I grew up in a loving, yet broken family.I grew up in that family in a small town in West TN. I went to small schools. My mom took us to a small church. This was the kind of community where everyone knows everybody and all their business. I grew up seeing the ‘good life’ as having an intact nuclear family that vacationed in Panama City Beach for one week every summer. This may not be the American dream your community grew up pursuing. But this was my people. 

God was gracious to break into my life when I was 10 years old. I came to faith through ordinary sermons in that mediocre little church. I heard lots of poor singing. I knew lots of salt of the earth people. Unfortunately none of those things or people inspired me to think that following Jesus was worth it. Week after week I would subconsciously think, “Is this what Jesus is supposed to look like?”

Around the age of you District 46ers in the room I began to see highlights of people I found to be extraordinary. People like Michael Jordan, Nolan Ryan, and Bo Jackson. These men were incredible athletes. Air Jordan could dunk a ball from the freethrow line. Nolan Ryan could throw over 100 mph. And Bo Jackson could do ANTYHING! And there was no one like them in my little town. 

So I decided I wanted to be like them. So I followed everything about these guys. I watched every game, every highlight, every interview, every commercial. I read biographies, newspaper articles, and magazine interviews. From middle to high school I would train like them, practice like them, and mimic their moves and body language. I had a desire to not only behold these sports heroes of mine but also the dedication to become like them. 

My guess is that all of you have had people like that in your life. Someone you wanted to be like. People who gave you a vision of the good life. People whose lives you mimicked and followed. It may not have been an athlete. It may have been a musician, an actor, a historical figure, a character in a book, or YouTuber. People who seemed larger than life but you were willing to follow to get what you thought they had. 

If you’ve done that, in bible terms, you have become a disciple of sorts. A disciple is a learner and follower. Someone who is willing to not only hold their teacher or heroes’ values in high esteem, but are willing to put in the sweat and effort to be them. 

Being a disciple is what we’re going to explore today. And hopefully it gives you a vision to be a disciple of Jesus instead of a disciple of anyone else. 

I’ll be pausing our series in the book of Romans. Some of you may be thinking, “Have we really started yet? We’ve been in chapter 1 for over a month.” Fair point.

TITLE:
Much Fruit: What it means to be a disciple of Jesus

In Romans, the apostle Paul introduces us to the gospel of Jesus. He wrote extensively about not only the power of the gospel but also the way that it shapes our understanding of who Jesus is and who we are to be. In other words, Paul wrote to the Romans to help them be better disciples of Jesus. 

So I think it would be helpful today if we zoomed out to consider what it means to be a disciple. I hope it will help us not only as we continue our study of Romans but also to understand the ways we try to make disciples here at City Church. 

So I want to show us three things about being a disciple today: That it is a process, it’s practical, and that it’s personal. 

Let’s go to John 15. We’ll read Jesus' words to his disciples starting in verse 1. You can find your place there in your bible to read along. If you don’t have a bible we’d like for you to receive one, free of charge. They’re available on the info desk in the lobby and you’re welcome to go grab one now or on your way out. Let’s read now John 15, verse 1.

JOHN 15:1-2, 5, 8-11 (p. 1380)
I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. Every branch in me that does not produce fruit he removes, and he prunes every branch that produces fruit so that it will produce more fruit. 

I am the vine; you are the branches. The one who remains in me and I in him produces much fruit, because you can do nothing without me.

My Father is glorified by this: that you produce much fruit and prove to be my disciples. As the Father has loved me, I have also loved you. Remain in my love. If you keep my commandments you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commands and remain in his love.

I have told you these things so that my joy may be in you and your joy may be complete.

Jesus’ words to his disciples here come the night before his crucifixion. They had already taken the Lord’s Supper. They left from there and made their way to the Garden of Gethsemane, likely passing through a vineyard. And as was Jesus’ custom he began to teach again illustrating his teaching with the vineyards that were nearby.

Jesus taught his disciples in these final moments before his crucifixion and death to prepare them for what was ahead. For 3 years Jesus had been equipping them as his disciples. And he is preparing to send them out to continue the work of making disciples. 

What does that mean? 

In Jesus’ day, lots of teachers (rabbis) had disciples. Disciples were full-time learners from their rabbi. They would literally follow their teacher wherever they went, listen to whatever they taught, and do whatever they were asked to do. It was a huge honor to be asked to be someone’s disciple, but many times it was more the people begging the teacher to let them be their disciples. 

Typically it was only the disciples with the best resumes that would be accepted by the rabbis. But Jesus selected his disciples differently. 

Jesus called his 12 disciples to follow him and they did so immediately. These disciples saw their golden ticket. It was their opportunity to move out of Huntingdon and stop vacationing on the redneck riviera. 

They embarked on this 3 year journey with Jesus to follow him, to be changed by him, and to follow into his mission. And that’s exactly what being a disciple is for us:
Disciple- someone who follows Jesus, is being changed by Jesus, and willing to follow into his mission.

So let’s think back to what Jesus said to his disciples at the end of his time with them to consider what he tells them (and us) about what it means to be one of his disciples. 

1. Being a disciple of Jesus is a process. 

Looking back to my small town, Michael Jordan disciple days, this is really what I was looking for. After committing my life to follow Jesus with my words, I pivoted to follow Air Jordan instead. I didn’t understand that following Jesus was a process or what that process was. I loved Jesus but when I looked around I wasn’t being given a plan to grow. And for a kid looking to get the approval of his father and other men it was easier to find that as an athlete than a star Sunday school student. So I followed the way of Jordan for several years instead of the way of Jesus, all because I think I didn’t understand that there was a process to following Jesus.

Here’s what the process and development looks like for Jesus’ disciples: 
SHOW Graphic 1
NO FRUIT → FRUIT → MORE FRUIT → MUCH FRUIT 

This metaphor of vine and branch shows the relationship and process for the life of a follower of Jesus. In this metaphor Jesus is the source of life and nourishment to the branches. 
· Jesus wants you to continually experience his joy and love (see v. 9-11)
· This isn’t about Jesus using his disciples to get things done. This is about fulfilling our purpose.

Let me talk to you if you’re not a Christian. I don’t want you to miss this. This process is the one Jesus wants for your life. He wants you to go from no fruit to fruit.
· God wants you to receive and experience his abundance joy and love
· The thing I want you to consider is where else are you going to find those things and how is that working out for you? 

Here’s what this process means for all of us:
· Shapes your Identity- Our identity is dependent on Jesus. He is the vine. We are the branches. 
· Are you having an identity crisis? Is it because you’ve made yourself or your identity the vine instead of Jesus? The process Jesus has for growing you begins by understand your identity in him.
· Reasonable- This process represents a healthy and natural sequence of things. It is not unreasonable to expect a fruit bearing tree to bear fruit. 
· It’s reasonable because grapevines make grapes, apple trees make apples, and banana trees make bananas. 
· Though you may want to panic if you think you’re not producing fruit and worried that God is about to cut you out, let’s also remember that fruit comes in seasons. And there are certainly seasons where no fruit is produced but the work to produce it is still taking place. Ultimately, whether you’re about to be cut off from the vine or not is something only you and God could know. 
· Quality- Galatians 5:22-23 describes what the fruit is like and how it is experienced. 

GALATIANS 5:22-23
But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. 
· The root determines the fruit. The quality of the fruit resembles Jesus. 

· Quantity- Jesus desires much fruit to be produced. He wants our lives to be productive! And fruit is for others to enjoy, not the branch. It must be released. 
· God wants all people to come to know him and the fruit carries the seed of the gospel. And God has lots of fruit in mind.
· Cumulative amount of fruit in your life- though seasons and stages of life change, the goal for each of us is to still be engaged in bearing fruit.

Being a disciple of Jesus means you are entered into this life-giving, life-producing process. It is progressive. Yes, this is a metaphor. But the metaphor points to realities we should expect rather than abstractions. 

Second,
2. Being a disciple of Jesus is practical.

When I was in middle and high school, being a good basketball player was my goal. I didn’t just dream about it. I actually played a lot of basketball, practiced a lot in my driveway. I lifted weights and ran. I did plyometric exercises to jump higher. I mean you can’t be like MJ if you can’t just, right? 

The point is that I didn’t just dream about it in front of a TV. It took me actually taking practical steps. 

And that was another thing that I wished for as a young Christian as well, someone to show me what to do, practically.

That’s why at City Church we have our pillars. These are practical statements that point us to what we should be like as we follow Jesus. 

And that’s how we are attempting to arrange the ministries of this church. From kids to adults, Sunday services, different types of groups that meet in this building and in homes around this city, and partnerships we have locally and around the world. We exist to not only to build you up as disciples of Jesus but we also each are to build others up as disciples of Jesus. This isn’t just my job. It is our responsibility. 

And there are three facets to this practical nature of discipleship:

Being a disciple of Jesus is practical:
· Relational

· Jesus invites us to not just come and see but also to Follow me. He personally relates to us:
· JOHN 15:5 I am the vine; you are the branches
· JOHN 15:15 I don’t call you servants anymore, because a servant doesn't know what his master is doing. I have called you friends…
· Relationships matter. One could say that God exists as Trinity as the prototypical friendship. Relationship is the medium through which God wants to move in your life. 
· This is why hospitality is a big deal for us. This is why we prioritize building people, not just programs. 
· COMMUNITY GROUPS- 
· Open, relationally connect and care for one another 

Being a disciple of Jesus is practical: 
· Relational
· Intentional

· Jesus gives both ACTIVE and PASSIVE examples
· JOHN 15:5 I am the vine, you are the branches. Passive - branches are the result of growth from the vine
· Jesus says to remain in him. Stay put. Branches just stay connected and receive nourishment from the vine
· JOHN 15:10 If you keep my commands you will remain in my love… Active- remain in my love by keeping commands
· Love one another, lay down your life for your friends (v 13), produce fruit


· The apostle Paul modeled what it looked like to intentionally disciple others. Proclaim, warn, teach. Labor and strive. It took effort!

1 CORINTHIANS 9:24-26
Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. So I do not run aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air. 
· No one theoretically trains for a marathon or a boxing match. It requires mental, physical, and emotional effort, training plans, in-person workouts, work, rest, and recovery. 
· Practically speaking, we must intentionally learn how to love and follow Jesus. We do this by first reading the bible, praying, and being around other Christians. And we also do it by helping other people do the same. 
· Discipleship Groups- practice spiritual disciplines. Remember Jesus’ words about keeping his commands
· G 4 Groups- groups dedicated to helping move people from hope to healing
· City Equip- classes. You need to learn things. Our faith is based on facts, not just feelings. 
· Growth Pathway- entry point to both the formal and informal ways to follow Jesus in this church. I think of it like going to your advisor in college. They can point you in the right direction for where you’re headed and help you get unstuck if needed.
· Assessment
· Conversation- Where you’re at, where you want to be, What you need to get there (next steps!)

Being a disciple of Jesus is practical:
· Relational
· Intentional
· Missional
· Fruit has a purpose. It feeds and it multiplies.  
· Fruit provides calories and nutrients for life to continue and thrive. 
· But fruit also continues seeds- the capacity for life to be multiplied.
· Jesus said I am the life. And he said his gospel is the seed carrying the capacity to bring that life to people. 

JOHN 17:18
As you sent me into the world, I also have sent them into the world.

Share Jesus and Make disciples. Take practical steps to pray for people to come to know Jesus, to share Jesus with them, and call them to respond. 
· Personally
· Groups- Alpha
· Local mission and Global Mission. 

REVELATION 7:9-10
After this I looked, and there was a vast multitude from every nation, tribe, people, and language, which no one could number, standing before the throne and before the Lamb. They were clothed in white robes with palm branches in their hands. And they cried out in a loud voice: Salvation belongs to our God, who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb!

God wants you and me to produce much fruit because he wants ALL people- from every nation, tribe, people, and language to be able to join in worship when he returns. This is part of him completing his joy in us. It means bearing much fruit and inviting others to follow him. 

So I’ve shared a lot of practical things. Let me share one more thing in relation to this process and practically how these different groups/environments work together. Maybe a picture would help

SHOW GRAPHIC 2
· Left to right- no fruit to much fruit
· Practically, you participate first. But to experience much fruit you MUST engage and lead others. Share the gospel, make disciples
· Also each of these groups is designed to reach a particular stage of life for a disciple of Jesus
· Two ways to look at this- how YOU experience this & how OTHERS experiences this (you leading them)
· Temptations: check out or double down. But we don’t intend for you to do all these simultaneously. Don’t stack all these on top of each other. Grow, serve, and do it with purpose.
· Growth Pathway can be an entry point for you into any other these areas either as a disciple or as a disciple making leader

Our ministries are not opposed to one another. Instead they’re to complement one another and meet needs. We want you to grow as disciples of Jesus. And we want to help you lead others to grow as disciples of Jesus. We want all ages to grow up in Christ and we all have a practical part to play in this!


3. Being a disciple of Jesus is personal.

What I didn’t understand when I was a kid was that I didn’t need to look to Michael Jordan or anyone else to understand that I was loved and approved by my Father. I didn’t notice it much then, but there were a lot of ordinary people in my life that pointed me to follow Jesus instead of Jordan. People who sang poorly in our church choir. Sunday school teachers who were just regular folks. And a youth pastor who was just as good at being a dufus as he was showing me that following Jesus could actually be fun. These people were not on the posters that decorated my bedroom from floor to ceiling. But they were the people, faces, and names in my actual life. Hands I’ve shaked and arms that have hugged me. 

And that was Jesus working through them to disciple me. 

Jesus isn’t a program. He’s a person. And he has entered this process with us. 

JOHN 12:24
Truly I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains by itself. But if it dies, it produces much fruit.

Jesus is talking about himself. He is the seed willing to fall to the ground and die. He’s speaking of his death and resurrection. At the same time he is also casting the vision he has for your life and mine. Remember he also said those who lose their lives find it. Also,..

JOHN 15:13
No one has greater love than this: to lay down his life for his friends. 

Jesus was willing to lay down his life so that you can have the life that he has. Resurrected life. New life. Eternal life. Abundant life. The much fruit kind of life. 

If you’re not a disciple of Jesus then the next step for you is to embrace the person of Jesus. Enter the process of discipleship he has for you. And experience the practical, relational, intentional, and missional love he has for you.

And if you are a follower of Jesus, then let’s take steps to the right together in this process. Let’s engage this process not just as participants, but be willing to step out to lead others into this life too. 

Will you follow him, join him in his process of discipleship, put into practice what he teaches you, and center your life on finding your completed joy in him?
