The Vine And The Branches
John 15:1-17

Key Verse 15:5

“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.” 

It was the last night of Jesus’ ministry on earth. Jesus had been with his disciples for almost three and the half years so far, raising his disciples to carry on his ministry of salvation to the world. Three and the half years was hardly enough to teach them anything, let alone to teach them how to bring the gospel of life to all people. In truth, we are not even sure if fifty or a hundred years would be enough to equip them with such an enormous mission. Yet Jesus knew exactly what he was doing. Three and the half years would have to be enough. Throughout these years, he could barely teach them spiritual basics. And whatever else they needed to learn Jesus entrusted to faith. Here we are not talking about the disciples’ faith. Jesus needed to entrust them to his own faith. Faith that God Himself would continue their spiritual education, building on the foundation Jesus already established in their hearts until their lives mimicked His own life in every way. Jesus’ faith for them and his faith in God was infallible, an absolute kind of faith which absolutely trusted that today’s weak and frail men of persistent failure and of constant defeat would change to become the saintly apostles of tomorrow. And he was right. Absolutely right. It was not luck or wishful thinking that eventually changed them. Rather it was Jesus’ own faith. And one more element yet. The Holy Spirit who entered their hearts after the resurrection and continued the teaching which Jesus had begun some three and the half years ago. History attests to the fact that this medley of raggedy men, as well as women, and guided by the Holy Spirit, dispersed the gospel seeds throughout the whole world, the fruit of whom— we are. 

Which brings us to the heart of this chapter, yet another session of Jesus’ last minute teachings to his disciples on the night of his betrayal and on the morn of his death. Of the thousand and one subjects that Jesus needed to hastily teach them, the question arises yet again— what was at the top of Jesus’ list of urgent last minute teachings? What would strengthen them in their hour of excruciating emotional pain and of spiritual confusion? What would be the thread that would necessarily bind them to Jesus and one another when Jesus was finally cut off from their lives and taken to heaven where he belongs? He had already taught them the way to fight their separation anxiety. “Trust in God, trust also in me” he had told them. He had already assured them that even if they were to be cast off from this earth, it was not worth their struggle since they already had rooms prepared for them in the Kingdom Of God. He had already introduced them to their new Bible teacher— the Holy Spirit— their eternal Counselor and Friend. Now all that remained was to tell them why— why God had invested so much of his own personal glory in them, as well as investing so much of his own Son’s glory as well. To what purpose and to what end? And one more thing! While they are achieving the purpose of all his teaching and his grace in their lives, how would they supposed to maintain this grand blessing? 

Regrettably most Christians both modern and ancient have no clue as to why God saved them, besides the already worn-out cliché reason that “God loves me”. Surely God loves us, and surely he saved us because of his great love for us. But there is a Biblical reason why God saved us that goes way beyond the “love” reason. And most don’t know it because they either fail to study the Bible or because they are so self-centered that they cannot see God’s grand design past their obsession with themselves. Like children who think that the whole world revolves around them, that the whole world exists only to please and to serve them, these children of God cannot fathom that the spiritual universe is slightly bigger than them. But the Bible has been shouting from the beginning of time about God’s purpose for human life, both this one and the one to come. And it has something to do with bearing fruit. Ultimately God saves us to rescue us from the useless and fruitless and meaningless life we would be living had Jesus not intervened to save us. Indeed, this is what Jesus wanted to teach his disciples in this his last hours with them before his departure in death and resurrection. How beautiful is Jesus who throws cold water on our snug souls to wake us up from our selfish dreams. God our father wants fruit from the lives of his children. And no described it as beautifully as our Lord Jesus has in this chapter. 

Fruit. God wants us to bear fruit in our lives. He teaches us on this last night before his death of the importance of bearing fruit to God. But in order to bear the fruit which God wants from our lives, Jesus also teaches us what it takes to be able to bear this fruit. We cannot bear fruit in our lives even if we were the most spiritual and religious of souls in this world. Jesus tells us that very plainly. No one can bear fruit on his or her own. It takes the hand of God to do so. And Jesus teaches us how that works as well. It works when we make a conscious decision to remain in Jesus and He remain in us. It was one of his last teachings. It was one of his most important teachings. We can be a master Bible teacher; a most sacrificial person; a prayer warrior; a great do gooder; and more. But if we do not know how to remain in Jesus and we do not know how to invite Jesus to remain in us, all that we are and all that we strive for spiritually is nothing if we do not come to God carrying fruit in our hands,. And Jesus is not talking about bananas and apples here. He is talking about the fruits of the Christian soul, that upon the work of the Holy Spirit also works salvation in the hearts and lives of all people. Let’s think about Jesus’ words in chapter 15 then, and let’s think on them carefully. 
Look at verse 1. “I am the vine, and my Father is the gardener.” Here, Jesus identifies himself as the "True Vine". Why? In history, the grape vine, characterized by its beautiful and luscious fruit, has been the symbol for sustenance and fruitfulness. The fruit of the vine has sustained man’s life in history in many ways and has made his sorrowful life a little more bearable with its soothing wine. Our Lord Jesus likened himself to the “Vine” because in a spiritual sense he is fruitful and his fruit is good. Indeed, he is the “True Vine” because he is most fruitful and his fruit is the best fruit. In Jesus all kinds of good fruit overflow; We know his great love, his joy, the peace that he carried in his heart, his patience and kindness and goodness to all, especially to his enemies who hated him; We know his faithfulness to his disciples, his gentleness with the weak and the frail, and his self control to deny his human desires and follow the will of God absolutely. (Gal. 5:22,23) Not only that, but in Jesus, all kinds of spiritual blessings overflow to the many. (Eph.1:3) Who can deny that our Lord Jesus is indeed the "True Vine" that bears the best fruit for God? No wonder God the Father, who is the Gardener, loves this "True Vine", Jesus, and takes good care of it, in order that it may continue to bear the best fruit for God. 

Now we must think about how God takes care of this “True Vine.” Look at verse 2. “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.” Jesus tells us that the Father takes care of the Vine by cutting off the fruitless branches. God does not spare such branches in the vine because they only drain sap from the vine. Who are these branches? They are obviously not the non-Christians, for these already have no relationship with the vine. These branches, therefore, are those who seemingly have a relationship with Jesus, but in reality they are as good as dead, because they neither have a right relationship with Jesus, nor do they produce any fruit for God. For a while they are on the vine, but soon, they are cut off because the blazing eyes of God the Father sees what is in their hearts. Their destiny is tragic since they had the privilege to be united with the Lord Jesus, but instead chose to remain alone in their pride and self righteousness. Finally they were cut off. 

But not all branches in Jesus are fruitless. Jesus talks also about the fruitful branches. God does not leave those alone either. Rather, he prunes the fruitful branches. Pruning is the process of cutting off unwanted parts. When a plant in pruned, it looks ridiculous and lifeless. But because of pruning, something glorious begins to happen to it. Suddenly the seemingly lifeless plant gains new life and begins to grow vigorously under the hot sun producing many leaves and spreading out in every direction. And with the nutrition that comes from the vine, the branch is quickly packed with beautiful clusters of grapes. It is precisely for this reason that the Father prunes the fruitful branches so that they may be even more fruitful. But who are these branches? They are those who are united with Jesus through a right relationship with Jesus; a relationship based on a personal knowledge of what Jesus has done for them on the cross. Through accepting the gospel of our Lord Jesus in their hearts as the only way of salvation for their souls, they have acquired a deep and personal relationship with Jesus, a relationship that is destined to be eternal and exceedingly fruitful. How blessed they are!

Jesus compared the true Christian to a pruned branch in Jesus. But he needs pruning so as to cut off all the useless and unwanted branches in his life. We may call this pruning, divine discipline or self discipline. Not every branch in a Christian’s life is fruitful. That is, not all desires nor activities are fruitful. In fact, in a Christian’s life, there may be countless branches that are utterly useless to God and at the same time, a hindrance to the work of God in that person’s life. Because of these fruitless branches, this Christian cannot grow properly, nor can he bear the proper fruit to God, nor can he be completely fruitful as God intended him to be. Jesus understood his disciples’ multi-human-desires that cluttered up their spiritual lives until they were hindered from living the full Christian life of faith and mission. So Jesus taught them God’s principle of pruning which is the divine discipline to cut off all the fruitless branches in their lives until they could be even more fruitful. But pruning is not so easy. In truth, it is a most painful process in our Christian lives. When God begins to trim our lives clean challenging us to give up this desire and that desire, this thing or that thing in our lives, at times we stand in utter bewilderment and pain. But we must know that whether it is God’s discipline or man’s discipline in our lives, we cannot be entirely fruitful until we are trimmed clean from all our useless branches. We remember Abraham’s time of spiritual pruning. His son Ishmael was the bad fruit of a rash human decision. Because of this fruitless branch in his life, Abraham could not be a blessing to the world. At the time, God asked him to get rid of Ishmael. For Abraham to let his beloved Ishmael go, was a most painful divine discipline. But when he obeyed, God made Abraham a most fruitful man through his son Isaac. 

But Jesus did not leave the problem of pruning for human speculation. He told us exactly how God our Father prunes all the fruitless branches in his children’s lives. Look at verse 3. “You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you.” How precious is the truth of God. Here we see Jesus’ way of pruning his disciples’ inner man from sinful and useless desires. Through his word! His disciples’ hearts were already cleansed through the word of Jesus. It was through his precious teachings and commands that these disciples, who were nothing but clumps of human desires, were pruned clean. Needless to say that Jesus, through his word, cleansed their inner hearts and minds from sin. But more than that, through the word which he spoke to them, Jesus pruned their lives, that is, he disciplined them in the ways of the gospel until their lives were exceedingly fruitful. It was through the word of God that he did this. He challenged them, disciplined them, rebuked them, corrected them and comforted them through the word of God. Through the word of God, these Twelve men were then able to cut off from their lives, all their human and worldly and sinful desires, until one single desire rose supreme in their hearts, the desire to love and obey Jesus to the end. But how is it that through his word, Twelve unruly men could change from mundane and earth-bound men to the spiritual giants of the world? It is because Jesus’ word has power to transform lives! When a Christian accepts the word of Jesus purely in his heart, he is cleansed deeply, he is changed through Jesus’ word. He is constantly being transformed into a new man-- into a spiritual man. At this time we must check our hearts to see what transformation has been occurring in our lives. If there is no change, we are certain that our branches need to be pruned. Do we have desires or emotions that need to be cut off? We must deal with them severely by accepting the word of Jesus in our hearts, so that we may be changed and able to bear good fruit for God. May we accept God’s pruning in our lives with a humble and willing heart. 

But pruning alone is not enough. Our Lord Jesus taught his disciples the secret of a fruitful life before God. Look at verse 4. “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.” This simple principle of bearing fruit to God is not hard to understand. How can a branch bear fruit on its own? It can’t! It is nothing but a branch. So also, no Christian can bear fruit on his or her own. In fact, left on our own, we can bear nothing but the fruit of our corruption and utter sinfulness before God. It is when we are attached to the vine, Jesus, that we are able to be transformed in our inner being; and through the glorious transformation of our lives, bear fruit for God. Therefore, we must remain in Jesus. But how do we remain in Jesus? Paul tells us how to remain in Jesus in Col.2:6,7. He says, “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue in to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.” He tells us that to remain in Jesus, we must live in Jesus— every moment. We must take root in Jesus. We must be built in Jesus through believing and accepting his word as the word of truth and the word of life. (7) This means we must study the Bible and pray and struggle to follow our Lord Jesus’ footsteps until when? Until we are strong in faith to bear the fruit of our union with our Lord Jesus. 

Still how can I remain in Jesus? It is too hard!” Granted! And we know that we remain in Jesus not by our human effort, therefore, but through faith alone. No human being is able to remain in Jesus. But God has provided the way for all to come to Jesus and to remain in him. It is through faith. We must first believe the gospel of Jesus. But faith does not stop there. Next we must continue to have faith as we live our day to day Christian lives in this corrupted generation! When we humbly come to our Lord Jesus and earnestly struggle to remain in him through faith, what happens? Jesus tells us that he himself also will remain in us. (4,5) In other words, Jesus comes to live in us, with us, through the Holy Spirit in our hearts and lives. Through this blessed and mutual relationship with our Lord Jesus, through the Holy Spirit, we can then bear the fruit of life. Jesus also assures us that through our union with him, God has privileged us to pray, and through our prayers, inspired by the word of God, God will answer all our prayers and make us exceedingly fruitful. Read verse 7.

In verses 1-8 the word “fruit” is repeated six times. This repetition clearly tells us the importance of fruit-bearing in a Christian’s life. When a child of God bears fruit, he identifies as a disciple of Jesus. A Christians’ greatness, therefore, is not measured by what he knows and how much he knows or what he does, but by his or her fruit. Ultimately when a Christian bear fruits, he can really glorify God. Read verse 8. 

We must bear fruit, but we must know what kind of fruit we must bear. Of course Jesus was not talking about bananas and peaches! Verses 9-17 teach us that we must bear the fruit of love. Love is the most beautiful thing in heaven and on earth. This is why Jesus clearly identifies the fruit that Christians must bear as the fruit of love. God is love, (1 Jn.4:16) and therefore his children must bear the fruit of love. And we must thoroughly study this part in order to understand how we can bear the fruit of love. 

Look at verse 9. “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love.” Jesus urged his disciples to remain in his love. What then does it mean to remain in Jesus’ love? Look at verse 10. “ If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s command and remain in his love.” Here there is no doubt that to remain in Jesus’ love means to obey his command. It is indeed incredible that our Lord Jesus does not bring emotions in connection with his teaching on love. Strictly “Biblical love,” then, is “obedience” to the Lord. Jesus taught his disciples that if they loved him, they would obey him. What command then must they obey? Look at verse 17. It is the command to “love one another.” (12,17) just as our Lord himself obeyed his Father’s command and loved us to the end. Therefore we remain in Jesus’ love if we continue to obey his command to “love one another.” 

Our Lord Jesus himself remained in his Father’s love. He himself obeyed the Father’s command. How did he do this? God sent this Jesus, his One and Only Son, to this world to die on the cross for the sins of the world. The Holy and Righteous Jesus had to live among dirty and unworthy sinners like us. He had to live a sacrificial shepherd life, denying himself moment by moment all human desires. While he was living among us, this precious Jesus had to suffer endlessly. Finally he had to give up his life in a most painful way, crucified on a cruel cross. Endlessly, Jesus could have doubted the love of God for him. Endlessly he could have been tempted to disobey the will of God for himself to die on the cross. Endlessly he could have been tempted not to remain in his Father’s love. But he did! In the midst of his agony, Jesus never doubted the love of God for him. More than that, our Lord Jesus even accepted his death on the cross as God’s perfect love for him. Jesus obeyed his Father’s will to the end until his precious life was snuffed out. How precious is Jesus who remained in his Father’s love! Why did Jesus do all this? Of course, he did it in obedience to his Father’s command. It was his love for God. But it was also his love for us. Love then, was Jesus’ motivating force to sacrifice his life on the cross for your sins and mine, that we may not perish, but have eternal life in him. 

In the same way, our Lord Jesus taught us how to remain in his love. To remain in his love, we must obey his command to love one another, no matter how painful this may be. The best love is to embrace someone in the name of our Lord Jesus— unconditionally— and serve him with our love and prayers, teaching him the word of God endlessly, and patiently until the Lord Jesus is formed in his heart, until the gospel consumes his heart and mind. This task of serving someone is not easy! It requires commitment. It requires endless labor. More than that, it requires love-- the love of Jesus flowing in and through us. How precious is the person who obeys Jesus and loves like this! How precious are those who have committed themselves to living a sacrificial shepherd life just like our Lord Jesus. Many times, to love a sheep or a coworker is most difficult. It is as painful as dying. Sometimes, in loving someone who does not love back, or cannot love back is discouraging and seemingly useless love. Sometimes, loving one another seems like a dead end and we are tempted to doubt the love of Jesus for us. We are tempted to disobey his command for our lives and quit the life of faith and mission which is prompted by love. We are tempted not to remain in Jesus’ love. But we must remain in his love as a matter of life or death. Jesus’ command to “love one another” is not an option for us Christians. Rather it is the command of Jesus that bears the fruit of love. When we obey Jesus and love one another, we experience great joy (11) and we bear the fruit of love. 

What then is this fruit of love? The fruit of love is glorious because it is the fruit of life. Look at verses 12-17. In these verses Jesus teaches us how to love one another practically. We must be ready to lay down our lives for one another as Jesus laid down his life for us. (13) We can do this when we consider ourselves friends of the Lord Jesus, and friends with one another. In the world, friendship is corrupted because it is based on human emotions. Friends eventually forget one another, deny and betray one another. Indeed, there is no real friendship in the world. But in Jesus, friendship is real. It is solid. It is lasting. Why? Because its foundations are not of human origin, but of divine origin. In the world relationships are like broken branches that have no life in them. But in the "True Vine", Jesus, where all branches are knitted together, drawing the same sap from the same "True Vine", there is unity and harmony. Indeed there can then be a precious friendship whose origin is divine-- that is, the Lord himself. In this way, when we consider ourselves friends of the Lord and friends with one another, we can lay down our lives for one another, perhaps not literally, but through a glorious labor of love day after day; a kind of love that is pure and selfless, the kind of love that is eager to sacrifice itself for the benefit of the other. It is in fact, the love of Jesus that he manifested to all of us! 
How can we do that? Again I say to you, we must do it through faith. We remain in his love through faith. We also love one another through faith. When we Christians decide through faith to remain in Jesus’ love, obeying his command to love others, then a glorious thing happens. What happens? We are branches of the "True Vine". Therefore, the love that we do not have as human beings, or cannot have, Jesus will supply to our hearts through our union with him. This love is so precious, so real, so abundant. Sometimes we wonder how can he or she love so much? The truth is that it is neither he nor she that loves. But they love in and through Jesus whose love flows through them. In fact, this is exactly what Jesus wants us to do. To love others and to serve them with the word of God and prayer until they are grown up in the Lord; this is the Lord’s business. (15) It is the Lord’s hearts' desire. It must therefor be our business also and our hearts’ desire as his precious friends. I long to see this kind of selfless and unselfish love among our coworkers. May God lead all of you to such pure and holy love, until we are all friends who can lay down our lives for one another. (Read 1.Cor.13:4-8a) 

The fruit of love is sacrifice. What then is the result of love? Read verse 16. “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit— fruit that will last.” Here we see that it was not us that have chosen this life style and this blessed calling to love as our Lord loved. But it was entirely by his one sided grace that we have been chosen and called to be like him, to lay down our lives like him, to bear the fruit of love like him. At the same time, our Lord chooses his people with a clear purpose— to bear fruit— fruit that lasts. Indeed Jesus saved us in order to bear fruit for God in and through us. And this fruit is lasting fruit. What then is the fruit that lasts? It is the fruit of eternal life. Just as Jesus loved us unto death and through his death, brought eternal life to our hearts, so also must we strive to bring this eternal life that God promised for all who believe. A Christian must love others not emotionally, because our emotions fail us; but through serving others with the word of God— the word of truth— the word of life— until when? Until they believe the gospel, until this word of life bears eternal life in their souls, until they live forever in the kingdom of God. Praise God that he has called us to this glorious task. Who is able to meet this task? No one! But when we are willing to obey Jesus, he enables us through faith by his mighty power to live up to our calling, to bring others to eternal life through faith in Jesus. 
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