Jesus in the Present Tense #8

“I Am the Vine”

John 15:1-8

Probably the most recognizable symbol of Christianity is the cross. Many churches have a cross adorning the outside of their building, the inside of their sanctuary, or both. It is a simple image, and it depicts the central truth of the Christian faith—that Jesus Christ died on the cross for the sins of the world.

What would you imagine would be the symbol of the Jewish faith? In our modern times, we might suggest the Star of David, as it appears on the national flag and other conspicuous places. You might be surprised to know, however, that in the time of Christ, the image that symbolized national life for the Jews was the grapevine. That emblem appeared on coins minted during the Maccabean period between the Old and New Testaments. A huge, gold grapevine decorated the gates of the temple.
 Jewish historian Josephus describes it this way: “The gate opening into the building was overlaid with gold, as was the whole wall around it. It had, moreover, above it those golden vines, from which hung grape-clusters as tall as a man.” If the second part of Jesus’ farewell teaching was given en route from the upper room to the Garden of Gethsemane where He was betrayed, His teaching on the true vine may have been given in the temple courtyard with the great golden vine glinting in the light of the Passover moon.

In New Testament days, the Jews were basically an agricultural people and familiar with cultivating vineyards and making wine. Because water was a precious commodity in the ancient Near East, wine was a necessity and not a luxury.

But it is probably the Old Testament depiction of Israel as a vine in Psalm 80:8–19; Isaiah 5:1–8; Jeremiah 2:21; 6:8–9; Ezekiel 17:6–8; 19:10–14; and Hosea 10:1–2 that provides important background information for understanding Jesus’ teaching about the true vine in John 15. Most significant of these passages is Isaiah 5. Israel is represented as a vineyard planted by the Lord, from which he expected good grapes, but which produced only bad grapes and therefore had to be destroyed.

It is this context that we read John 15:1-8, 

I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. 

I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned. If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you. This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.
We continue our study of “Jesus in the Present Tense,” considering another “I Am” statement of Jesus found in the Gospel of John. This teaching has drawn a lot of attention through the years—entire books have been written on these eight verses—and not everyone is in agreement with how to correctly interpret some of Jesus’ words. I will not delve into all of those debates this morning, but rather want to focus on three simple concepts from Jesus’ words that can change our lives.

Our Single Resource

The first concept to consider is our single resource, and that is Jesus. He said, “I am the true vine” in verse one and “I am the vine” in verse five. He is the “true Vine,” that is, “the original of which all other vines are a copy.”
 Remember that the nation of Israel had often been compared to a grapevine in the Old Testament, yet in each instance it is their failure to live up to God’s calling that is emphasized. Now, in contrast to such failure, Jesus claims, “I am the true vine,” the one to whom Israel pointed, the one that brings forth good fruit.
 The force of his words were, “You all know how Israel is pictured as a vine that is meant to produce refreshing fruit. Well, I am the fulfillment of all that symbol suggests.”
 His disciples could not rely on their Jewish ancestry to give them spiritual life.

In the same way, Jesus does not say that the church is the vine but that He is. The church is no more than the branches that are “in” the vine.
 We must not rely on our church membership or our parents’ faith or our pastor’s faith to get us through. We do not live on substitutes!
 We must each have a vital union with our Lord in order to survive.

This truth is echoed in verse five: “I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.” In the original Greek, “I” and “you” are set over against each other by the use of the emphatic pronouns. The roles of Christ and of his followers are not to be confused.

Consider these two statements of Scripture: Philippians 4:13 declares, “I can do all things through Christ, who strengthens me,” while in John 15:5 Jesus says, “Without Me, you can do nothing.” Pretty clear, right? Jesus Christ is our single resource.

Oh, you and I can do a lot of things without Jesus. We can do good works, we can even do ministry in our own power. But it will not produce the fruit of which Jesus speaks. In order to do that, we must move on to the next concept.

Our Simple Responsibility

If we want to produce fruit, we must fulfill our simple responsibility, and that is described in verse four: “Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.” The Greek word meno is used eleven times in John 15, and the NIV translates it as “remain.” Other English versions use “continue,” “dwell,” “remain in union,” and “abide.” “Abide” is my first choice. The Arndt and Gingrich Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament says that meno means “an inward enduring personal communion,” and that to me is “abiding.” Our union with Christ depends totally on Him, but our communion with Him depends on our faithful relationship to Him.

A key to understanding what Jesus meant by “abiding” is the expression “in Me,” which reflects a theological concept called “positional truth” or “identification.” Paul the apostle often described believers as being “in Christ.” “Identification” describes the believer’s relationship with Christ such that God treats him or her as He would Jesus.
 Communion with Christ begins with union with Christ. We cannot have communion unless we have trusted Him, and He is our Savior, and we are in Him.

The idea of “abiding” in Christ has to do with intimacy and relationship. Jesus Christ is our source, the only one who can provide the spiritual sustenance and vitality we need to be useful believers. Thus, we need to hang out with Him. You can’t avoid Jesus all week and then show up on Sunday morning expecting growth. We only produce much fruit when we remain in Him.

Furthermore, the sap that runs between the vine and the branches is suggestive of the Holy Spirit. So “abiding” is parallel to being filled with the Holy Spirit. We must set aside everything from which we might derive our own power and draw all from Christ.

Yet we must not reduce the concept of abiding to a subjective, mystical, inner state. Down in verse 10 Jesus says, “If you obey my commands, you will remain [abide] in my love.” According to Jesus, the question of how we abide in Him is answered in one word: obedience. “Keeping commandments” and “abiding in love” are synonymous.
 The disciples probably thought of this in terms of loyalty and fellowship that would continue as they obeyed His word.

“Abide in me, and I will abide in you.” By this Jesus means the disciples should live such lives that He will continue to abide in them. No branch bears fruit in isolation. Every fruitful branch has vital connection with the vine.
 Our simple responsibility is to abide in Him. A continual dependence upon a living Saviour, “communing” with Him through the Holy Spirit, and obedience to Him in all things—these are the characteristics of a life in which God is glorified through the bearing of fruit to His praise.

Our Supernatural Results 

This brings us to the third concept, our supernatural results. Jesus refers to this as “fruit.” God’s goal for every Christian is to increase in fruit bearing. We are to progress from producing no fruit to some fruit to more fruit to much fruit. Fruitfulness is a life of spiritual usefulness and productivity for the good of others and the glory of God. It’s the proof of true discipleship.
 It is the evidence of true salvation in Christ and communion with Christ.

But what does Jesus mean by “fruit”? Scripture speaks of “fruit” in two basic ways: as proof and as product. Fruit proves the identity of a plant and reveals its state of health.
 Verse eights says, “This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.” Apples come from apple trees; oranges grow on orange trees. The fruit in our lives should reflect Christ—His attitudes and actions, His character and conduct.
 This is seen in Galatians 5:22-23 as the “fruit of the Spirit,” namely “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” Jesus is looking for the fruit of His life in us. There must be something of the life of the vine in us if we belong to God! There must be Christlikeness.
 The presence of fruit lets one identify a tree’s kind and whether it’s healthy. An authentic follower of Christ is a visible follower of Christ, not a secret-agent saint.
 Not only does fruit speak of the proof of our life in Christ, but it also speaks of the product of our witness. We bear fruit when we win others to Christ.

Yet even this does not exhaust the meaning of “fruit.” To choose one, or even both of these, is to narrow the meaning too much. The context suggests that “fruit” refers to the entire life and ministry of those who follow His teaching and experience His presence in their lives through the Spirit.
 Fruitfulness doubtless includes both the production of Christian character and the winning of others to follow Christ; it includes everything that results from vital union with Christ.
 This fruit is nothing less than the outcome of persevering dependence on the vine.

We must beware of a common mistake, though. Christians often assume that producing fruit is their responsibility, something they must do in gratitude for what Christ has done for them. They strive to produce fruit only to fail, pick themselves up, promise to do better, try harder, and then continue this wretched cycle of failure. Jesus instructed His followers to focus their attention on abiding rather than production.
 As I have said before regarding the fruit of the Spirit, you never hear a tree grunting and groaning as it tries to produce fruit! No, fruit naturally grows from the sap of the tree. If the Holy Spirit flows through us, He will produce the fruit—both the proof and the product mentioned.

Something else to keep in mind about the supernatural results of abiding in Christ: Fruit is always for the benefit of others.
 The branches do not eat the fruit: others do. We are not producing fruit to please ourselves but to serve others. We should be the kind of people who “feed” others by our words and our works. As Proverbs 10:21 states, “The lips of the righteous feed many.”

There is nothing self-serving about bearing fruit. We bear fruit to glorify God, as verse eight says: “This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.” And the benefit of the fruit we bear is for others, not for ourselves.

Finally, neither advancing age nor declining health should hinder us from abiding in Christ and bearing fruit for His glory. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 4:16, “Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day.” It’s possible to experience Psalm 92:14: “They will still bear fruit in old age, they will stay fresh and green.”

I am not suggesting that we replace the crosses on the insides and outsides of our churches with grapevines. The sacrifice of our Savior is still the central teaching of our faith. But as we consider the words of Jesus in John 15, “I am the vine and you are the branches,” we need to remember that Jesus is our single resource—without Him we can do nothing; our simple responsibility is to abide in Christ; and the supernatural results of abiding in Christ are both the character of Christ that the Spirit develops within us and the converts that we bring to Christ.

There are aspects of this passage, such as the pruning of the live branches and the burning of the dead branches, that I did not address in this message. Those issues will wait for another time. I do not want to distract in any way from the basic truths of these words of Jesus. He is the vine—not the church, not your pastor, not anybody else—He is the only source of life and godliness. Stick with Him. Live in Him. 

And watch the fruit grow!
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