Believing Is Seeing #33

“The Unknown God (part 2)”

John 15:1-27

How many times a day do you flip a light switch on or off?  If you’re like me, that answer would probably number in the dozens.  


How many of us really understand how that works?  Maybe some of you are electricians and could explain the workings within the wires, or others may know the scientific end of electrically charged particles.  But most of us have no idea how it works—we just know that it does. Fortunately, using a light switch does not require understanding of how it works in order to work it.


I wonder how many passages of Scripture are like that for the average Christian?  We know it—we may even be able to recite it by heart—but do we really understand it?  Unfortunately, in the spiritual realm we usually do need to understand truth in order for it to work in our lives.


Our text this morning may well fit into this category.  Many of us may know and love the words of John 15, with the images of the vine, the branches, and bearing fruit.  The words are simple enough for a grade school student to read them.  But do we really understand what Jesus is saying?  Do we have the first notion of how any of this works?


In this section of the Farewell Discourse [John 13-16], Jesus deals with three relationships that involve the disciples: (1) their relationship with him, (2) their relationship with one another, and (3) their relationship with the world around them.
 Three favorite themes of the apostle John emerge from this text: life, love, and light.  But the key to understanding this text comes only as we see it in its context and understand how an important Person who is not explicitly named as such makes it all happen.

The Relationship of Believers to Christ: Life

Let’s begin by reading John 15:1-11,

“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. 

“As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love. I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. 
In these verses Jesus speaks of the relationship of believers to Himself.  He does so by using a mental picture of a grape vine.  The key idea in this section is life.
The idea of a vine would have been very familiar to Jesus’ listeners, both from their culture and from the Old Testament Scriptures.  Vineyards were prevalent in ancient Israel, so it is not surprising that Jesus uses this as a metaphor of the believer’s relationship to Himself.

At least five times in the Old Testament God likens His people to a vine.  The first, and in one commentator’s mind possibly the most important,
 is found in Psalm 80:8-17,

You brought a vine out of Egypt; you drove out the nations and planted it. You cleared the ground for it, and it took root and filled the land. The mountains were covered with its shade, the mighty cedars with its branches. It sent out its boughs to the Sea, its shoots as far as the River. Why have you broken down its walls so that all who pass by pick its grapes? Boars from the forest ravage it and the creatures of the field feed on it. Return to us, O God Almighty! Look down from heaven and see! Watch over this vine, the root your right hand has planted, the son you have raised up for yourself. Your vine is cut down, it is burned with fire; at your rebuke your people perish. Let your hand rest on the man at your right hand, the son of man you have raised up for yourself. 

Another is found in Isaiah 5:1-7, sometimes called “The Song of the Vineyard,”

“I will sing for the one I love a song about his vineyard: My loved one had a vineyard on a fertile hillside. He dug it up and cleared it of stones and planted it with the choicest vines. He built a watchtower in it and cut out a winepress as well. Then he looked for a crop of good grapes, but it yielded only bad fruit.  Now you dwellers in Jerusalem and men of Judah, judge between me and my vineyard.  What more could have been done for my vineyard than I have done for it? When I looked for good grapes, why did it yield only bad?  Now I will tell you what I am going to do to my vineyard: I will take away its hedge, and it will be destroyed; I will break down its wall, and it will be trampled. I will make it a wasteland, neither pruned nor cultivated, and briers and thorns will grow there. I will command the clouds not to rain on it.” The vineyard of the Lord Almighty is the house of Israel, and the men of Judah are the garden of his delight. And he looked for justice, but saw bloodshed; for righteousness, but heard cries of distress. 

The Lord similarly states in Jeremiah 2:21, “I had planted you like a choice vine of sound and reliable stock. How then did you turn against me into a corrupt, wild vine?”  Both Hosea and Ezekiel utilize this imagery of the vine or vineyard to describe God’s relationship with Israel (Eze. 15; 19:10; Hos. 10:1).

Notice, however, that in each of these cases (as well as the two we did not read) the tone is negative.  God planted Israel as a vine (or vineyard), but nothing good ever came up from it.  Now Jesus says about Himself, “I am the true vine,” and the difference is striking.  “When Jesus refers to himself as the vine that is true he signals a contrast between himself and the official Judaism as represented in the Jewish leaders who have rejected him and thus cut themselves off from him and his Father.”

Jesus calls Himself the true vine, and we (as His disciples) are the branches.  He goes on to identify the Father as the gardener.  Those are clear; we get that.  Where it gets a little tricky is when Jesus refers to “bearing fruit.”  Of course, vines are expected to bear fruit, but what does this mean in the spiritual realm?  What is this “fruit” we as Christians are to bear?

Some scholars suggest Jesus is referring to the fruit that comes from bearing witness to Jesus, that is, converts, the fruit of evangelism. At least twice in John the image of bearing fruit is used with something like this meaning (John 4:35-38; 12:24).
 Other scholars interpret this fruit as being the character of Christ manifested in our lives.
 Of the two, I have more often heard the former, but I agree more with the latter.  Why?  The best commentary on the Bible is the Bible.  Whenever an image is used, we should look to see where else it is used in order to interpret it.  Where else does the Bible speak of fruit?  Perhaps the best known in Galatians 5:22-23, “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”
Simply put, the fruit of the Spirit represents the characteristics that God wants in our lives.
  In every case, Jesus can be seen to be the supreme example and the Holy Spirit to be the source.
  If you want to know what Jesus was like, consider this list.  His character was marked by love, joy, peace, patience…and the rest.  As Christians—imitators of Christ—we ought to reflect His character.

One point needs to be made: these characteristics are not a prerequisite for salvation, but, as John MacArthur points out,
The fruit of the Spirit is the outward indicator of salvation. A believer’s sonship to God and citizenship in His kingdom are manifested by the fruit the Spirit produces in his life. “﻿You will know [men] by their fruits,﻿” Jesus said. “﻿Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes, nor figs from thistles, are they? Even so, every good tree bears good fruit; but the bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot produce bad fruit, nor can a bad tree produce good fruit﻿” (﻿Matt. 7:16–18﻿).
 

So, as Christians, we are called to bear fruit—to manifest the character of Jesus in our lives.  How is this done?  The key word is abide; it is used eleven times in John 15:1–11 (rendered “continue” in John 15:9 and “remain” in John 15:11). What does it mean to “abide”? It means to keep in fellowship with Christ so that His life can work in and through us to produce fruit.
  

Here is where the simple beauty of Jesus’ word picture comes into play.  How does a grape vine operate?  It grows branches that bear fruit.  The vine provides the sap to the branches, without which the branch would die.  The fruit is simply the product of the life of the vine, but the branch must stay connected to the vine in order to bear fruit.

We cannot do this ourselves; Jesus says simply in verse five, “Without me you can do nothing.”  It only makes sense that a branch disconnected from the vine will not bear fruit—it will die.  But too often we do not transfer that concept into the spiritual.  Chuck Swindoll notes,

Typically, Christians assume that the production of fruit is their respon​sibility, something they must do in gratitude for what Christ has done for them. They try to be good and cheerful and righteous and generous and faithful—every quality that defines Jesus. They work hard only to eventually fail, pick themselves up, promise to do better, and try again…only to fail again. As they begin to realize they cannot possibly meet their self-imposed standard of goodness, they either lower the standard or distract themselves with activities that create the illusion of success. That may very well describe your relationship with God…. The kind of life God has called us to live is not merely difficult, but it’s absolutely impossible—at least as we have tried to live it. Fortunately, Jesus offered a better way… The focus of a Christian’s activity is not to work hard enough to make fruit, but to keep his connection to Jesus Christ clean and strong.

What is our “connection to Jesus Christ”?  How does Jesus “abide in us”?  Through the Holy Spirit.  He is our connection.  As Jesus said in John 14:17, “He lives with you and will be in you.”  Even though He is not mentioned until the end of chapter fifteen, the Holy Spirit’s presence is crucial to Jesus’ teaching.

In my preparation for these messages I noticed how many resources separate Jesus’ teaching on the Holy Spirit between the end of chapter fourteen and chapter sixteen.  It seemed that chapter fifteen was just stuck in the middle, breaking the flow of thought.  But then I realized that it does flow; Jesus is still speaking of the work of the Spirit in our lives through this text!  

Earlier I mentioned the fruit of the Spirit from Galatians five.  Let’s consider two verses that frame that text that also explain the meaning of “abiding” in John 15.  Galatians 5:16 states, “So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.”  Paul concludes this passage with verse 25, “Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit.”  For the fruit of the Spirit (or the character of Jesus) to be produced in our lives, we must “live by the Spirit” and “keep in step with the Spirit.”  Our relationship to Christ can be summarized by the word “life”; and that life comes as we stay connected to God through the Holy Spirit living within us.

The Relationship of Believers to Each Other: Love


This leads to the relationship of believers to each other.  Verses 12-17 read,

“My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you. You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit—fruit that will last. Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. This is my command: Love each other.”


What is the first and primary fruit of the Spirit?  Love.  While all of the characteristics mentioned are seen in Jesus, He was primarily marked by love.  Now Jesus says that His followers are also to be marked by love.  As he mentioned earlier in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”  Love is the indicator—the badge—of the true disciple of Jesus.


The world will not be impressed by how much we know about the Bible, or how busy we are at church.  Like the old saying goes, “They won’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.”   Character always counts more than ability or knowledge.  The primary characteristic for the Christian must be love.


We might wonder, how is it possible for Jesus to command us to love one another? Can true love be commanded? We must keep in mind that Christian love is not basically a “feeling”; it is an act of the will. The proof of our love is not in our feelings but in our actions. While the emotions are certainly involved, real Christian love is an act of the will. It means treating others the way God treats us.
 


Many unbelievers (and believers, too, for that matter) think that Christianity is a lot of do’s and don’ts.  But Paul writes in Romans 13:10, “love is the fulfillment of the law.”  In order to be a true Christian (to borrow the title of the Beatles’ song), all you need is love.  The Holy Spirit produces this love for others as we stay connected to Him.

The Relationship of Believers to the World: Light (18-27)

Finally, Jesus addresses the relationship of believers to the world.  We read in verses 18-27,

“If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. Remember the words I spoke to you: ‘No servant is greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also. If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also. They will treat you this way because of my name, for they do not know the One who sent me. If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not be guilty of sin. Now, however, they have no excuse for their sin. He who hates me hates my Father as well. If I had not done among them what no one else did, they would not be guilty of sin. But now they have seen these miracles, and yet they have hated both me and my Father. But this is to fulfill what is written in their Law: ‘They hated me without reason.’ When the Counselor comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father, he will testify about me. And you also must testify, for you have been with me from the beginning.”
Jesus moves from speaking about love to speaking about hate.  Whereas the relationship of believers with one another is to be marked by love, the relationship of believers with the world will be marked by hate—not that we hate the world, but that the world will hate us.

Why will the world hate us?  For the same reason they hated Jesus.  In the words of John 3:19-20, “Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed.”  We are called to reflect that light in our dark world.  

The key to our witness, according to the last two verses of John 15, is the work of the Holy Spirit.  He will testify through us about Christ.  But don’t expect the world to stand up and applaud.  They rejected Christ; they will reject us as well.  Wiersbe warns,

Until the Lord returns, or until we die, we must live in this hostile world and face continued opposition. How can we do it? What is the secret of victory? It is the presence and power of the Holy Spirit of God in our lives… Christians can stand and withstand in the midst of the world’s hatred because of the special ministries of the Holy Spirit.

In our relationships with God, with each other, and with the unbelieving world, the Holy Spirit provides everything we need.  He lives within us and produces the character of Jesus in our lives.

This is why Jesus said to the disciples, “It is good for you that I go away.” They couldn’t understand it—and we might not either.  But as John Stott explains,

There is a sense in which we may say that the teaching ministry of Jesus had proved a failure. Several times he had urged his disciples to humble themselves like a little child, but Simon Peter remained proud and self-confident. Often he had told them to love one another, but even John seems to have deserved his nickname “son of thunder” to the end. Yet when you read Peter’s first letter you cannot fail to notice its refer​ences to humility, and John’s letters are full of love. What made the difference? The Holy Spirit. Jesus taught them to be humble and loving; but neither quality appeared in their lives until the Holy Spirit entered their personality and began to change them from within.


This is the only way we can live the Christian life.
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