A Sermon preached by Geoff Oakes                                                                           in St Mary’s Church, Market Drayton, on Sunday 10th April 2011   


SS3     2 Peter 1 v5-15    “The way to Fruitfulness”

Today we come to the final part of our trilogy of sermons on the theme "Withered, becoming fruitful". Four weeks age Martin introduced the Series and told us that it should be the desire of every Christian to become fruitful; the alternative is to be unproductive like the withered fig tree. Chris spoke to us two weeks ago about “The vine and the branches” and the need sometimes to go through the rather painful process of pruning. We were reminded that Jesus is the vine and we are the branches and unless we abide in God's love we will not be fruitful Christians.
We now turn to the Epistle of Peter to learn the way to become a fruitful Christian and Peter gives us clear guidance on the qualities we must display if we are to fruitful. Faith must produce fruit. No Christian should settle for an unfruitful life. Peter tells us in verse 8 of the passage we read earlier that we must be effective and productive in our faith. God's purpose for his people is that they should be fruitful in both character and service and should share His nature and character.
It would be good if I could use some horticultural analogies to emphasize the process of fruitfulness, but I am afraid that like Chris Simpson, ‘I don't have green fingers’. In spite of working at a College for 35 years which trained horticulturalists my knowledge is extremely limited. If I plant something it usually dies, if it grows and I prune it, it also dies. So Sue has quite rightly relegated me to someone who mows the grass and picks out the weeds - and I have recently been relieved of the latter function as I clearly cannot differentiate between weeds and growing healthy shoots......ignorance can be bliss!!
But let us come back to Peter's letter. If we receive a letter the first things we wish to know are who is it from and what is it about. So as we look at the Epistle of Peter we need to know that it was written by the Apostle, Simon Peter, some 35 years after the death and resurrection of Jesus, at a time of great persecution during the infamous reign of the Emperor Nero. We learn from verses 14-15 that his execution was imminent. 
So there was an urgency about his teaching - his emphasis is on growth and fruitfulness and his message which we study today tells us that his readers should add 7 virtues or qualities to their faith. 
It is interesting that when Paul writes to the Galatians, in a passage which is perhaps more familiar to us, he talks about the fruits of the Spirit which is very similar to Peter's list. The 9 fruits of the Spirit listed in Galatians broadly include the 7 used by Peter, but add peace and joy which are the result of living a fruitful Christian life.
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The root of the Christian life is faith -God has given each one of us faith. Its our FAITH in Christ that makes us Christians. But if we are to be FRUITFUL Christians we must ADD to our faith the characteristics in verses 5-7
1. To faith WE ADD GOODNESS
The AV translates the word as “virtue”. The Message Bible translates it as “good character”.
The Lord wants us to live a life which is different from those around us – displaying good character, moral excellence and a self-giving attitude. Goodness is part of the character of Christ and we should seek to emulate that goodness.
It is the same message that we read about in the Epistle of James – that our faith should be active and should help those around us. In Hebrews we read, “Do not forget to do good and help one another, because these are the sacrifices which please God”.  
We should be “good-doers” in the true sense of the word.

2. To faith WE ADD KNOWLEDGE

The Christians Peter wrote to were in present day Northern Turkey and there was much false teaching in their churches. Peter instructs them, and us, to increase our spiritual understanding and to know how to act as Christians in our relationships with others. He wants us to be able to detect false teaching and to demonstrate wisdom in all that we seek to do.
How do we do this?
By spending time in his presence and reading his Word.  When I was a child I used to go to a dentist in Chester in a very old black-and-white building in a major Conservation Area. You can imagine my nervousness in going to the dentist, but it was made worse by the Text from Proverbs  above the beautiful building, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge”.  
St Peter, in what are his last recorded words at the end of 2 Peter, writes and exhorts us “to grow in grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
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3. To faith WE ADD SELF-CONTROL
The AV translates this as “temperance” whilst The Message bible translates it as “alert discipline”. It is the opposite of self-indulgence. It is sometimes a quality we recognize in others but which we lack ourselves. Self-control is about mastering our moods, our speech, our judgments and our temper. 
The theory is clear but in practice we often fail in this area of our life. 

In Proverbs 16 v32 we read, “It is better to win control over yourself than over whole cities”
4. To faith WE ADD PERSEVERANCE
Perseverance follows naturally from self-control for, if we exercise self-control, we will not easily succumb to discouragement and despair which may tempt us to give up.
We are to endure. Often the Christian pilgrimage is hard. The Christians to whom Peter was writing were suffering from harsh persecution. Today in China and many Muslim countries there is extreme persecution and, whilst in the western world we have freedom, Christianity IS coming under attack.

We heard earlier in our Service about the life and work of Fanny Crosby and how we became blind in childhood but had the patience and perseverance to write almost 6,000 hymns. She could easily have become dispirited and dejected but she was prepared to use the talent God had given her to bring joy, peace and meaning to many people.
5. To faith WE ADD GODLINESS

Whilst the first four qualities of goodness, knowledge, self-control and perseverance are about personal character our fifth quality is about our relationship with God.

“Godliness” is a very old-fashioned word rarely used today but it is about reverence and devotion to God in both fellowship and service. 

Its the outflow of the in-dwelling of God. 

A continued awareness of God’s presence affecting and governing every aspect of our life. Godliness is never a burden to bear but a delight to enjoy. 

Paul in his Letter to Timothy (1 Timothy 6 v6) tells us that, “Godliness, with contentment, is great gain.”
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6. To faith WE ADD BROTHERLY KINDNESS

The final two qualities which Peter refers to are about our relationships with each other. Brotherly kindness is that love that Christians should have for one another, based on a shared relationship with Christ. 
Its about serving one another, sharing with one another, caring for one another, being warm-hearted to one another, praying for one another. 
Its about Christian relationships characterised by affirmation and encouragement.
Brotherly kindness REJECTS any display of prejudice, class or race distinction or any form of exclusiveness or elevated position in the Christian community. Those of us who have joined St Mary’s in recent years have experienced the kindness and love which, to my mind, is one of the hallmarks of this Church. 

Kindness flows when we carry no hidden agendas or seek personal gain.
7. To faith WE ADD LOVE
I said at the beginning that “faith is the root of the Christian life”. But the greatest virtue we can possess is love. Christian love, agape, is far deeper than brotherly kindness and is a summary of all the other virtues.
It the love St Paul spoke about in 1 Corinthians 13 “Love is patient and kind, it does not envy, does not boast, is not proud. Love is not rude, is not self-seeking nor easily angered and keeps no record of wrong. Love always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.”
Love is the ultimate Christian virtue which all of us must possess if we are to live a fruitful Christian life.
In our Gospel reading in John 21, Jesus appeared to Simon Peter after his resurrection and asked him three times “Do you love me?”  Peter’s response each time was to respond with another Greek word which indicated that he was fond of Jesus. He had an affection for Jesus but was NOT PREPARED to tell Jesus that he deeply love him with the type of selfless, sacrificial love that Jesus was demanding.

THREE TIMES he responded with a less-than-perfect love for Jesus.                           YET, some 30 years later, when he wrote his Epistle HE WAS ABLE to talk of the deepest love which Jesus spoke of. And in his Epistle urged his fellow believers to demonstrate this perfect love.
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And so Peter urges us to press forward and to be fruitful in our Christian life.

All we need are the qualities of GOODNESS, KNOWLEDGE, SELF-CONTROL, PERSEVERANCE, GODLINESS, & LOVE!!

So the way to become a fruitful Christian is clear. We ADD these qualities to our faith.
But this is one of those Sermons which is easier to deliver and to hear than to put into practice.

As I reflect on my life, 

Do I demonstrate goodness?  

Do I possess knowledge?

Do I show self-control?

Do I persevere?

Do I show godliness?

Do I show brotherly-kindness?

And do I possess the deep, selfless love which Peter and Paul speak about?

But the character of Peter reminds us that THOUGH WE MAY FAIL, God is faithful, always willing to give us a second chance and willing to use us in ways we never imagined.

No one denied Jesus as vehemently as Peter, no one was so impulsive in their actions, no one else was prepared to say that they did not love Jesus. So the Peter of the Gospels is not someone who demonstrated the qualities we have been talking about.

YET, the message of our Lord is that he is always prepared to forgive and re-commission and enable us to become fruitful, when in the past we have withered like the Fig-tree.

We are called to be fruitful both in our character and in our service and witness for our Lord. Our mission is, “To know Jesus Christ personally and make him better known.”  

Fruitfulness always involves personal growth and witness.
Like the Children’s song we sang earlier, we must all aspire “to be a tree thats bearing fruit, that God has pruned and caused to shoot” and it is his Holy Spirit who helps us all to grow and be fruitful. Amen!
