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How Can You Be Fruitful?, Part 3
A Study of John 15:1-8
Characteristic:  Love
Big Idea:  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
Introduction:

A.
If you were to ask my wife, “What are some things that have helped you the most in living the Christian life?”, her response would include a version of what I’m going to talk about today.
If you were to ask me, “What are some of the most important things you learned in seminary from some of the finest Bible teachers around?”, my response would include a version of what I’m going to talk about today.
It’s not lofty.  It’s not elusive.  It’s not scholarly.  It’s not new.  It’s a simple way of abiding in Christ that is accessible to every person in this room.  We can all do it.

But few believers ever learn it, much less do it.  And so, they remain fruitless and frustrated in trying to live the Christian life.  They experience the reality of Jesus’ words, “without Me you can do nothing.”
So, I invite you to listen carefully.

B.
We are in the midst 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 very brief summary of what we’ve learned so far.  Some of you may who have been here for the entire series may be a little frustrated because I keep going back over ground we’ve already covered.  To you, I want to say as sensitively as I can, “Too bad.” (  A replay of the context is important, particularly for those who may be new to the series.

In the last few Sundays, we have learned about what various parts of this vine 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 we engage our world with love like this?  In the language of the vine illustration of John 15, how can you be fruitful?  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.
F.
Last Sunday, we started to learn 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.
We began by cataloging all the commands in the New Testament that include the term, “one another.”  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.

2.
We picked three of the “one anothers” as examples:  greet one another, accept one another, and honor one another.  We employed a text-principle-application process to apply them to our lives.  Here’s how that worked:

a.
We prayed, asking God to show His perspective.
b.
Then, we studied the Word, picking a specific text from the Bible to determine what it means.  As part of our study, we drew a basic principle from the text.  A principle is a timeless truth about God or people derived from the text.

c.
Then, we prayerfully invited the Holy Spirit to show us how to apply the principle to our lives in a very specific way, identifying who, when, where, and how we were going to apply the principle.

d.
And hopefully, having identified an application, many of you obeyed last week, asking God to transform you by His Holy Spirit, giving you the power to follow through in obedience.

G.
I’m going to take a big risk here.  I’m going to ask you some questions about the process we went through last week.

1.
Of those who were here last Sunday, how many of you found this process to be rather awkward or unnatural or difficult?  Please raise your hand.

If you found it to be a struggle, that’s normal.  I know it was that way for me at first.  I think most people find it a little challenging.
a.
I know one person shared with me that it’s difficult to slow down and simply meditate undistracted on God’s word.

b.
Another person shared a resistance she felt when translating the principle to a specific application.  The principle was easy; the application was much harder.
2.
Here’s another question.  Of those who were here last Sunday, how many were able to identify a specific application?  Please raise your hand.

Okay, of those who identified an application, how many followed through and obeyed last week?  This week, I hope to boost the numbers.
One of the commands we considered last week was to greet one another.  One woman shared with me how she applied that to her husband in taking the time to greet him throughout the week.  Her husband told me that the change was delightful.  This works.
H.
This morning, we’re going to give this another try.  Only this time, we’re going to focus on just one “one another.”  Originally, I thought I would do several more, but I want to give you a little more time to focus, to go deeper, to get to a specific application, and then to obey this week.
I.
Let’s pray to begin the process.

Father, we want to see with your eyes.  We want to know your perspective on things.  So, would you teach us from Your Word this morning?  We invite you to change our lives by your Holy Spirit, so that we might be fruitful.  We’re depending on You to do it because we can’t do it ourselves.  Amen.
II.
The “one another” that we’re focusing on this morning is “edify one another.”  It’s the tenth one on the list of 37.  There should be a single sheet in your bulletin titled, “One Way to Love One Another.”  It has, “edify one another” as the boxed command that is featured.  Please get that out and be ready to write.
A.
The directive to edify one another is reflected in Romans 14:19.  It says,

NKJ Romans 14:19 Therefore let us pursue the things which make for peace and the things by which one may edify another.

B.
The key word here is “edify.”  “Edify” is not a word that we use a lot in America.  So, it’s helpful to look at the definition of the original Greek word behind it.  I’ve provided the definition of both the noun and verb forms of the word, highlighting the parts that are particularly relevant to the directive in Romans 14:19.
To edify another person is to provide spiritual encouragement, to make someone more able to do something, to build up someone, to strengthen and encourage them to do what is right.  It’s the process by which we experience growth as a community of believers, building up one another.
Let me just make a little sidebar comment here.  I don’t want you to think that you have to know Greek or that you must have access to Greek definitions in order to understand what the Bible is saying.  I’ve simply provided the Greek definitions because I happen to have the resources to do it, and the definition are helpful in understanding what “edify” means.

What if I hadn’t provided the Greek definitions?  How could you, on your own, learn more about what it means to “edify?”  Let me give you a number of options.

1.
First, you could simply look up the English word.  Translators choose English words that are believed to be closest in meaning to the original Greek words, so looking up the English word can help.  I looked up the word, “edify” in an English dictionary.  Here’s what it says:  “to build up or increase the faith, morality, etc., of; [to] instruct or benefit, esp. morally; [to] uplift” (Random House Dictionary).  This provides very similar data concerning what it means to edify.

2.
You can also check other English translations of the same verse to see the different words that are used.  For example, the New Living Translation of Romans 14:19 says,
NLT Romans 14:19 So then, let us aim for harmony in the church and try to build each other up.

You can surmise from this that to edify means to build up another person.

3.
You should also consider the context of the verse.  What’s the story or train of thought leading up to and following the verse?  Context is important to understanding.  The context of Romans 14:19 is a discussion of the relationship between weaker and stronger believers.  So, it makes sense that edifying means making a person stronger.
4.
You can also look to a good study Bible for some help in understanding.  In my opinion, two of the best are the Nelson Study Bible and the Ryrie Study Bible.  On Romans 14:19 the Nelson Study Bible has this to say:  “The believer should edify that is, ‘build up.’ . . . Here Paul exhorts the mature believer to identify ways to build up those weaker in the faith.”  That’s helpful. 
5.
Also, if you have internet access, you can find the Greek definitions at www.crosswalk.com.  Once you’re at the home page, you click “Bible Study Tools.”  Then, you type in the verse you want.  Select an English version with Strong’s numbers (such as NAS Strong’s Version).  And once the verse is displayed, you simply click on the key word for which you’d like a definition.  Voila!  It’s provided for you.  If you prefer books to websites, you could get hold of Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words.  For some reason, christianbook.com is selling them for a lot less than other places.  It’s only $10 through christianbook.com; it’s about twice that much through amazon or our own web bookstore.
6.
You can also check the cross references provided in many Bibles.  The references cite other verses that are related to the verse you’re studying.  You look them up and they often shed important light on the verse you’re considering.  We’ll be looking at a few of those verses in a moment.
7.
If you would like the additional help in understanding what the Bible says, you could consult a good Bible Commentary.  In my opinion, one of the best, affordable, single-volume commentaries on the entire Bible is Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Commentary.  It’s about $28, and you can order it through the bookstore on our Moon Valley website.
If you couldn’t keep up in writing down all these alternatives, relax.  Just go to the Moon Valley webpage.  Click “sermons,” and pull up the transcript for this message.  It’ll all be there.

III.
What’s the principle that we can derive from this text?  Well, we could word it this way:  Believers should build up one another, encouraging, equipping, and strengthening others.  That’s a timeless truth about people.  Believers should build up one another, encouraging, equipping, and strengthening others.
IV.
How can you apply this principle to your life?  In a moment, I’ll give you an opportunity to do just that.  You’ll have plenty of time to sit and prayerfully ponder how God wants you to obey.  In preparation for that time, I want to present some possibilities for application that may stimulate your thinking.  You can start praying now that God would show you how to apply the principle.  Feel free to jot down notes as the Holy Spirit uses what I am about to say to bring an application to your mind.
A.
Earlier, I mentioned that Romans 14:19 comes in the context of a discussion about the relationship between weaker and stronger believers in Christ.  That provides a clue as to who you might encourage or build up.  Maybe it’s someone you know who is weak right now.  A weaker believer could be someone who is less mature or someone who is struggling in their Christian walk.  Who do you know who needs to grow in relationship to God?  Who do you know who is struggling?  Who do you know who really needs some encouragement to carry on?  Who do you know that needs to be strengthened?
Do they need a word of encouragement from you?  Do they need you to be a mentor to them?  Do they need you find something good about them and praise it?  Do they need you to simply spend time with them?

In looking for someone to edify, sometimes it’s best to look right under your nose.  Maybe it’s your child.  The parent-to-child relationship is, after all, a stronger-to-weaker relationship.  Isn’t parenting all about edifying our children?  I’m reading a very insightful and disturbing new book written by a family psychiatrist named Robert Shaw.  It’s titled, The Epidemic:  The Rot of American Culture, Absentee and Permissive Parenting, and the Resultant Plague of Joyless, Selfish Children.  Shaw says,
Parents find themselves enslaved by a materialistic, overachieving society that leads them to spend so many hours at work and so much money that they can’t make the time to do the things necessary to bond with their children.  They are worried that they might crush their children, stifle their self-esteem, or kill their creativity, to the extent that they lose all sense of proportion about the role of a young child in a family.  They rarely put limits on their children or permit them to experience frustration, and they overlook their children’s moral and spiritual development (4).

Are you overlooking your children’s moral and spiritual development?  It’s a responsibility that cannot be delegated to a school or a church.  Parents are responsible for edifying their children.  Is God calling you to make a greater investment in building up your children?  I’m not talking about shuttling them to more activities—God save us from more activities!  I’m talking about just you and your child spending leisurely, extended, undistracted, quality time together in a way that fosters communication of questions, fears, dreams, and values.  Believers should build up one another, encouraging, equipping, and strengthening others.
B.
Your handout makes reference to several other related texts.  Let’s consider them briefly to further prime the application pump.  In 1 Thessalonians 5:11, it says,
NKJ 1 Thessalonians 5:11 Therefore comfort each other and edify one another, just as you also are doing.

This directive comes in the midst of a discussion of Christ’s return.  Jesus is coming back, and we need to live in light of His imminent return.  As believers, Jesus is going to hold us accountable for what we have done on earth.  The church at Thessalonica needed this reminder because it’s so easy to forget our job on earth as believers.

Our job is not to build up our bank account.  Our job is not to build up our ego.  Our job is not to build up our possessions.  Our job is to build up one another.  That’s what Jesus is going to ask us about when He returns.  What did you do to help, to strengthen, to encourage, to equip others?  Believers should build up one another, encouraging, equipping, and strengthening others.  How is God calling you to do that right now?  What’s your application?  Ask God to help you see it.

C.
In another reference, the Apostle Paul talks about edification as the primary business of every person in every church.  We all have different gifts.  We’re all wired differently.  But, we’re all to use our uniqueness to edify His church.  God designed you to edify as no one else can.  Just listen to Ephesians 4, beginning in Verse 11.
NKJ Ephesians 4:11 And He Himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers, 12 for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ, 13 till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ; 14 that we should no longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, in the cunning craftiness of deceitful plotting, 15 but, speaking the truth in love, may grow up in all things into Him who is the head -- Christ -- 16 from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share, causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love.

Here’s the question:  If you are a part of the body of Christ, are you working effectively to do your share to cause others to grow?  Is God calling you to move from being a taker to being a giver?  There’s a half-page of Moon Valley volunteering opportunities in the bulletin and on our webpage.  Does one of them have your name on it?  Is that your application?  Believers should build up one another, encouraging, equipping, and strengthening others.

D.
A final reference comes in Ephesians 4:29.  It says,
NKJ Ephesians 4:29 Let no corrupt word proceed out of your mouth, but what is good for necessary edification, that it may impart grace to the hearers.

Anybody who has ever come to me for marital advice gets this verse.  The context of this verse is a discussion of relationships, including church relationships, work relationships, family relationships, and yes, the marriage relationship.  This verse is about what we say, and it defines verbal edification both negatively and positively.  Negatively, edification involves keeping your mouth shut when you’re tempted to say something that will cut down, needle, nag, discourage, or harm another person.  This does not preclude constructive confrontation or calmly speaking the truth in tough love when these are intended to lovingly edify.  The rule is:  “Don’t let it fly if it don’t edify.”  Positively, edification involves saying things that impart grace.  Gracious words are uplifting, encouraging, loving, affirming words—words that aren’t necessarily deserved.
Is God calling you to edify your spouse?  Exactly how are you going to do that?  What’s your application?  When, where, and how are you going to do it?  Maybe you should just stop nagging and needling about that one thing—you know what it is—the thing that your spouse already knows you’re concerned about.  Or, maybe you could get it in gear by saying one uniquely encouraging thing to your spouse five out of seven days of every week.  What is your application?
The principle is, believers should build up one another, encouraging, equipping, and strengthening others.  Take some time right now to ask God to help you apply it to your life.  
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