You Are Invited #6

“Come, Hang Out with Me”

John 15:1-8
“Hey, let’s hang out.” That’s a common saying among young people today, and it has been for decades. Some phrases seem to fade out of common usage, but the idea of “hanging out” has seemingly passed the test of time.

When I was considering the text for this morning’s message, John 15:1-8, as an invitation of Christ, my first thought was Jesus saying, “Come, hang out with Me.” I thought that might be too casual, even insulting, until I read Tony Evans’ words: “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.”

That settled it! The title for today’s message is, “Come, Hang Out with Me.” In these verses from John 15 we will see our relationship as pictured in the vine and the branches; the responsibility we have to remain in Christ; and the results seen in the fruit that we bear.

The Relationship

Jesus established the relationship between Himself and His followers in verses 1 and 5, “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener… I am the vine; you are the branches.” Jesus used the familiar imagery of a grape vine in this text.

The cultivation of vineyards was important to the life and economy of Israel. A golden vine adorned Herod’s temple. When our Lord used this image, He was not introducing something new; it was familiar to every Jew.
 The Old Testament uses this imagery several times, with the most significant of these found in Isaiah 5:1–7. 

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.
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.

Vines and vineyards crop up in several parables in the Synoptic Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. These parables have two things in common: (a) they all have narrative plot; (b) in each case the vineyard, or people connected with the vineyard, portray Israel, or a part of Israel, being far less fruitful than ought to have been the case. This reflects the Old Testament usage, as seen in Isaiah 5. By contrast, the extended metaphor in John 15:1–8 shows no plot development, and Jesus Himself is the vine. Now, in contrast to the failure of Israel as the vine, Jesus claims, “I am the true vine,” the one to whom Israel pointed, the one that brings forth good fruit.
 (By the way, this is the last of the seven different ‘I am’ sayings of Jesus recorded in the gospel of John).

Jesus had already introduced the idea of the mutual indwelling of the believer and Himself in John 14:20, “On that day you will realize that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you.” Here the same notion is portrayed in the vine imagery. The branches derive their life from the vine; the vine produces its fruit through the branches.
 Notice Jesus does not say that the Church is the vine but that He is. The Church—made up of individual followers—is no more than the branches that are “in” the vine.

Many of the images of Christ and the believer given in Scripture emphasize this important concept of union and communion: the body and its members (1 Cor. 12), the bride and the Bridegroom (Eph. 5:25–33), the sheep and the Shepherd (John 10). A member of the body cut off from the body would die. The marriage creates the union, but it takes daily love and devotion to maintain the communion. The shepherd brings the sheep into the flock, but the sheep must follow the shepherd in order to have protection and provision. The sooner we as believers discover that we are but branches, the better we will relate to the Lord; for we will know our own weakness and confess our need for His strength.

The Responsibility

Once He establishes the relationship between the vine and the branches, Jesus moves on to the responsibility of the branches in 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.” To abide in Christ is to cultivate and to develop their personal relationship.
 Abiding is natural to the branch and the vine, but it must be cultivated in the Christian life. It is not automatic.
 

The idea of “remaining” or “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, as I mentioned earlier, we need to “hang out” with him.

Yet there’s more to abiding or remaining in Christ than simply “hanging out” in His presence. That could mean just attending church or spending time with other Christians. Those are both good activities, but those do not in and of themselves keep us connected with Jesus. 

Two verses later in John 15 provide the keys in the responsibility we have. The first is verse 7: Jesus said, “If you remain in me and my words remain in you…” In order for Jesus to remain in us His words must remain in us. That means we must spend time in God’s Word, reading it, studying it, memorizing it, coming to understand what it means for us today. I don’t believe that hearing the Scripture preached once a week is enough. It is a good start, to be sure, but hearing a sermon on Sunday should not be the only time we interact with the Bible. Imagine after church going to a restaurant or a buffet and eating a large meal, then saying, “Well, that should tide me over until next Sunday!” Really? You think you won’t get hungry in the next seven days? I know I’ll be hungry later today! We need to allow God’s Word to become a regular part of our lives.

Even that, though, is not enough. We can become students—even scholars—of the Scriptures and not be connected with Jesus. Think about it, the scribes and Pharisees were the Bible scholars of Jesus’ day, yet they certainly were not connected with Jesus! No, there is another essential step, and that is found in verses 9-10, “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.” Our primary responsibility is to obey the commands of Jesus. According to this verse, that is how we remain in Jesus’ love. When we read, study, memorize, and come to understand what the Bible means to us today, we must then put it into practice. The great news is that once you have begun to cultivate this deeper communion with Christ, you have no desire to return to the shallow life of the casual Christian.

There is nothing casual about being a follower of Jesus Christ. John Stott put it this way:

You see, the verb to abide in Christ portrays a tireless and a relentless pursuit after Jesus. Of course, we think of Him as the hound of heaven. He’s been in pursuit of us, but after He’s got us, then we have to learn to pursue Him with the same relentless tirelessness. This is the spirit of Jacob who said, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” It’s pursuing Christ. Laying hold of Christ. That’s what it means to abide in Him. And in particular, we have to be diligent in our use of what are called the means of grace. Making time every day for prayer and Scripture meditation, being disciplined in our attendance at public worship, and at the Lord’s Table. Because it is in these and in other ways that we actively pursue Christ and learn to abide in Him.

The Results
What are the results of such a pursuit? Jesus spoke of fruit throughout this text. In verse 2 He said, “He [the Father] 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.” He went on in 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.” Then, in verse 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.” That verse concludes with an emphatic declaration of human helplessness apart from Christ. In isolation from him no spiritual achievement is possible. For the complementary truth compare Paul’s words in Philippians 4:13, “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.”

In this extended metaphor, the purpose of the branch is to bear fruit. There is a progression within the passage as well. We are to progress from producing no fruit (15:2) to some fruit (15:2) to more fruit (15:2) to much fruit (15:5) to remaining fruit (15:16). Fruitfulness is a life of spiritual usefulness and productivity for the good of others and the glory of God. According to verse 8, it’s the proof of true discipleship.

What is the nature of the fruit produced when the disciples remain in Jesus? There are two common interpretations: (1) righteous living (as required of Israel in Isaiah 5), or (2) the results of preaching the gospel, i.e. new converts. However, to choose one, or even both of these, is to narrow the meaning too much. The context, which stresses that “fruit” is produced as the disciples maintain their fellowship with Jesus by keeping His word and when Jesus continues to fellowship with them by the Spirit, suggests that “fruit” refers to the entire life and ministry of those who follow Jesus’ teaching and experience His presence in their lives through the Spirit.

Another Scripture using the analogy of fruit is Galatians 5:22-23, “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, and self-control.” Here fruitfulness means developing a Christlike character.
 It’s not only what we do, it’s who we are becoming.

Remember that fruit has three characteristics. First, it reflects the character of its tree. Apples come from apple trees; oranges grow on orange trees. The fruit in your life should reflect Christ—his attitudes and actions, his character and conduct. Second, fruit is visible. The presence of fruit lets you identify a tree’s kind and whether it’s healthy. An authentic follower of Christ is a visible follower of Christ, not an undercover agent. Third, fruit is always for the benefit of others. If you’re always serving yourself instead of others, your fruit is going to rot on the tree.

Jesus invites us to “come, hang out with Me.” As branches in the Vine, we have the privilege of relationship with Jesus and the responsibility of remaining in Him, resulting in producing fruit in our lives.
 Remember, as with everything in the Christian life, fruit bearing is the result, not of human achievement, but of abiding in Christ.
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