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What Happens When You’re Fruitful?
A Study of John 15:1-8
Characteristic:  Love
Big Idea:  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
Introduction:

A.
This is the last in a series messages titled, “How to Live a Fruitful Life.”  It’s based on an illustration of the Vine and the branches in John 15:1-8.  This morning we come to the best part:  the payoff.  We’re going to be talking about the good things that happen when you abide in Christ.  Specifically, we’re going to be addressing the question, “What happens when you’re fruitful?”  First, let me give you a quick recap of what we’ve studied to this point.
1.
If I were to boil everything we’ve learned so far into a single paragraph, here’s what I’d say:

To be fruitful is to love others as Christ loved us.  When we love this way, we engage our world, God is honored, and people are drawn into God’s family.  In order to love this way, we must abide in Christ.  In order to abide in Christ, we must first believe in Him for eternal life.  Having believed in Him, we must then obey Him.  Obeying God involves seeking His perspective and His power to obey.  This seeking is a dynamic, relational process involving God’s Word, the Holy Spirit, and prayer.  We prayerfully study His Word; the Holy Spirit illumines and applies His Word to our yielded lives; and we obey, prayerfully depending on God for the power to faithfully live out His commands.  When, as believers, we fail to do this, and thus, fail to engage our world with acts of love, God disciplines us, and the unbelieving world considers our faith to be worthless.
2.
If I were to further boil this paragraph down into a single sentence that gives the bottom-line directive for us—the single sentence that captures the big idea of it all—here’s what I’d say:  Engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.  That’s the big idea.

3.
And, if I were to further boil this big-idea sentence down to a single word that captures the key characteristic that God is trying to cultivate in your life and mine, that single word would be love.  Love is the key characteristic of completeness in Christ that we’ve been considering all this time.

B.
Along the way, we identified all the “one-anothers” in the Bible—greet one another, accept one another, edify one another, etc.  They’re all ways to love one another, and we learned a simple text-principle-application process for applying them to our lives.  All the “one-anothers” are now listed for you on the Moon Valley webpage under “Sermons.”  Maybe from here on out, you could take a single “one-another” at a time and work on it until you see some progress in obedience.  Then, go on to the next one.  That would be the best way I know to engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.

C.
Let me read through our text one time, then we’ll draw from it the new material for the morning.  Jesus says, beginning in John 15:1,
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.”

D.
I want to show you five great things that happen when you’re fruitful, five beneficial outcomes, five perks.  These five things are so good that they motivate us to abide in Christ and engage our world.
I.
First, when you’re fruitful, you get results.  Specifically, you prove that Jesus is the real deal, and you glorify God.  Jesus says in John 15:8,
NKJ John 15:8 “By this My Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit; so you will be My disciples.”
We touched on this process last Sunday.  It all starts when you abide.  When you abide in Christ, you are fruitful.  That is, you love others as Christ loved you.  As a result, you prove to the unbelieving world that you belong to Christ.  The word, “be” carries the idea of “prove to be,” and is, in fact, translated that way in some Bibles (See Radmacher, Salvation, 214).  You are engaging your world with acts of love that show off Jesus.  This extraordinary love shocks your neighbors, your coworkers, and your friends into wondering what this Jesus thing is all about because you have proven that Jesus makes a difference.  The unbelieving world is drawn to this remarkable, extravagant love.  It’s an irresistible magnet that draws unbelievers into Christ’s church.  As a result, God is glorified in the eyes of these unbelievers.  You bring honor to God.
Let me give you an example of how this works.  Years ago in South Africa, following the horrific atrocities perpetrated by white people on blacks, hearings were held in which white criminals were given an opportunity to face their accusers, confess their crimes, and fully acknowledge their guilt.  If they did that, they could not be tried and punished for the crime.  Some grumbled at this injustice, but President Nelson Mandela insisted that his country needed healing more than justice.  Philip Yancy in his recent book titled, Rumors of Another World, tells the story of one such hearing.
At one hearing, a policeman named van de Broek recounted an incident when he and other officers shot an eighteen-year-old boy and burned the body, turning it on the fire like a piece of barbecue meat in order to destroy the evidence.  Eight years later van de Broek returned to the same house and seized the boy’s father.  The wife was forced to watch as policemen bound her husband on a woodpile, poured gasoline over his body, and ignited it.
The courtroom grew hushed as the elderly woman who had lost first her son and then her husband was given a chance to respond.  “What do you want from Mr. van de Broek?” the judge asked.  She said she wanted van de Broek to go to the place where they burned her husband’s body and gather up the dust so she could give him a decent burial.  His head down, the policeman nodded in agreement.

Then she added a further request, “Mr. van de Broek took all my family away from me, and I still have a lot of love to give.  Twice a month, I would like for him to come to the ghetto and spend a day with me so I can be a mother to him.  And I would like Mr. van de Broek to know that he is forgiven by God, and that I forgive him too.  I would like to embrace him so he can know my forgiveness is real.”

Spontaneously, some in the courtroom began singing “Amazing Grace” as the elderly woman made her way to the witness stand, but van de Broek did not hear the hymn.  He had fainted, overwhelmed (223-224).

When the world sees Christ’s love in you, it is overwhelmed.  By your fruitfulness, you get results.
II.
A second thing happens when you’re fruitful.  You get pruned.  Jesus says in John 15:2,
NKJ John 15:2 “. . . every branch that bears fruit He prunes, that it may bear more fruit.”
What does it mean for a believer to get pruned by the Father, the Vinedresser?
A.
It certainly does not mean that the Vinedresser cuts the fruitful branch off of the Vine.  How do we know that?  Well, the expressed purpose of the pruning in Verse 2 is, “that [the fruitful branch] may bear more fruit.”  You can’t get more fruit from a branch that has been severed from the Vine.  So, such radical pruning cannot be in view here.
B.
Well, then, what kind of pruning is this?  The original Greek word used here is kathairo.  It’s the word from which we get the English word “catharsis.”  It means to cleanse.  As it relates to viticulture or the growing of grapes, it describes cleansing bugs and diseases from a branch (Nelson Study Bible), and it also includes cleaning or pinching off little succulent sprigs from the branch—sprigs that draw away resources from the production of big, juicy grapes (Radmacher & Derickson, The Disciplemaker, 155).  Left to itself, the branch will favor more leafy growth over more fruit, so the vinedresser has to prune or clean away unnecessary shoots and extraneous growth to promote even greater fruitfulness (Wilkinson, Secrets of the Vine, 59).
C.
What does this pruning represent in the life of a believer?  I believe the bugs, diseases, and unwanted sprigs represent things like bad habits, wrong thinking, unimportant activities, and lesser priorities—anything that distracts us from being completely fruitful, anything that hinders us from loving others to the fullest, the way Christ loved us.  As we abide in the Vine, the Vinedresser removes these things from our lives to promote more fruit.
D.
What does this look like?  Jesus gives an example in the very next verse.  In Verse 3, He says,
NKJ John 15:3 “You are already clean because of the word which I have spoken to you.”
The word, “clean” comes from the Greek word, katharos.  Sound familiar?  It’s basically the adjective form of the verb, kathairo, to prune or cleanse.  So, Jesus is saying that His eleven disciples are already pruned or cleansed; it happened to them.  How did it happen?

1.
Jesus says it happened, “because of the word which I have spoken to you.”  What “word” is Jesus talking about?  Well, it’s reasonable to conclude that Jesus may be referring to the words He had just spoken to His disciples that very evening.  Remember our text comes in the midst of an inclusio or sermon from Jesus that began all the way back in John 13.  The big idea of His sermon is captured in John 13:34, where Jesus 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.”
And remember, Jesus had modeled this humble, selfless kind of love by washing His disciples’ feet.
2.
Okay, if that indeed was “the word” which Jesus spoke to them, then what was pruned?  How did the Vinedresser use this word to cleanse His followers?  What was the bug or disease or sprig that needed to be removed?  I think it had to do with a selfish, unloving attitude.  You may recall that the disciples expected Jesus to immediately set up His kingdom on earth and establish His government.  They wanted a piece of the action.  They had been jockeying for positions of power and recognition.  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.

The Vinedresser used the challenging words of Jesus in John 13 to nip this kind of selfish, unloving attitude in the bud.  In that way the disciples had been nipped or cleansed that very evening.  The truth of the word spoken by Jesus shed light on the impurity of their hearts and the sprig of selfishness was pruned.
3.
I don’t have first-hand evidence, but I can imagine the same thing happened to the elderly woman in South Africa who forgave the guy who murdered her husband and son.  I can imagine the sprig that needed to be pruned in her life was vengeance and hatred.  The Vinedresser could have nipped this in the bud, using the words of Jesus in Luke 6:27:

NKJ Luke 6:27 “. . . Love your enemies . . .”
4.
You may be tempted to think that the phrase, “already clean” in Verse 3 means that the disciples had “arrived,” and that they never needed pruning again.  Not so.

a.
A vinedresser must prune or clean continually, season after season.  The bugs and disease and sprigs are persistent.
b.
In Verse 2, when Jesus describes the action of the Divine Vinedresser, saying, “He prunes,” it’s in the present tense, suggesting the Vinedresser’s action is continuous.

c.
Also in Verse 3, when Jesus says “I have spoken” in reference to His word, He uses the perfect tense.  The perfect tense is used to express something that happened in the past but has ongoing effects into the future.  The suggestion is that the Vinedresser will use the spoken word of Jesus to keep on pruning in the lives of those disciples who received it.  It’s an ongoing process.
5.
And, I believe the pruning process can be very painful.  It is always intended for good; it is always with an eye toward greater fruitfulness.  The refinement of our character is always beneficial.  But it can hurt.
I imagine the disciples felt ashamed to have the Lord washing their feet.  I’ll bet the call to love like that made them squirm.  And, I can imagine the South African woman agonized over feelings of hatred and a desire for revenge—sprigs that had to be pruned.
E.
When you abide, expect to be pruned.  And expect it to be painful.  What’s got to be pruned in your life?  I don’t know.  But, God will tell you when you abide.
1.
Maybe you’re too busy.  In fact, maybe your busyness is veiled selfishness.  Maybe you’re packing your schedule with socially acceptable things that make you look good, all the while avoiding the harder work of loving others who are difficult to love, like your spouse, or your children, or fellow believers in your church family.  Maybe your busyness must be pruned.
2.
Maybe you’ve got a secret.  Maybe you’ve been nursing a secret sin.  Maybe it involves substance abuse, or compulsive spending, or things that you look at on the internet, or the shady places you frequent.  Maybe it needs to be removed from your life.
3.
Maybe it’s a selfish drive for control in your marriage.  Maybe it’s neglect of leadership, or running from conflict.  Maybe it’s excessive time spent on things that count for nothing.  Maybe it’s laziness, or a bad attitude.  The Vinedresser may want to prune any number of things from your life.  He’ll do it when you abide.

III.
How are you going to get through this?  How in the world do you pull off this kind of thing?  That’s where the third perk comes in.  You get power.  Jesus says in John 15:7,
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.”
This is a wonderful promise:  “Ask what you desire, and it shall be done for you.”   Rip this verse out of its context, and you might conclude that this speaks of some kind of pray-to-Jesus debit card.  Just swipe it and get whatever you want.  It’s good anytime, anywhere, for anything.  But notice the condition that Jesus places on the promise.  You must abide.  And, as part of abiding, Jesus’ words must abide in you.

I think Jesus is talking about the process we’ve already learned.  Remember how I summarized the process of abiding at the beginning of this message:  “We prayerfully study His Word; the Holy Spirit illumines and applies His Word to our yielded lives; and we obey, prayerfully depending on God for the power to faithfully live out His commands.”  Carefully notice the last clause:  “we obey, prayerfully depending on God for the power to faithfully live out His commands.”  That’s asking God for the power to do what we know He wants us to do because He’s revealed it to us in His Word.  That’s the kind of asking I think Jesus is talking about in Verse 7.  And when we ask, God delivers.
Let me illustrate why this is so important.  As a result of this series of messages, one woman described to me how her family is going through the “one-anothers,” applying God’s Word to their lives.  On one occasion, they were working through the command to edify one another in Romans 14:19.  They employed a text-principle-application process that I talked about a few weeks ago.  They prayed, asking God to show His perspective.  Then, they studied Romans 14:19 to determine what it means.  As part of their study, they drew a basic principle from the text:  Believers should build up one another, encouraging, equipping, and strengthening others.  Then, they prayerfully invited the Holy Spirit to show them how to apply the principle to their lives in a very specific way, identifying who, when, where, and how they were going to apply the principle.
A specific application came to one of their boys.  It was a specific way that he could edify his younger brother.  So, he wrote it down.  Easy to write.  Then, he realized the predicament he was in.  Now, he had to obey.  He said to his mom, “I can’t do this.”  And, that’s precisely the point.  When you abide in Christ, sooner or later, He’s going to call you to do something so extraordinary that it seems impossible.  He’s going to call you to express an extraordinary kind of love.

In Matthew 5:46-47, Jesus explains why we are to love even our enemies:

NLT Matthew 5:46 If you love only those who love you, what good is that? Even corrupt tax collectors do that much. 47 If you are kind only to your friends, how are you different from anyone else? Even pagans do that.

When you abide in Christ, sooner or later, He’s going to call you to do something so extraordinary that it seems impossible.  That’s askin’ time.  That’s when you’ve got to ask God for the power to obey.
I see this all the time.  Couples come in with troubled marriages.  I meet with the husband.  We go to the Bible.  We consider a text:  “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church.”  We draw a principle.  We identify a specific application.  And the blood drains from his face.  “I can’t do that.”  Precisely.  That’s askin’ time.  That’s when you’ve got to ask God for the power to obey.  And, in the midst of askin’ time, Jesus’ words in John 15:7 are given as an assurance:
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.”
When you abide and you ask, you get power to obey.  That’s what makes God’s love expressed through you so extraordinary.  If you could do it on our own, it wouldn’t prove anything.  It’s when your loving acts are empowered by Christ that you prove to be His disciple.  And God is glorified.
IV.
There’s a fourth thing you get when you’re fruitful.  You get fellowship.  You get to experience close communion with God.  We could conclude this from the word, “abide” in our text.  We learned that abiding in Christ means having a close relationship with Him.  Jesus explains this beautifully just before He gives the vine illustration.  In John 14:21, Jesus 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.”
In effect, Jesus is saying, “If you abide in Me, I’ll manifest Myself to you.”  What does He mean when He says He will manifest Himself?  That’s what at least one of the disciples was wondering.  John 14:22 records,
NKJ John 14:22  Judas (not Iscariot) said to Him, “Lord, how is it that You will manifest Yourself to us, and not to the world?”
Jesus explains Himself in Verse 23:

NKJ John 14:23 Jesus answered and said to him, “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.”
If you abide in Christ, you get fellowship with Him so close that it will be like having supper with the Savior.  You’ll be right at home with Jesus, communicating freely with Him.  He will disclose Himself to you.  You will experience His love.
The reality of God’s love for every person is not at issue here.  The experience of God’s love to those who abide is the point.  A biblical story of a prodigal son is recorded in Luke 15.  The prodigal son forsakes abiding with his father for the selfish, reckless pursuit of pleasure.  The father never stops loving the prodigal, but the prodigal stops experiencing that love because he left home; he’s no longer abiding with his father; fellowship with his father is broken.  The reality of the father’s love for his son is never at issue.  But, it is only when the son returns home to abide with his father that he gets to experience that love and fellowship.  
You get to experience that kind of love when you abide in Christ.  And abiding is the only way I know to experience it.  Many believers think, “If I could just experience more of God’s love, I could follow Jesus more closely.”  That’s backwards.  Jesus says, “If you’ll follow Me closely, you will experience more of My love.”  When you’re fruitful, you get fellowship with God.
V.
And I saved what is perhaps the best for last.  There is a fifth and final thing you get when you are fruitful.  You get joy.  After giving the vine illustration, Jesus says in John 15:11,
NKJ John 15:11 “These things I have spoken to you, that My joy may remain in you, and that your joy may be full.”
What kind of joy is this—His joy in us in full measure?  It’s a joy that looks beyond this life.  It’s a joy that puts this life in perspective as one night’s stay in a cheap motel, on our way to paradise.  It’s a joy that rests in the perfectly sufficient provision of our Father as we obey Him.  And it’s a joy that we experience now.  Christian author, Philip Yancy explains it this way:

I have learned that when I choose to follow Jesus, in ways large and small, what seems like a sacrifice actually turns into a benefit:  I am the one who benefits.  When I swallow my pride and apologize to someone I’ve wronged, I feel a flood of relief.  When I give anonymously, as Jesus commanded, I experience more satisfaction.  When I resist temptation and invest in the hard work of marriage, I gain. . . .

. . . the more I extend out from myself, the more I gain.  My spirit deepens.  I become more fully human, I enlarge.  An apparent sacrifice actually ends up serving my own self-interest (Rumors, 239-240).

Joy is the knowledge that your sacrifice for others is worth it.  Joy is the realization that engaging your world with acts of love counts for eternity.  Joy pulls you through hardships and obedience, because the rewards of heaven are waiting.  Joy lives and obeys with the glorious end in mind.  Nehemiah 8:10 says,
NKJ Nehemiah 8:10 “. . . the joy of the LORD is your strength.”
When God the Father called His Son Jesus to love the world by dying on a cross, what got Jesus through it?  The joy set before Him.  The joy beyond the cross.  The joy of being with the Father in glory at His right hand, having engaged the world with the most loving act ever known.  Hebrews 12:1-2 says,
NKJ Hebrews 12:1 . . . let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, 2 looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith, who for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.

Are you ready to run the race?  Are you ready to engage your world with acts of love that show off Jesus?  There is no more important work on earth than this.  It’s your move.  The world is waiting and watching.
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