JOHN 15.1-11: JESUSWANTSUSTO LIVE FRUITFUL LIVES
[ preached at Chelmsford 16 July 2006]

1. JESUSOFFERSLIFE

Some of the greatest statements Jesus ever made are found in John’s Gospel

e | amthebread of life. Those who cometo mewill never be hungry; those
who believein me will never bethirsty (4.35)

e | amthelight of theworld. Whoever follows me will havethelight of life
and will never walk in darkness(8.12)

e | amthegate. Whoever comesin by mewill be saved (10.9)

e | amthegood shepherd, who iswilling to diefor the sheep (10.11)

e | amtheresurrection and thelife. Those who believein mewill live, even
though they die (11.25)

e | amtheway, thetruth and thelife; no one goesto the Father except by
me (14.6)

What wonderful statementsthey are. Each one of them is apromise of life.
Yes, Jesusisthe ultimate life-giver. The Christian Gospel is essentially a Gospel of
life—"“lifein all itsfullness’, as Jesus himself said (10.10).

But, if weto experience that life, then we must be in arelationship with Jesus.

The life that Jesus offers only becomes ours as we enter into arelationship with him,
based on faith and love.

Thisisthe context for the final great ‘| am’ saying of Jesus.

In John 15.5 we hear Jesus saying: “I am thevine and you arethe branches’.

What a strange metaphor, you may feel. What on earth was Jesus going on about?
The key to the metaphor isfound in John 15.1: “| am thereal viné (GNB), “I am
thetrueving (NRSV; NIV). Asthe adjective“real” or “true” makes clear, Jesus
was making acontrast. Heis“thereal ving’ over against another vine.

And the vinein question was Isradl.

Y ou have to appreciate that just as a bulldog is a symbol of Britain, and an eagle a

symbol of the USA, so centuries ago avine was a symbol of Isradl.

e Jewish coinsin Jesus' time had the stamp of avine on them.

e Insidethe great temple of Jerusalem there was a massive golden vine with grape
clusters hanging from it —a symbol of Isradl.

e Inthe Old Testament Isragl is often pictured as God' s vine or God’ s vineyard.
But, as the prophets pointed out time and again, Israel failed to be fruitful. The
prophet Isaiah, e.g., wrote: “Israel isthevineyard of the Lord Almighty; the
people of Judah arethevineshe planted. He expected them to do what was
good, but instead they committed murder. He expected them to do what was
right, but their victimscried out for justice’ (Is5.7-5).

It is against this background that Jesus said to hisdisciples“l am thereal vine’.
As he said these words, Jesus was seated around a table with his disciples.
They had just celebrated what we now call the Last Supper.



During that meal he had taken a cup of wine and said: “This cup isthe new covenant
in my blood”. I.e. through my death

e God is establishing a new relationship based no longer on law, but on grace.

e God iscreating a new people for himself, where faith, and not race, mattered.

In the past the Jews had automatically been members of the people of God by birth;
but now the tie with Israel had been severed. What matters now is whether or not one
isin arelationship with Jesus.

2. LIFEISFOUND IN A RELATIONSHIPWITH JESUS

This relationship with Jesus is described in vini-cultura terms. “1 am the vine, and
you arethe branches’.

There are many ways of describing a Christian: hereis one picture amongst many.
A Christian islike a branch grafted by faith onto Jesus, the living vine.

To our ears, unfamiliar with the imagery, it sounds strange.

But thereis at least one very positive aspect of this picture: it reminds us that
commitment to Jesus involves an ongoing relationship with Jesus.

Commitment to Jesus involves more than a decision of amoment, it involves a
relationship of alife-time.

Don't get mewrong. Thereisaneed for adecision.

Faith may be a process in which we gradually explore the implications of Christian
believing — hence the hel pfulness of an Alpha course. But there comes a stage when
we need to put our faith on the line —when we need to be ebleto say ‘Yes, Lord, |
believe you died for me', *Yes, Lord, | believed you rose for me'.

Inthe NT that decisive moment of Christian believing is expressed in baptism. But
that commitment to Christ expressed in baptism needs to be an ongoing commitment.
To put it another way, we need not only to be baptised into Christ, but to remainin
Christ. Or in the words of Jesus herein John 15: “I am thevine, and you arethe
branches(v5)... Remain united to meand | will remain united to you” (v4)

3. LOSSISPART OF GROWTH

There is nothing static about our relationship with Christ. It isadeveloping
relationship. But, the painful truth, isthat if that relationship isto develop, there have
tobelosses. “I am thereal vine, and my Father isthe gardener. He breaks off
every branch in methat does not bear fruit, and he prunesevery branch that
does bear fruit, so that it will be clean, and bear morefruit” (15.1-2)

Jesus is saying two things here.

(i) dead branches are thrown away:

“he breaks off every branch in methat bearsno fruit” (v2);

Jesus developsthisideain v6: “Whoever does not remain in meisthrown out like
abranch and driesup; such branchesare gathered up and thrown into thefire,
wherethey areburnt”. Dead wood from avine has no use whatsoever.



We see thisin our home: for we have avine growing up on the south side of our
house. Onceit has got past the stage of fruit-bearing, it becomes brittle and snaps—
itsfit only for being thrown away.

Its not like oak, e.g., which retainsits strength. Indeed, as part of aloft-conversion,
we have just had a new oak staircase inserted into our house— its incredibly strong.
But a dead branch off avineisfit only for thedump. That, aas, iswhat happened to
Ilgael. Israel failed to maintain her relationship with the living God, she failed to live
up to her calling and produce fruit — and as aresult she was ‘ dumped'.

Dead branches are thrown away. Incidentally thereisawarning here for ustoo. Its
not just Jews, but Christians too, who can take their relationship with God for-
granted!

(i) Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, living branches are pruned.

Jesus says of his Father, the gardener, “he prunes every branch that does bear
fruit, so that it will be clean and bear morefruit” (v2b).

To return to our vine at home: at the moment there are branches everywhere.

It isamost impossible to look out of our windows into the garden, because the view
istotally obscured by the vine.

But after we have picked our grapes, then those branches will be drastically cut back.
Indeed, even at this moment we should be removing half of the developing grape
clustersin order to ensure the highest quality of those which remain.

The purpose of pruning is to enable the vine to produce the best possible grapes.

If pruning isvita in the natural world, it is also necessary in the spiritua world.
Thereisal too often dead wood in our lives, such as the sins of pride and of anger,
selfishness and self-indulgence, impatience, greed, jealousy... thereis much in our
lives that needs to be cut away.

e Sometimes God's Word becomes the pruning knife The writer to the Hebrews
describes God's Word as “alive and active, sharper than any double-edged
sword. It cutsall theway through.... It judgesthe desiresand thoughts of
our hearts’ (Hebs4.12). Many of us, I’'m sure, have experienced the cut of
God' s knife, as we have read his Word in our quiet times, or as we have heard
God' s Word preached on a Sunday — we have felt ashamed, rebuked, and humbled
as God's Word has done itswork in our lives.

e But sometimes God uses circumstances to remove the dead wood in our lives.
True, the initial circumstances may not be of hisinspiration, but nonethelessit is
amazing how disappointment, suffering, and even bereavement can be used to
make us better people. My mind goes to some words of Joseph in Gen 50.20,
where he says to his brothers: “Y ou plotted evil against me, but God turned it
for good” (Gen 50.20). Yes, God can use even the unfairnesses of life to work for
our good. They can be times of pruning, when as aresult we emerge leaner and
fitter Christians.

“He prunes every branch that does bear fruit, so that it will be clean and bear
mor e fruit”



4. OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH JESUSNEEDSTO BE WORKED AT

Jesus said: “Remain united to me and | will remain united to you” (15.4).

The impression is sometimes given that once we are grafted onto the vine, then there
is nothing to do saveto “remain united to” Christ. Inthe words of one commentator:
remaining united to Christ “should contain no strain or effort; it isrest from effort.
The natural branch should not strain to remain a part of the vine; it simply is. All it
need do isto say connected” (CT Evans).

But the fact is that it does take effort to remain in Christ.

Indeed, Jesus himself uses the imperative here: “Remain united to me”.

We need to work at our relationship with Christ.  Just as amarriage relationship
needs to be worked at — just as, for instance, husbands and wives need to ensure that
they have time for one another — so too does our relationship with Christ.

How do we work at that relationship?

(1) we need to draw life-giving energy from Christ. “Whoever doesnot remain
inme... driesup” (v6). Itisasweremainin Christ, that we the branches
draw fresh sap from the vine itself, so that in turn we are able to bear fruit. Not
to remain in Christ — not to make time for adaily QT, not to make Sunday
worship apriority —isto deprive ourselves of the life-giving energy of Christ
& become barren. Alas, time and again we act as though we were supermen &
superwomen, as though we in ourselves had the individual strength for all the
demands and challenges of life. But the fact is that without maintaining our
relationship with Jesus on adaily basis, we haven’t got the strength. To go
back to my garden: in our garden we have awatering system for our vine — as
aresult, in spite of the present drought, the vineis well & truly flourishing.
Only those that daily draw sap from the vine will survive, let alone bear fruit.

(i)  weneedtolisten to Christ. “Remain in meand (let) my wordsremain in
you” (v7). l.e.toremainin Christ isto allow hisword to penetrate our hearts
and minds. This means that we need to discipline ourselvesto read God's
word, meditate on it, and listen to what is being said to us.

To go back to my garden: when | water its not just enough to spray the garden
with water, to do it good it needsto be soaked. Similarly, its not just about
beginning the day with areading — but about allowing God to actually speak to
us and then to take that word with us through the day. That takes time &

effort, but when we do that, then time and again there will be all sorts of
situations in which that word becomes relevant. Marcus Aurelius once said:
“Our lives are dyed by the colour of our imagination”. Even more are our
lives coloured by the soaking of our minds and spiritsin the Scriptures.

(@iii)  Weneed to discover Christ’spriorities. Aswe listen to Christ we need to
open not just our Bibles, but also our lives. For Jesus does not just want to
speak warm & soothing words to us— there are times when he wants to speak
words of direction & of command. Look at 15.10: “If you obey my
commands, you will remain in my lovée’. Inthat particular context, Christ’'s
command is particularly associated with his command to love one another.
However, the point | want to extrapolate isthis. that abiding in Christ



involves obeying Christ.  For this to happen we need to discover Christ’s
priorities for our lives. Soin our quiet times as also when listening to a
sermon we need to ask ourselves. ‘What does Christ want me to do — today,
tomorrow, next month?  Jesus wants us to be activists — but activists whose
activity isrooted in him and in hiswill for our lives. A Scottish preacher once
said: “Herodotus claimed that the bitterest sorrow isto aspire to do much and
achieve nothing. No: the bitterest sorrow isto aspire to do much and to do it
—and then to discover that it was not worth doing” (James Simpson).

5. FRUITFULNESSISTHE TEST OF OUR RELATIONSHIP

Jesus said & still says: “Thosewho remain in me, and | in them, will bear much
fruit; for apart from meyou can do nothing”

The whole point of our remaining united to Christ is that we bear fruit.

There was aradical theologian named Rudolf Bultmann, who was much maligned by
evangelicals. In fact he had many good insights— and not least in his commentary on
John where he wrote: “The relationship with God does not provide enjoyment, peace
of mind, state of contemplation, but demands movement, growth; its law isfruit-
bearing”.

Remaining united to Christ is not about being so spiritualy minded that oneis no
earthly good — that is afalse spirituality. The key test of the reality of our
relationship with Christ is that we bear fruit.

There has been much discussion as to what fruit Jesus had in mind.

e Onedistinguished scholar (Sir Edwyn Hoskyns) compared the words of Jesus
here with the Great Commission at the end of Matthew’s Gospel. To “go and
bear fruit”, he said, is essentialy to “go into theworld”. He cited John 12.24
asapardld: “l amtelling you thetruth: agrain of wheat remainsno more
than asinglegrain unlessit isdropped into the ground and dies. If it does
die, then it produces ‘much fruit’ (GNB: “many grains’)” - the fruitin
guestion being the salvation of the world.

e However, within the immediate context of John 15 love seems to be the key
fruit which Jesus had in mind: “If you obey my commands, you will remain
in my love... My commandment isthat: love one another, just as| have
loved you” (vv10, 12). Thefact isthat in our own strength it isimpossible to
love as Jesus loved us — that only begins to be possible as we learn to remain
united to Christ.

But even if love be the key fruit — that cannot be over-differentiated from winning
othersto Christ. For it isonly when the world sees that we love one another, that the
world can have any chance of believing in the love of Christ for them!

Y es, Jesus wants usto live fruitful lives— but we can only do so asweremainina
relationship with him.

Torecap: Jesusofferslife, lifein al its fullness— but that lifeisonly found in a
relationship with him. In that relationship, times of loss are often times of growth.
We must never take our relationship with him for-granted: rather we need to work at
it. And thekey test of thereality of that relationship is that we live fruitful lives!



