
Bearing Fruit

Acts 10:44-48; Psalm 98; 1 John 4:7-21; John 15:9-17

You didn’t choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you could go and produce

fruit and so that your fruit could last. As a result, whatever you ask the Father in my name, he will give

you. I give you these commandments so that you can love each other. (John 15:16-17) 

In this Sunday’s Gospel, Christ directly calls his followers “friends.” Not servants, friends.

Friendship is a great gift. You can’t force someone to be your friend. Friendship is offered as a gift.

But having received the gift of friendship, it’s only natural for you to feel obligated to your friend. 

As someone has said, you know you have a best friend when you call and say, “I’m moving and

need someone to help me lift the refrigerator into the van,” and the person says, “Sure, I’ll be right

over.” 

When you have a friend, it’s only natural that you want to please your friend. You think of things

you might do that will please your friend. When you are traveling and visiting a gift shop, it’s typical to

see some cute thing and say, “I bet she would just love that.” So you buy your friend a gift. This sort of

generosity and joy of giving and receiving is a fruit of friendship. 

“Only he who is already loved can love; only he who has been trusted can trust; only he who

has been an object of devotion can give himself.” That’s the great German theologian Rudolf

Bultmann reminding us that Christian ethics, the mode of Christian action, is responsive. The way we

live our lives is our response to the gracious love of God. 

As a young theology student at Oxford, John Wesley, founder of Methodism, earnestly wanted

to be a good Christian. He founded the “Holy Club,” which imposed rigorous self-discipline and strict

performance of good works upon its members. But Wesley’s good works and high conduct gave him

little joy. John and his brother Charles traveled across England to visit the great William Law, who told
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them that they were trying to make something complicated and burdensome out of the simple blessing

of Christianity. “Religion is the plainest and simplest thing in the world,” Law told the two earnest

young men. “It is just this: ‘We love, because he first loved us’” (1 John 4:19). 

There you have it. When Christians do good things, they do them not to get anywhere; they do

them because they have already arrived. 

In this Sunday’s Gospel, Christ says clearly and explicitly that he has made us his friends. That

enables us to live our lives as those who have been befriended. 

There is a vast difference between the ethics of achievement and the ethics of response to

friendship. Christian ethics is more than an attempt to “do good,” for, as Luther found, our doing good

is often just one more misdirected attempt to win God over to our side when, all along, God is already

on our side! 

Christian ethics is more than a noble humanitarian gesture. The object of humanitarian love is

humanity. The humanitarian usually loves based on what he or she perceives to be the

“love-worthiness” of humanity. But sometimes humanity is not so attractive. Sometimes humanity,

because of its inhumanity, seems most unworthy of being loved by anybody. 

The Christian does not love his or her neighbor because the neighbor is a nice person or

because the neighbor deserves love or because the neighbor returns love; the Christian loves in

response to the love with which God has loved him or her. The Christian loves first because of what

she or he believes about God, not because of something she or he believes about humanity. That is

why Christian love is often more persistent and more radical than mere humanitarian love. Christian

love is more than a feeling. Feelings are notoriously fickle. Nowhere in the Bible is love defined as a

feeling. In the biblical sense, love is an activity, a decision, a response, something you decide to do

because of what you know that God has decided for you. 

2Bearing Fruit.ser.wpd



Our motivation for goodness is that Christ has made us God’s friends and that friendship

gradually makes us better persons than we would be without the friendship. 

The story is told of a small group of indigenous people who lived long ago in what is now

Mississippi. They lived near a swift river, a river in which the current was so strong and deadly that no

person could cross without being swept downstream and drowned. 

Then came the day when another hostile group attacked the village. The first group were soon

fighting with their backs to the river. They couldn’t move anywhere except into the swift river. They

knew that their only hope was to try to cross. So they gathered the youngest and oldest members. The

strong ones placed the weaker ones on their shoulders, and they risked wading into the river.

Amazingly, the weight of their fellow people on their shoulders kept them from losing their footing, and

they were able to cross the swift stream and escape without harm. 

Can it be that Christ makes some strong in the faith so that they might be able to carry other

people’s weight besides their own? 

As the great preacher of another century, Harry Emerson Fosdick used to say, “Oughtness . . .

is essentially related to isness.” Morals cannot be divorced from religion because while morals deal

with what people ought to do and be, religion is basically a message about what people are. The

Christian faith says that people are not helpless lambs, that they are not the lowliest of the earth, that

they are not the accidental by-products of a chemical reaction in the cosmos; they are friends of God.

The Christian faith asks of people, “Seeing that we have, in Christ, been made friends of God, shall

we not therefore live our lives in celebration and response to God?” 

Our message to one another is to affirm that true strength comes from the confidence of

knowing who they really are—friends of God. True strength comes not from the rock-hard,

self-centered, and self-sufficient facade put up by some so-called strong people; instead, true strength
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comes from the God-given confidence and grace of knowing their secure place as friends of God. 

It’s been said that Christian ethics is based not on fear or anxious striving but upon relationship.

There’s something to be said for that characterization, particularly as we listen in on Jesus’s

conversation with his disciples. 

Children seek rules: black and white codes of conduct, simplistic canons of what is always right

and what is always wrong. Children seek rules; mature adults need challenges. The person of strength

will be urged to ask, “What is God asking of me in the light of my God-given talents and abilities and in

the light of my neighbor’s needs?” We are accountable for our talents and our gifts. To tell a person of

strength that self-discipline, creativity, competence, and intellect should be smothered under the cloak

of imitative weakness would be like telling him or her to go bury his or her talents in a field. 

We asked Jesus for rules. He gave us only one. Love one another, as he has loved us. 

It is a psychological axiom that only secure, strong persons have the freedom to love others

selflessly. It takes a well-endowed person to be truly selfless and gracious. Eric Fromm, in The Art of

Loving, contrasts the person who keeps with the person who gives: 

The most widespread misunderstanding is that which assumes that giving is “giving up”

something, being deprived of, sacrificing. People whose primary orientation is a nonproductive one

feel giving as an impoverishment... 

For the productive character, giving has an entirely different meaning. Giving is the highest

expression of potency. In the very act of giving, I experience my strength, my wealth, my power.... I

experience myself as overflowing, spending, alive, hence as joyous. Giving is more joyous than

receiving, not because it is a deprivation, but because in the act of giving lies the expression of my

aliveness. 

The giving of Christians is that of the friends of God: responsible, responsive, gifted people. 
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The love of the weak person usually comes from the insecurity of self-disparagement or from

guilt. Such love is not given out of strength and wholeness. It is love which comes from guilt or the

attempts of “works righteousness,” not from freedom and gratitude. Too often such love is subtle

selfishness in which things are done in order to get other things. One seeks compensation or

expiation; hence, one can never do enough and smothers the other person with solicitude. 

Genuine Christian love is the selfless love that is produced by loving friends. Christian love

gives without expectation of return or even any need for being returned. Only the strong, secure

person has the freedom to love the neighbor as oneself, allowing the neighbor freedom and dignity. 

In a survey of a few years ago, men were asked why they enjoyed marriage. (Surprisingly

surveys show that men are happier in marriage than women). A predominant response was, “My wife

has helped me to be a better person.” The relationship these men enjoyed in marriage had been

fruitful for their character. 

That’s somewhat analogous to the claim made for our friendship with Christ. The letter of First

Peter says the same thing in different words: 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people who are God’s own

possession. You have become this people so that you may speak of the wonderful acts of the one

who called you out of darkness into his amazing light. Once you weren’t a people, but now you are

God’s people. Once you hadn’t received mercy, but now you have received mercy. (1 Peter 2:9–10,

CEB). 

So let’s go out from this time of worship, renewed in our friendship with God, determined to

show the world the fruitfulness of friendship with Christ, to love one another as Christ has loved us.

Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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