I AM THE VINE

Text: John 15:1-8
Reading: Psalm 80, 1 John 3:11-24
Theme: Theme: Remaining in a close union with Jesus will enable us to bear fruit for God's glory.
Purpose: To encourage us to remain in Jesus and to bear fruit.

********************************

It is a lovely sight when you see a beautiful and productive fruit tree where all the branches are loaded with delicious ripe fruit ready for picking and eating! The fruit is large and well formed and free of bugs and insects. If you had a fruit tree like that in your garden you would be proud of it and look after it well!

By contrast, it is an ugly sight when you see a tree that is all out of shape, and where the branches have died and there is no sign at all of any fruit. If you had a tree like that in your garden you would cut it down and burn it! 

Jesus uses this comparison to teach us about the life of a Christian. He described himself as a vine and believers as the branches. Just as a healthy branch connected to the vine will grow and bear fruit, so Christians who are connected to Christ will grow and bear much fruit.

Jesus explained these things to his disciples while they shared their last passover meal together before his arrest and crucifixion. Chapters 13 to 17 record all that Jesus said to them during this meal. Jesus used this occasion to describe his relationship with his disciples and what he wanted them to do after he had gone. He did this using another of these 'I am' statements recorded in this gospel of John. 

1. Jesus said, 'I AM THE TRUE VINE'.  

Again Jesus used a picture or an analogy to explain something about who he was. In all these "I am" statements he drew on something that was very familiar to his hearers. He compared himself to bread, to light, to a shepherd.  
So too with this analogy of the vine. It was a very familiar image from the farming of the time because growing grapes was extremely common in Israel. 

But it was also familiar to the Jews because in the Old Testament the Lord often compared Israel to a vine. That comparison is made in Psalm 80, and it comes back again and again in the Old Testament, especially in the prophets.

The vine was used as the national symbol of Israel in the same way that we use the silver fern leaf for New Zealand. This national emblem was worked into the metal work on the gates of the temple.

But the Old Testament comparisons of Israel to a vine were usually negative because Israel was a bad vine. She was a cultivated plant that had turned into a wild vine. Instead of producing good grapes she grew sour grapes. She wasn't bearing the good fruit God expected of her.

So when Jesus said; "I am the true vine", he was saying that he would be what Israel had not been. He would fulfil what they had been unable to fulfil. He was the true vine sent by God himself. As the Son of God he would do what the people of Israel had not been able to do. He would produce the fruit of obedience to God. 

He would also be the source of life for all his people. If we are connected to him by faith then we too can bear good fruit. "I am the vine", he said. 

2.  YOU ARE THE BRANCHES (vs 5). 

Jesus was talking about his disciples, and all who would believe in him. He described this connection between the vine and the branches as that of abiding or remaining. Verse 4: "Remain in me, and I will remain in you." This word "remain" occurs 7 times in these 8 verses. It describes a union or connection between Jesus and his people. 

Some people think of this relationship in mystical way. That is, they think of it as a great experience in which they lose themselves in Jesus. They describe it as a strong feeling or as a powerful emotion. To be sure, there are times when we do feel the presence of Jesus in a powerful way. Some Christians do have profoundly emotional experiences of Christ and his love. But these are not typical, they are not everyday, they are not the normal pattern. So we should not think of this abiding in Christ in these mystical terms.

Rather we should think of this more like a close relationship between two people. It is a relationship is based on a true knowledge of the Lord Jesus, not on an emotional experience. It is based on what we have heard and known about him, not on what we feel about him. It is by knowing him that we remain in him (1Jn 2:24). Jesus described eternal life as knowing God the Father and his Son Jesus Christ (John 17:3). It is a relationship based on a sound understanding of who Jesus is.

But it is more than mere knowledge. It is a living relationship. We are grafted into him like a branch to a tree. It is an organic union. True faith in Jesus is not just head-knowledge but is something in your heart. 

And it is not something static, or fixed, or stationary, but is a genuine relationship with Jesus as a person - a relationship that is growing, developing.  

This is a two sided relationship, a two way friendship. "Remain in me, and I will remain in you." It is hard to capture all this in words and impossible to fully grasp this with our minds. 

You could compare it to marriage. You can describe and explain marriage as the permanent relationship of love and faithfulness between a husband and wife. But that doesn't capture all the intimacy and depth and love between a man and a woman that goes into that. 
In the same way words cannot fully express this communion between Jesus and us. We remain in him through faith and he remains in us through his Spirit.  

We can see this more clearly by a contrast. Jesus described those who do not remain in him. They have no living connection with the vine. They are dead branches.  

Jesus was not describing a person who was a believer and then fell away. There are many passages in the Bible that clearly teach that a true believer will not fall away. In John 10 Jesus talks about his sheep and says, "no one can snatch them out of my hand." (vs 29). Those whom God has chosen will come to faith and God will preserve them all through their lives and give them eternal life. Those who truly believe in Jesus will persevere to the end of their days and then enter the glory of heaven. A true believer will not fall away. When Jesus described these dead branches he was not describing true Christians. 

Rather he described people who are unbelievers, who have no connection with the vine, and who will not remain in him.  
These people may appear to be Christians. They may talk about Jesus saying, "Lord, Lord", they may attend church, they may speak Christian language, move in Christian circles; they may even think of themselves as Christians, but they do not know him, and he does not know them. On the final day of judgement he will say, "Depart from me, I never knew you." 

Jesus may have been thinking of Judas when he said these words. He also had in mind all those who would be "nominal" Christians - in appearance only, but not in their hearts.  This could describe some of you here today. You can come to church, say the right words, sing the songs, but not have a living connection with Jesus. 

"Such branches," Jesus said, "are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned." That is a solemn warning. Jesus was talking about the eternal punishment of hell. Be sure you examine yourself. Look at your heart and mind and be sure that you have a living trust in Jesus and that you remain in him.

3. But how can you know whether you are truly a Christian? How can you be sure of this? If you are a Christian YOU WILL BEAR FRUIT. 

Verse 5: "If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit." If you are truly a Christian then this will show in your life - you will bear fruit.

What is this fruit?

It is your Christian character seen in the fruit of the Spirit. Those fruits are described in Galatians 5 and in the beatitudes of the Lord Jesus. Believers will be meek, will hunger and thirst for righteousness, will be merciful, pure in heart, and peacemakers. They will show love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, and self-control. 
Real Christianity is not seen first of all in great gifts and abilities but in genuine love for others. (1 Cor 13).

The fruit Jesus promises also includes all the good works we do in obedience to God's commands. Believers in the early church demonstrated these. They shared their possessions with those in need. A woman named Dorcas is mentioned as one who "was always doing good and helping the poor" (Acts 9:36). Barnabas lived up to his name by being a son of encouragement. These are some of the good works Jesus wants to see in our lives; a life of love, obedience and good deeds. Can you see evidence of all this in your life? 

That brings us to another question: How can we produce this fruit?

We do this by remaining in Christ. This is essential to fruit bearing. Verse 4: "No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine.  Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me."
A branch that is connected to the vine receives life and health and nourishment from that connection. It draws water and sap and nutrients through from the main stem.  
In the same way the Lord Jesus feeds and nourishes the Christian. He passes on to us the life and strength of the Holy Spirit so we can produce this fruit.

We need him. In ourselves we are poor and weak. Apart from him we can do nothing. 
So we must depend on the Lord. We need to trust in him and rely on Him. He is the source of life and fruitfulness in the Christian. Everything we have comes from Him.
Paul spoke of that in Ephs 2:10, "For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do." "Remain in me," Jesus says.

We also produce fruit through prayer; we need to ask for it. Verse 7, "If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish and it will be given you."

Some people misunderstand this verse and take it as a blank cheque for prayer. They think they can ask for a Ferrari, and a million dollar holiday home in a beautiful resort, and a long and healthy life so they can enjoy these pleasures! 

This is where we need to take a good look at the context of this verse. You can lift any verse out of the Bible and make it say anything you like. But in this passage Jesus is talking about bearing fruit. What should we ask for when we are praying? Ask for more grace and more of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit so that you can bear more fruit! 
We ask for all sorts of things in prayer. Do you ask for more fruitfulness? Do you plead with him that he might help you grow in Christian character?

We grow in this fruit by remaining in Christ, by prayer, and by pruning. Verse 2: "...every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful."

If you know anything about gardening you'll know that vines and fruit trees and other plants need to be pruned. 
If you don't pull the laterals out of tomato plants then all the growth goes there. 
If you don't prune your fruit trees then the fruit will get smaller and smaller. 
If a grapevine is not pruned then all the growth goes into producing wood rather than fruit.
In the same way pruning is necessary in our lives.  

We don't always understand what God is doing in our lives or in the lives of others. We don't understand why he allows a loved one to suffer, or takes someone away from us, or why we go through difficulties, or what good purpose might come out of any of these trials.

One of the reasons God allows these things is to produce fruit. Left to ourselves we would become slack. We would grow crooked and bent. We would put our growth into things that are peripheral. We would be easily diverted from our main task. 
So sometimes God has to cut something out of our lives so that our growth is channelled in the right direction. 
He prunes us to make sure we grow straight and true. The writer of Hebrews tells us that all this is "for our good, so that we may share in his holiness." (12:10). Others have rightly said that God is more concerned about our holiness than our happiness. 
This is how we should see these difficulties in our lives. The Father is pruning us so that we can produce more fruit. 

Can you see that going on in your life? Are you willing to accept that as a work of the Master Gardener? Are you praying that through all that happens you might produce more fruit?

Finally we ask, what will result from this fruitfulness?

One result is an assurance of salvation. In verse 8 Jesus explains that by bearing much fruit we show ourselves to be his disciples. 
Bearing fruit is evidence of faith. It is not the only evidence, but it is certainly part of it. 

The apostle John develops this more in his first letter. There he wrote; "We know that we have passed from death to life because we love our brothers." (3:14). He described believers who loved "with actions and in truth" and wrote; "This then is how we know that we belong to the truth and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us." (3:19). In other words, loving others assures us of our salvation. 

Works don't make you a Christian but a Christian will do good works.
Works won't get you to heaven but you won't get to heaven without them.
As you see this fruit in your life you prove that you are a disciple of the Lord Jesus.

But an even greater result of all this is that God will be glorified. "This is to my Father's glory, that you bear much fruit" (verse 8).
This is always the highest aim, the greatest goal of the Christian: to bring glory to God.
The Christian life is not primarily about becoming a better person, or doing good deeds, or telling others about Jesus, important though these are.
Nor is God's primary purpose to give us eternal life or to get us to heaven. 
No, his ultimate purpose, and ours, is to bring honour to him, to allow others to see how great he is.
"What is the chief end of man?" asks the Shorter Catechism in that famous question; "To glorify God and enjoy him forever."  

May you remain in Jesus and may he remain in you. 
If you do that you will bear much fruit and so bring glory to God the Father.

Amen.

