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How Can You Be Fruitful?, Part 2
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 get more excited about some sermons than others.  Sometimes I sense that a particular message will have greater impact than others.  I feel that way about this message this morning.  I am excited about it.  Not because my part in it is so great.  It’s not.  Compared to other sermons, I will speak fewer words today—please hold your applause—and I will be even less insightful than usual (if that’s possible.)
It’s your part I’m excited about.  You see, if you let Him, God will change your life today.  Some of you will look back on this morning and say, “That was the turning point.  That put me on the road to fruitfulness.  That saved my marriage.  That saved my life.  That saved my unbelieving father.  That rocked my whole neighborhood.”  At least, that is my prayer.

Would you join me as I ask God do some big things today?
Father, would you show up in a big way today?  Would you renew and revitalize our lives this morning?  Would you help us to abide in You so that we can be more fruitful than we have ever been before?  Thank you.  Amen.

B.
We are smack dab in the middle of a series of messages titled, “How to Live a Fruitful Life.”  It’s based on John 15:1-8 in which Jesus, on night before His crucifixion, gives an important, but often misunderstood object lesson to His disciples.  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.
Let me give you a three-and-a-half-minute summary of what we’ve learned so far.  For preachers, introductory summaries can be dangerous.  Speakers generally have the attention of listeners for a total of about 10 to 15 seconds out of every minute.  People continually check in and out mentally.  And when you’re doing an introductory summary, people wonder upon check-in if you’re still summarizing or you’re into the new material.  So, I’ll put a little clock up on the lower right part of the screen to let you know, upon check-in, that I’m still in the three-and-a-half-minute summary period.  When the clock is gone, you’ll know that I’m covering new material—unless of course you are checked out right now, in which case, the clock will be an abiding curiosity.
In the last few Sundays, we have learned about what various parts of this illustration represent.
1.
The vine represents Jesus.
2.
The vinedresser represents God, the Father.

3.
The branches represent true believers in Jesus.

4.
The fruit represents love among the believers.  It’s not just any kind of love.  It’s a uniquely Christian love called agape love that we defined as an unselfish and unearned sacrifice for the sake of another person.  It’s a love that displays to the world what God is like, and it’s a love that draws people into God’s family.
D.
So, our key characteristic of completeness for the entire series is love.  If we want to become complete in Christ we must learn to love as Christ has loved us.  When we do that, we engage our world.  We show off Jesus.  That brings us to the big idea of the entire series.  Here it is:  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
E.
But exactly how can you love like this?  In the language of the vine illustration of John 15, how can you be fruitful?  Last Sunday, we laid some groundwork in answering this question.

1.
We learned that 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.
2.
We also learned that abiding in Christ is maintaining a close relationship with Him.  Just has the branch must maintain a vital connection with the vine to be fruitful, so we must, as believers, stay close to Jesus in order to love one another.
3.
We also learned that this is all very important because 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.

4.
We also learned that abiding has certain conditions.

a.
First, you need to believe in Jesus for eternal life.  When you believe in Jesus, you not only receive eternal life which can never be lost or taken away, but you also receive the Holy Spirit who will dwell within you and give you the supernatural capacity to abide in Christ.

b.
Having believed in Jesus, second, you need to obey the Lord in order to abide in Him and be fruitful.  Jesus explains that abiding requires obedience.  And obedience is not a passive thing.  Obedience is not about doing your own thing until the Lord somehow says, “no.”  In order to obey the Lord, we must actively seek His perspective and His power for living.  For the believer, seeking is an integral part of obeying.
(1)
We learned that the primary way to seek the Lord’s perspective is to study and apply His word to our lives.  We must abide in God’s Word.

(2)
Instrumental in the process of seeking the Lord’s perspective is the Holy Spirit, who guides us into all truth.  We must listen to the Holy Spirit, particularly as He applies God’s Word to our lives.
(3)
We must also seek the Lord’s power to obey through prayer.  The person who is abiding will ask God for the power to love.  Prayer is the channel through which we are empowered to engage our world with acts of love.
That’s the summary.  The clock is off, signaling that we are about to enter virgin territory.

F.
Today, we’re going to put all this into practice.  Specifically, I want to show you how to obediently seek God’s perspective and power by integrating God’s Word, the Holy Spirit, and prayer in your life.  This is the basis for abiding in Christ and thereby engaging your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
1.
A good way to begin is by cataloging all the commands in the New Testament that include the term, “one another.”  I’ve done that for you.  The list is shown on the outline in your bulletin.  In addition to the overarching command to love one another, there are 37 other directives that tell us exactly how we are to love one another.  The list includes things like, have peace with one another, encourage one another, depend on one another, be devoted to one another, honor one another, etc.
2.
This morning, we’re going to pick just three of the commands as the focus of our attention.  They are highlighted on the list.  Next Sunday, we’ll pick a few more, and then I’ll post on our webpage the tools you can use to go through all 37 on your own.
I.
Let’s first consider Item 13, “Greet one another.”  There should be a separate sheet in your bulletin that deals with this command to greet one another.  Please pull it out and be ready to write because I’m going to put you to work.  Let’s walk through this together.
A.
Remember, we’re integrating God’s Word, the Holy Spirit, and prayer in seeking God’s perspective and power.  So, let’s pray.
Father, teach us Your perspective from Your Word today.  We are eager to learn Your ways and obey them.  Amen.

B.
The command to greet one another is in a number of places in the Bible.  The sheet you have features Romans 16:16.  It says,

NKJ Romans 16:16 Greet one another with a holy kiss. The churches of Christ greet you.

The command is highlighted for you:  Greet one another.

C.
And I’ve identified the key word, “greet,” for you by putting a little number beside it.  What exactly does it mean to greet someone?  It’s not all that mysterious, but I’ve printed an excerpt from a Greek lexicon, describing the original word for you.  “Lexicon” is a fancy word for “dictionary.”  Knowing the Greek word is not all that important; you don’t have to know Greek to apply the Bible to your life.  But sometimes, looking up a dictionary definition of a word to see descriptions and synonyms can help get a better handle on the idea behind the word.
The Greek word for “greet” is ahs-POD-zo-my.  I put the phonetic spelling in parentheses so you can know how to pronounce it if you happen to be at a party with a bunch of Bible geeks.  Keep in mind, however, that “impress one another” is not on the list of biblical mandates.
A look at the definition for the word, “greet” suggests that it probably involves a little more than just saying, “Hi,” or “Yo,” or “Wassup?”  The definition says it involves “treating someone affectionately;” it is to “be fond of,” or “be friendly to” someone (Friberg).  So, it’s a demonstration that you care about someone, that you respect them enough to give them your attention.
This is corroborated by the directive to greet one another “with a holy kiss.”  This idea can be titillating or terrifying, depending, of course, on the imagined recipient of your kiss.  In reality, the command to greet one another with a holy kiss is simply a command to greet one another warmly and respectfully.  You see, in the middle-eastern culture of the first century, kissing was “a common form of affectionate greeting for family members, intimate friends or those who were objects of respect” (Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary:  New Testament, 448).  In our American, Moon Valley culture, such kissing is no longer a universally practiced greeting outside our immediate families, and in some situations, it can be viewed with suspicion or even repulsion.  Fellow elder, Don Beard, kissed me at our last staff-elder Christmas party.  I was traumatized.
D.
Now, let’s consider the principle of the text.  A principle can be defined as a timeless truth about God or people, derived from the text.  It’s something that was true then, and it’s true now.  A principle is not bound by time or culture.
The timeless truth behind this command in Romans 16:16 is not necessarily to literally kiss one another, but to greet one another in a way that will be received as an appropriate expression of friendliness, care, and respect.  So, we could word the timeless truth or principle this way:  Believers should greet one another in a way that conveys friendliness, care, and respect.  (And, yes, I realize now that I should have given you more room to write the principle on your papers.)
Greeting one another in this way communicates some very important messages.  Don McMinn in his book, The 11th Commandment, Experiencing the One Anothers of Scripture (47), says, a “warm greeting communicates several important messages:”

a.
“If I haven’t met you, I want to know you.”

b.
“If I already know you, I want to know how you’re doing.”

c.
“I want to acknowledge your presence because you are welcome here.”

d.
“I want to affirm your inestimable value as a person.”

E.
Now, we turn to the most challenging part of the process:  application.  I would venture to guess that the majority of professing believers rarely take this step.  This is where the principle is translated into specific, personal action.  This is where you open yourself up to the prompting of the Holy Spirit who will show you who, when, where, and how you are to apply this principle to your life.
1.
So, you prayerfully and quietly ask God to help you to apply the principle you have identified.
2.
Even though we’re all working from the same principle, we can all have different applications.  How could you do a better job of greeting people in a way that conveys friendliness, care, and respect?
a.
Maybe you need to work on making better eye contact with people you greet.  

b.
Maybe you need to take the initiative in greeting more people, even when it’s uncomfortable.
c.
Maybe you don’t really greet the people with whom you are closest.  Casual acquaintances seem to get more respect than your spouse or children.

d.
Maybe you should smile more.
e.
Maybe you work at addressing people by name, knowing that sometimes you’re going to get it wrong and be embarrassed.
f.
Maybe you need to take a little time to demonstrate interest by listening attentively.

g.
Maybe one of your primary jobs on Sunday morning should be to greet people.

h.
As I consider this principle, I realize that I’m not very good at greeting people, particularly those with whom I am most familiar—those at work and those at home.  My family and the church staff will tell you that I can be a pretty focused guy.  And when I’m focused on a goal, greetings are hurdles I must clear to get to the finish line.  I go over them as quickly and efficiently as possible.  I even knock them over if I have to.  They’re obstacles between me and the finish line.  And it can make people feel like nothing more than hurdles.  When I’m working at home, sometimes I’m so focused on my work that I don’t even acknowledge when one of my family members arrives.  I plan to make greeting an important part of my work, paying more attention to family members and coworkers when I first see them.  I don’t always kiss or hug my wife when I first see her; I plan to do more of that.  I don’t want to go into much more detail about how I’m going to greet other family members and coworkers because, now that they know what I’m up to, you know they’re going to make fun of me when I do it.  But I will be undaunted!
3.
Now, it’s your turn to apply this principle of greeting one another.  We’re going to be quiet for a few minutes.  

a.
During that time, I encourage you to close you eyes and ask God to help you to apply the principle.

b.
As names or places or situations or initiatives come to mind, write them down on the sheet.  Be as specific as you can about how you’re going to apply this.
4.
(Time of reflection)

5.
Time’s up.  If you found this process to be a little awkward, you’re normal.  It takes some getting used to.  Relax.  You’ll get it.  If you didn’t finish or couldn’t come up with something, don’t worry.  I want you to focus on this all week long, asking God to help you follow the whole process through to obedience.  There may be some situations you face when the Holy Spirit brings to your mind the biblical principle and says, in effect, here’s the application; do it now.
This week, you’ll be abiding.  You’ll be seeking God’s perspective and power to obey, integrating God’s Word, the Holy Spirit, and prayer into the process.
II.
Let’s do another one.  Pull out the sheet that has Item 11 on it:  “Accept one another.”

A.
Let’s pray for God’s help.

God, please help us to learn how to accept one another.  We’re open to whatever you have for us.  Show us and we will obey.  Amen.

B.
The command to accept one another comes from Romans 15:7.  The New King James Version uses a different word.  It says,

NKJ Romans 15:7 Therefore receive one another, just as Christ also received us, to the glory of God.

C.
The key word, of course, is “receive.”  Other English translations render it, “accept one another,” or “welcome one another.”  The Greek word behind the English translation is pros-lam-BAN-o.  As you can see from the lexicon entry provided, there is more than one definition for the word.  This is often the case, and it’s not unique to the Greek language.

For example, in casual conversation, if I say something like, “Trunks are not required,” you may not know what I mean by the word, “trunks.”  “Trunks” can mean a number of different things.  The meaning is determined by the context.  If we’re at the zoo, and I’m commenting on how God made monkeys as opposed to elephants, when I say, “Trunks are not required,” you would naturally conclude that I’m talking about elephant trunks.  On the other hand, if I am talking about NASCAR racing and how race cars are built, and I say, “Trunks are not required,” you would conclude that I’m talking about the trunks of cars.  Then again, if I am talking about a nude beach and I say, “Trunks are not required,” you would begin to question my “suit-ability” for ministry. (
If you look at the context of Romans 15:7 you’ll find that it’s talking about how believers who have very different perspectives should get along with one another despite their differences.  In light of the context, the third definition of our word seems to fit the best.  It means to “receive hospitably,” to “accept,” or to “welcome” another person (Friberg).  It would be natural not to accept or welcome a person who thinks things or does things that you don’t really like.  But, God’s Word says we are to accept one another, even if we don’t happen to like what another wears, or how he smells, or what he thinks, or what political party he belongs to, or whether he’s “pro-this” or “pro-that.”

D.
What’s the principle?  We could word it something like this:  Believers are to accept one another without prejudice.  Isn’t that how Jesus accepts us?  Jesus was accepting of people from all walks of life, even those others considered to be “low-lifes.”  That doesn’t mean we have to agree with everybody.  It doesn’t mean we have to like everything they do or say.  We just have to receive or accept or welcome them as people who are made in the image of God, just like us.  Accepting one another is the opposite of favoritism or cliquishness.
E.
How would you apply this?

1.
Maybe you need to express love to someone you don’t really like, maybe even an enemy, through an encouraging note, or a warm greeting.  When are you going to do that?  Who do you need to accept?
2.
Maybe the Holy Spirit will prompt you to express acceptance to those who, by their own sin, may feel like they don’t belong or don’t measure up.  Sometimes we need acceptance the most when we’re struggling the most.  Maybe you could invite someone to dinner who is in the midst of a difficult season.  Who will you invite?  When will it happen?
3.
Maybe you hang out with the same people at church all the time and you realize it’s not conveying acceptance to others.  Maybe you need to reach beyond your clique.  When, where, and how are you going to do it?
F.
Now, it’s your turn.  We’re going to take a few moments for you to prayerfully and quietly ask God to help you to apply the principle to your life, thinking of who, when, where, and how you’re going to obey.  Go ahead.

III.
Let’s consider a final example.  It’s Item 5 on the list:  “Honor one another.”  Please pull out that sheet.  This may be the most challenging one because it’s the most abstract.
A.
We’re going to need some help.  So, let’s pray:

Lord, show us what you have in mind by honoring one another.  Teach us from Your Word.  We’re seeking your perspective and the power to obey.  Amen.

B.
The command to honor one another comes from Romans 12:10.  It says,
NKJ Romans 12:10 Be kindly affectionate to one another with brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another;

There are a couple of directives in this verse, but the one I want consider is captured in the last part of the verse:  “in honor, giving preference to one another.”
C.
There are two key terms here:  “honor” and “giving preference.”

1.
The word, “honor” comes from the Greek word, ti-MAY.  It describes “the worth ascribed to a person . . . as the recognition of another’s worth (Friberg).”  It involves “honor, reverence, and respect.”

2.
The term, “giving preference” comes from the Greek word, pro-ay-GEH-o-my.   It can mean either to “outdo others,” or to “prefer” others, “considering them better,” “esteeming them more highly” than yourself (Friberg).  The New King James Version takes the second definition and it does seem to fit better with the other word, “honor.”  This idea is also reflected in Philippians 2:3, which says,
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.

D.
What’s the principle?  The idea seems to be that believers ought to humbly and unselfishly convey respect, honor, and value to others.  It’s demonstrating the worth of others by putting their needs above our own.  It’s the opposite of selfishness.

E.
How do we apply this?

1.
Maybe you need to start by finding out what those closest to you need the most right now.  Husbands, do you know what your wife’s greatest concerns are as she approaches this new week?  Maybe you should ask her.  Maybe you should offer to pray with her, and ask her how you can help.  (And then you might have to help her up off the floor!)
2.
Maybe you could be a better listener, encouraging people to talk about themselves rather than dominating the conversation with your own issues.

3.
Maybe the Holy Spirit will show you that your current involvement in so many things is really a selfish move to avoid serving members of your family who are very difficult.  Maybe you need to drop your self-centered pursuits and dig into the difficult work of serving others as a godly parent or spouse.
F.
Now, it’s your turn.  You know the drill.  We’re going to take a few moments for you to prayerfully and quietly ask God to help you to apply the principle to your life, thinking of who, when, where, and how you’re going to honor another person.  Go ahead.

Conclusion:

A.
You have just engaged in a process of abiding in Christ.  Of course, you still need to follow through and obey.  This is a way that you can stay connected to the Vine.  You read the Bible.  The Holy Spirit draws you to a text.  You draw out a principle.  You apply it to your life.  And you prayerfully obey, by the power that God supplies.
B.
We’ve covered three verses today.  I encourage you to focus this week on just one.  Apply that one to your life this week, and engage your world.  From here on out, maybe you can do one a week.

C.
This may feel like a rather awkward, mechanical process at first.  But, if you’ll give it a chance, it will evolve into a highly relational, life-changing discipline.  This is a process by which you can experience more intimate knowledge of the Lord.  You can be as close and fruitful as a branch abiding in the Vine.  Just listen to what Jesus says in John 14:21, just moments before He gave the vine illustration. He says,
NKJ John 14:21 “He who has My commandments and keeps them, it is he who loves Me. And he who loves Me will be loved by My Father, and I will love him and manifest Myself to him.”
If you go through this process, Jesus will manifest Himself to you.  He’ll show up.  You’ll experience Him, as you engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
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