spirit to guide you in it, asking Him to apply it to your life?  If you’re not listening, you can’t bear fruit; your life is fruitless.
2.
Not only must we seek the Lord’s perspective, but we must also seek the Lord’s power to obey.  Where does the branch get the power to produce fruit?  From the Vine.  How do we tap that power?  Through prayer.  Again, I get this from what Jesus says in our text.  In John 15:7, Jesus says,
NKJ John 15:7 “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, you will ask what you desire, and it shall be done for you.”
Here’s the point:  the person who is abiding will ask.  The person who is abiding will pray.  And prayer is the way that important, loving things get done.  If you’re not praying, you are powerless.  Without prayer, you can’t bear fruit; your life is fruitless.
C.
Let me put this all together in the form of an example.  Let’s say you want to live a fruitful life.  You want to live a life characterized by abundant growth.  You want to engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
1.
You figure you might as well start at home.  In fact, that would probably be a good place to start because your relationship with your wife is not that great these days.  You decide to love your wife like Jesus.  She’s been nagging about how you don’t help out around the house.  So, you decide you’re going to love her by taking out the trash.

As you’re taking out the trash, your wife does a double take.  In that moment, you think to yourself, “This is workin’; she’s impressed.”

Then she says, “Finally taking out the trash, huh?  Well, I hope you’re not expecting sex, because it ain’t gonna to happen, buddy.”

You get angry that she has not received well your act of love, so you get into a fight.  And you think to yourself, “This loving and obedience stuff doesn’t work.  That’s the last time I do that.”

You crashed because you didn’t abide before you engaged.  You thought you were obeying, but you were just operating in the selfish mode, expecting something in return.  You were a branch trying to produce fruit apart from the Vine.

2.
Let’s rewind and play through the example with abiding as the basis of your love.  You’re alone with God and His Word.  You pray, asking God to give you His perspective on how He wants you to love today.  You read His word in Ephesians 5:25 that says husbands are to love their wives as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her.  The Holy Spirit gives you pause.  You sense there’s something here for you.  You ask God to help apply this to your life.  The Holy Spirit reveals that you’ve been pretty much checked out of your relationship with your wife.  The Holy Spirit says you need to go confess this to her and make it right.  And you think, “Oh, man, this is going to be hard.  I hate to apologize.  Will she take advantage of me?”  And you pray, “Lord, you’re going to have to give me the power to do this.  I can’t do it on my own.”  And He does give you the power because you’re abiding.  You’re seeking His perspective and His power for living.  And you move out in the power of the Holy Spirit to engage your world.
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