TEXT: John 15:1-17PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of John #37: Vine and Branches


No one can tell a story like our Lord Jesus Christ.  Growing up in a common family, He can relate to the common person, and teach the mysteries of the kingdom in the most down-to-earth ways.  Never has He done so more effectively than here.  He evokes the images of a vineyard.  Most people, in those days, were farmers, and many of them grew grapes.  His language, therefore, was familiar to them.  And easy to understand.  


But what about us?  Nobody here is a farmer; some of us have two brown thumbs.  Can we understand what He's teaching?  Yes we can.  Because He has provided a running commentary.  Ernest Hemingway thought no writer should explain himself; if he does that, he's no longer an artist.  But our Lord doesn't care much for art; He's more interested in souls.  He knows how apt we are to "not get it".  And so, He makes it plain.  Thank God!  He "condescends to men of low estate".  


The outline a bit tricky.  In vv.1-13,16-17, we have an extended metaphor with commentary.  Vv.14-15 contain a more direct teaching.  


May God show us what we need to know.  For Christ's sake.  Amen.  


The Vineyard, vv.1-12,16.  


Four characters are introduced.  First, we have the farmer or "vinederesser".  What does he do?  He plants the vineyard and cultivates it.  Who is He?  God the Father.


Secondly, we have "the vine".  What does it do?  It gives life to the branches and the grapes.  Pick a grape and it will die; a few days later, it will shrivel up.  Leave it on the vine, and it will live, grow and become juicier by the minute.   What does the vine stand for?  Jesus Christ.  


Thirdly, we have the branches which bear good fruit.  Pick up a bunch of grapes at the market, and you won't find them attached to the vine, but to a branch.  What does the branch mean?  People who abide in Christ and produce fruit for God.


Lastly, we read of the branches which do not produce good fruit.  Whether the fruit is bad or just not there, we don't know.  But in either event, the branches are worthless.  What do these branches represent?  People who don't abide in Christ.  Are they rank unbelievers and opponents of the Savior?  I don't think so.  I think they're professed believers who aren't truly attached to our Lord.  


What does the farmer want from his vineyard?  He wants fruit--good fruit.  How does he get it?  In two ways:


First, he plants a quality vine.  Grapes cannot be better than the vine on which they grow.  Has God done this?  Is God's vine a good one?  Only the best--our Lord Jesus Christ.  He is fully Divine; He is fully human; and in both His Divinity and His humanity, He is perfect.  


The Old Testament has Him


"Fairer than the sons of men".


The New Testament does this one better,


"Holy, harmless, undefiled,


Separate from sinners,


Made higher than the heavens".


After a good vine is planted, the wise farmer will tend to its branches.  There's more to farming than planting; there's also the constant work of pruning.  Does God do this too?  Yes He does.  His shears are sharp and painful, but in the end, they do us good.  


Paul knew God's pruning as few have.  Being a man of rare gifts and experiences, he must be humbled by an agonizing and lifelong physical ailment.  David knew the same, as one family disaster followed another.  Peter is publicly humiliated--twice!  And what of Job?  


Pruning is for every believer!  To change the figure to child discipline, Hebrews 12 has it:


"For whom the Lord loves, He chastens;


And scourges every son whom He receives.


If you endure chastening, God deals with


you as sons; for what son is there


whom the father does not chasten?


But if you are without chastening,


of which all have become partakers,

then you are illegitimate


and not sons".


Pruning, though, is not an end in itself; it is a means: "Every branch that bears fruit, He prunes that it may bear more fruit.    Ah!  What would Paul have done had he been healthy?  Less than he did sick!  And what could you do if only you had more money?  Or if only you had better kids?  Or if only you felt better?  I know: You would bear less fruit.  


This pruning is necessary, but it is not the source of our life.  The life of the branch is in the vine; the life of the believer is in Jesus Christ.  "Without Me, you can do nothing".  


Can one, apart from Christ, produce fruit?  Yes he can; but it's wax fruit.  Or poison.  No life--no real life--apart from Jesus Christ.  


How do the branches get the life to produce their fruit?  By "abiding in the vine".  We must "abide" in Christ, if we're to be fruitful Christians.  What does this mean?


Mystics have always turned it into some weird and undefinable experience.  Many believers have wasted years trying to obtain it.  But "abiding in Christ" is not a mystical experience; it is a practical one.  What is it?  We needn't guess; our Lord tells us.  Three items:


"Abiding in Christ" means letting His "words abide in you", v.7.  The Bible must be read; sermons must be heard; exhortations must be received; reproofs must be taken.  In short, we must meditate on His Word.  This means repentance!  Of what?  Of worldly thinking and of no thinking.  Philippians 4:8.  Would you "abide in Christ"?  Then let His "words abide in you".


"Abiding in Christ" means "abiding in His love".  What does this mean?  Some have taken it as "thinking much of His love for us".  This is a true doctrine, to be sure.  Jude urges us to "Keep ourselves in the love of God".  Paul wants us to "Know the depth and breadth, the length and height of...Christ's love".  This is good for the soul, but not the teaching of John 15.  What He means by "abiding in His love" is to imitate it!  The reference is v.12:


"This is My commandment, that you love


one another, as I have loved you".


Thus, when we're treating others like garbage, we're not "abiding in Christ".  Nor when we're treating them as if they were invisible!  His love is fixed on others; it's committed to their good.  We're "abiding in Christ" only insofar as we're loving others.  


Thirdly, "abiding in Christ" means "keeping His commandments".  The Lordship of Christ must be more than a slogan; it must be the rule of our lives.  Abiding means obeying!  From the heart.  


And so, I must ask: Are you abiding in Christ?  Not--Do you have beautiful thoughts of the Savior from time to time?--but are you obeying Him?  Are you loving others?  Are you meditating on His Word?  Two out of three won't do!  To say, "He's in good health except for that tumor" is a mockery!   And so is, "I'm abiding in Christ except for the way I'm treating my husband!"  


No potential life apart from Christ.  No actual life apart from "abiding" in Him.  


Why does our Lord want us to "abide in" Him?  Because, in this way, His "Father is glorified".  A lovely vineyard reflects well on its owner.  Fruitful believers make God look good.  He could display His glory in other ways; but He prefers to do it through you.  And why not?  If He can do something good with us, He must be very great indeed.  


God's vision for the Church is to make silk purses out of sow's ears!  "To the praise of the glory of His grace!" 


What of the people who profess Christ but don't "abide in" Him?  The Word is not happy, but it is clear: "They are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned", cf.v.6.  


The warning is to be taken seriously.  It was spoken--not to the world or to casual hearers--but to the disciples of Christ.  To Peter and James and John.  And to you and me too.  


Abiding in Christ produces real blessings.  Fruitful lives, for one thing--"abounding in the work of the Lord" as Paul has it.  Joy will also come--"that your joy may be full" says v.11.   Answered prayers, cf. vv.7,16.  This does not mean that God answers our prayers as a reward for abiding in Christ.  Every answer is of grace alone.  But it means this: When we "abide in Christ" our wills are submitted to His.  And God always does what Christ asks Him to do.  And, insofar as our prayers mirror His, we "have the petitions that we desire of Him".


Servants and Friends, vv.14-15.


"Jesus is Lord".  This was the Early Church's confession.  The one for which it was prepared to die.   We agree with the saints of old.  What a privilege to have such a Lord!  But, in vv.14-15 He offers us something more than that; He offers us His friendship.  To whom is the offer made?  To everyone who's willing to "Do whatever He commands".  And, thankfully, He's not a perfectionist--taking spotless obedience or nothing at all.  He is generous in His offer; a sincere, though imperfect obedience is good enough for Him!  


What does His friendship entail?  Intimacy and knowledge.  A master may be kind to his slave, but he's not close to him.  Therefore, he does nothing more than issue commands.  But to a friend, he opens his heart.  This is what our Lord does for His friends.  He shares more than His will, but also His love.  


This we enjoy--intimacy with Jesus Christ--if we but love and serve Him from the heart.  What an incentive for obedience!  We not only keep out of trouble with God, but we come to know the Lord Jesus in a familiar way.  And that is a "little slice of heaven on earth".  


"In His presence is the fullness of joy;


At His right hand are pleasures forever more".


The passage is an exhortation and a warning.  It's given to stimulate obedience and to keep us from backsliding.  But its more than that; it's another proof that "Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God".  How?  In makes Him the source of Life.  And offers Life nowhere but in Him.  Who is the Creator of Life?  God.  Who is the Sustainer of Life?  God.  Who is the Regenerator of Life?  God.  Therefore, Jesus is God.  And so, He's "the Christ"--the only Savior.  We needn't any other, for He's an adequate Savior.  


"We are complete in Him".  

