John 15:1-17 -=The Vine and the Branches

Let’s pray: Lord Jesus Christ, you call yourself the True Vine. As the true vine, we pray that
your word would be so rooted in us, that all we do would grow out of your life in us. Let your
Holy Spirit animate our lives, and our church. Amen.

As we continue with Jesus’ farewell discourse (where he gives his last words to his disciples
during the Last Supper), we move into his words on the vine and the branches. Jesus had
just spoken to his disciples about the Holy Spirit, and how he will come and enliven the
church after he ascends to heaven. In our passage for this morning, Jesus stops to give
them this analogy about what that Holy Spirit life in his church looks like.

If you noticed, the last verse of chapter 14 says that Jesus calls his disciples to leave the
upper room. Now, maybe Jesus was like a preacher who says he’s going to finish, but then
goes on for another half-hour (maybe you have had preachers like that in your lives), but |
imagine that at this time, Jesus and his disciples left the upper room and went for a walk to
where Jesus would be arrested. Along the way, | picture Jesus taking a grape vine in his
hand, and offering this metaphor.

Now, | imagine, we think that Jesus’ words here about the wonderful life of the Spirit in the
church would be warm and fuzzy, but they are actually quite hard words. | can’t deny that at
this point in our church—and | am thinking about the church at large, our denomination
specifically—some of the words Jesus says here are specifically hard. While this passage
has some wonderful texts about the benefits of being united to God as our source of life in
the church—that we bear his fruit, that we remain in his love, that we have complete joy
and love for one another, that we are his friends, knowing his plan—but we cannot deny all
these benefits are prefaced with a warning of what it means to be cut off from God’s
people. With the great amount of tension in our denomination right now, it is essential that
we understand Jesus here well, so that we can follow him faithfully.

Let’s hear God’s Word for us this morning, John 15:1-17:

“l am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 2He 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 | have spoken to you. *Remain in me, as
I also 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.

5“l am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and | in you, you will bear much
fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.®If you do not remain in me, you are 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 done for you. This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves
to be my disciples.

9“As the Father has loved me, so have | loved you. Now remain in my love. "°If you keep my
commands, you will remain in my love, just as | have kept 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. My command is this: Love each other as | have loved you. '*Greater love
has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. ' You are my friends if you do
what | command. "®I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his
master’s business. Instead, | have called you friends, for everything that | learned from my
Father | have made known to you. "®You did not choose me, but | chose you and appointed
you so that you might go and bear fruit—fruit that will last—and so that whatever you ask in
my name the Father will give you. ' This is my command: Love each other.

This is the Word of the Lord.
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Have you ever taken a minute to consider what animates your body? What about you that
gives you consciousness, movement, desires, life. Yes, we ultimately know that all things
come from God, our lives most of all, but what animates us as human beings? Sometimes
we think of this as we watch someone’s life slip away from them. That thing that animated
them before has now left. Most of the time we call this mysterious part of ourselves the
‘soul’.

The soulis the part of you that gives you consciousness, memory, understanding,
rationality, personality, morality, relationality. It organizes your matter towards a purpose. It
animates us, giving us movement in a variety of ways. Thinking about how our soul
animates our bodies gives us a good illustration of how the Holy Spirit animates the church.
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Last week we heard Jesus talking about the presence of the Holy Spirit in the church and
within us. The Holy Spirit in a sense is like the soul of the Church. This animating force in
the church is not seen by the world, but it gives God’s people comfort, helps them
understand Jesus’ teaching, and unites us to him, giving us his life. The Holy Spirit gives life
and purpose, organizing his church according to the reason God called us.
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In order to explain how the Holy Spirit animates the church, Jesus gives the analogy of the
vine and the branches. He says that to be a part of the church, a part of God’s people, is like
being a branch connected to the stem of avine. If the branch bears fruit, it is seen as being



connected to the life of the vine, and so it gets pruned so it can develop well and be more
fruitful. But if the branch does not bear fruit, then this branch must be removed and
ultimately thrown in the fire.

Remember, this is a part of Jesus’ farewell discourse to his disciples. Itis his last words to
them before the cross, this is essential advice for Christ’s church. And Jesus’ words here
speak to the first major problem that the early church would face, the question of what it
means to be God’s people. Who are God’s people now that Jesus has come and fulfilled
the Old Testament? How should this new people relate to those who came before? How
should this people relate to each other? What is their relation to Jesus after he ascends to
heaven?
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Jesus finds it helpful to use the metaphor of the vine and branches as a means to help his
disciples know what it means to be his people. It is important to recognize that Jesus is not
the first to use the metaphor of the vine and the branches, he picks up on a common
metaphor in the Old Testament. We see it clearly first in Ps.80. The psalmist says;
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You transplanted a vine from 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.

The psalm writer describes Israel as God’s vine, who he planted after transporting it from
Egypt. Not only did he plant this vine, but he cared for it, and gave it everything it needed.
The psalmist goes on saying,
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Why have you broken down its walls

so that all who pass by pick its grapes?
3Boars from the forest ravage it,

and insects from the fields feed on it.
“Return to us, God Almighty!

Look down from heaven and see!
Watch over this vine,



5 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.
7 Let your hand rest on the man at your right hand,
the son of man you have raised up for yourself.
8Then we will not turn away from you;
revive us, and we will call on your name.
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The psalmist prophesies that even though God planted this vine, it has become ravaged,
and can only be saved by him alone. The psalmist calls on God to save them, looking for the
Messiah to come, the Son of Man, who God will raise up so his people can return to him.

This image of Israel as the vine became a central image for Jewish people. In Jesus’ day
there was even a golden grape vine that hung over the entrance to the Temple, with grape
clusters as tall as a man.’

Slide 16

The prophets returned to this image of Israel as a vine over and over, but when they do, they
always note how Israel’s fruit is poor. Regardless of God’s care and tending to them, they do
not keep their end of the covenant. The prophet Isaiah picks up on this theme and writes a
song about God’s people as a vineyard in ch.5 of his prophecy. Isaiah says that despite
God'’s careful care of his vineyard they have continually given bad fruit, and so he will take
away his provision for them. He says clearly, “The vineyard of the Lord Almighty is the
nation of Israel, and the people of Judah are the vines he delighted in. And he looked for
justice, but saw bloodshed; for righteousness, but heard cries of distress.”

Slide 17

When Jesus says, “l am the true vine,” he is saying that he is what Israel was supposed to
be. He is the one who was able to be the ‘way’, to provide reconciliation with God, when the
old vine was fruitless. As we are reconciled with God, we receive his life, that is the Holy
Spirit’s work in us, like a branch growing off of a vine, having his life flow through us.

Understanding that Jesus is himself the true vine, in a way that Israel constantly failed to
be, helps the early church understand that first question of what it means to be God’s

" Josephus, Jewish War, v.210-212.



people. Yes, God was preparing the world for his coming in Israel, but to be God’s people
now means to be united to the true vine, Jesus. He is the way.

Slide 18

Paul uses this exact same terminology when looking for the “fruit of the Spirit” in the
context of what it means to be the church. He says in 1Cor.3:5-7, “What, after all, is
Apollos? And what is Paul? Only servants, through whom you came to believe—as the Lord
has assigned to each his task. ¢l planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God has been
making it grow.” It is because God causes this growth that we can see the fruit of the Spirit
in our lives. This fruit of the Spirit in us defines us as the church, and we have itin us
because we are connected to Jesus as the true vine.
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While Paul will later go on to talk about all the facets of this fruit, Jesus focuses on two in
these verses, faith in his word, and love of one another. First, Jesus says, “You are already
clean because of the word | have spoken to you.” Later he says, “If you keep my commands,
you will remain in my love...” and “You are my friends if you do what | command.” There is a
direct link between having faith in Jesus, really hearing his word and call on your life, and
seeing his life come out of you. We are saved by grace, through faith, in Christ alone
(Eph.2:8). Itis through our faith that we see this fruit come out. Out of our belief that Jesus
is who he says he is, comes our desire to follow him in all that he says, and emulate him in
our actions.
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Second, the primary way that we see this fruit come out of us is in our love for one another.
Jesus emphasizes this love, because it is the most important fruit of the Spirit. When Paul
further describes the fruit of the Spirit in our lives, he says the same thing, “the greatest of
these is love” (1Cor.13:13). Now, it is one thing to say we are to love one another, but itis
another to know what that means in a biblical way. We all have pre-conceived ideas about
what it means to love each other, it’s important to have those formed by God’s word.

I remember having a conversation with someone from my previous church about how they
felt those who are maintaining a traditional stance on same-sex relations were not being
loving. In fact, this person even referred to our passage this morning and said that the fruit
of the Church’s interaction with same sex attracted persons proved that they were wrong.
Because there was so much homophobia from traditionally minded people, they were
failing to “love each other,” Jesus’ central command, and fruit of his life within us. If we truly
did “love each other,” that would mean accepting each other on their terms. | heard much
of the same thing from members of Fellowship CRC at our classis meeting yesterday.



Now, | know there has been much harm done by traditionally minded people to those who
are same sex attracted, and maybe that is a sign that they are not receiving the life of Christ
in them that should cause them to love as he loved, but | don’t think this interpretation
takes fully into consideration what Jesus’ love looks like. Especially as in these verses he
talks about cutting off members, and pruning others.
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It seems that love here is from merely this-worldly perspective, seeking the kind of joy that
is fleeting, this-worldly pleasure, rather than “fruit that will last” as Jesus desires.
Remember, faith comes first, and being a disciple of Jesus means having not just faith in
anything, but in doing what Jesus commands. Jesus’ word and his commands are not
simply in the gospels, but are all over Scripture. Learning how to follow God’s command,
out of your faith in Christ, is what it means to be his disciple. It is because he loves us that
he shares his plan with us, letting us “know his master’s business.” It is out of faith in God’s
word that we live, not simply looking as the world sees, judging by the world’s standards. In
fact, if you look to the rest of ch.15, we should expect to be hated by the world for following
Jesus.
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When Christians are called to “love each other,” they are called to both, “love your
enemies” (Lk.6:27) and “do not love the world” (1Jn.2:15). In this contrast there is the
meaning that Jesus is calling his church to. When Christ came to the world he laid his life
down for his enemies, sacrificing himself for those who hated him. We were among those.
But at the same time, he hated the ways of the world. It was the ways of the world that put
him to death! He did not love the world, insofar as they were sinners, he loved the world in
the way that he would bring us to the people he created us to be. | know it is a bit cliché, but
if we confuse, “hate the sin, love the sinner,” then we come into grave error.

As Augustine says, “So we are forbidden to love the vice in it and commanded to love its
nature, even though it loves the vice in itself and hates its nature. In that way we shall love
and hate it rightly, even though it loves and hates itself perversely.”? This is how God loves
us too, both his judgement and his grace are aspects of his love for his creation. Itis
because he loves us that he is righteously angry for how we destroy each other in our sin,
and it is because he loves us that he wants to restore us to how he created us to live, with
his life flowing through us. We are called to imitate him in this same love, calling to
repentance, and preaching grace.

2 Augustine, Homilies on the Gospel of John 41-124, 314.
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Itis only in understanding this tension, that we can understand what Jesus means by
pruning the fruit bearing branches, and cutting and burning the branches that do not bear
fruit.

First, Jesus says, “every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more
fruitful.” Now, if | were to ask you gardeners, what pruning might feel like, | imagine most of
you would say it wouldn’t be a pleasant experience. How often do you remind yourselves of
these words from Hebrews 12:6, “the Lord disciplines the one he loves...” Like a good
Father, God disciplines us for our good. Like being pruned, God’s discipline often comes
through difficult experiences.
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Likewise, the church must show the same love that God shows us in disciplining our
members. | am the ‘discipleship pastor’ and discipline and discipleship go hand in hand,
they have the same root word behind them both. | think when discipline is done well, it
most of the time doesn’t feel like discipline, but discipleship. “How good is a timely word,”
as the proverb says (Prov.15:23).

There is a good reason that the Belgic Confession says that one of the three marks “a true
church can be recognized...” is that “it practices church discipline for correcting faults...it
governs itself according to the pure Word of God...” Church discipline most of the time
looks simply like having a conversation with someone, getting clarification, building
relationships, discipleship, it’s pruning. It means helping believers see how God’s Word
impacts all their life in sermons. But sometimes, rarely hopefully, it means cutting off
people from the life of the church, what we call excommunication.
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This brings us back to the original vine, the Israelites. First and foremost, when talking
about the vine cut off, Jesus was speaking to how his people Israel would reject him,
ultimately killing him on the cross. This is why John the Baptist prophecies Jesus’ coming
saying, “The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good
fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire” (Mt.3:10). God’s people would no longer be
known primarily by their ancestry, but by their being united to Jesus. This is why Jesus
mentions not only pruning to make members bear more fruit, a life of discipleship, but also
cutting off.

When God created the church as his people connected to the true vine, he cut off the old
vine that did not give good fruit. Of course, many Jewish people became Christians, and



many do today, but they are not assumed to be God’s people by their race any longer, but
by their faith in Jesus. The conflicts that we see in the New Testament shed light on how we
see this reality coming about. Almost every letter in the New Testament speaks to some
kind of discipline in the earliest church. Not only are there those like Saul (later to be Paul)
who actively tried to kill those professing Christ. There are also those ‘Judaizers’ who
sought to bring those in the church back under the law that Jesus fulfilled.

Throughout the history of the church there has been one heresy after another. As Paul said
to Timothy, “the time will come when people will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead,
to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say
what their itching ears want to hear.” This has proved to be true in every era of the church,
and ours is certainly no exception. This is not to say that the church has always done this
well. In every story of the triumph of orthodox teaching, there are many hurt and
misunderstood people.

That does not mean that the church should have looked the other way, the church is
commanded by God to maintain the purity of her doctrine and practice. Jesus himself calls
the church to do this. Many Christians are happy to quote Jesus when he says, “where two
or three gather in my name, there am | with them.” But they are less happy to recognize that
comes in the context of bringing a fellow Christian’s sin before the church where they may
eventually have to treat this person “as you would a pagan or a tax collector” (Mt.18:15-20),
i.e. not members of the church.

Similarly, in the church, we now have the same responsibility, to look at fruit and cut off
where necessary. The church does this by looking for the fruit of belief and love in her
members. We believe that all sin is covered by Jesus’ sacrifice, and we freely preach his
grace to all, but where we see unrepentant sin, we must, for the life of the church, follow
Jesus in cutting off this branch. Itis only in unrepentant sin that we do this, recognizing that
we are called to forgive as Jesus forgave us.

If we do not do this, the life of the church is at risk. As Paul says when he commands the
Corinthian church to excommunicate a member promoting sexual immorality, “a little
yeast leavens the whole batch of dough” (1Cor.5:6). How many of you have heard of small
factions of people promoting false teaching growing rapidly in a church? Jesus says, “every
branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful...if you do not
remain in me, you are like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are
picked up, thrown into the fire and burned.” God cuts off dead branches from his churches
for their good, to be more fruitful. If we do not do this, we will die, because our whole life
depends on his life flowing through us.



Jesus calls us to a life that looks like his own self-sacrificial love. He says, “greater love has
no one than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” Augustine says the martyrs
followed Jesus when they laid down their lives for the church, giving an example of
faithfulness to their brothers in Christ. Following Christ is costly. He calls us to die to
ourselves, to our desires, and to desire him above all else.

Itis in this that we then do what we are made to do as Jesus says, “This is to my Father’s
glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.”

The wonderful thing about living to give God glory in all that we do, is that his joy then fills
us. Jesus says, “l have told you this so that my joy would be in you and your joy may be
complete.” When we think of joy as the world does, a gratification of our earthly desires, we
will never have complete joy, because we were made for so much more. But when we die to
ourselves, and truly set our hearts on eternal things, on “fruit that lasts,” then we receive
the true joy of the Lord, and we can see it in our lives today.

This is why discipleship, and its negative correlation ‘discipline’, are a must for the church
and ourselves. Our sinful nature is always going to try and fix our desires on the things of
this age. Let us truly heed Jesus’ call to love each other, and continue to show his love to
each other in this church by holding each other accountable to his word above all else. For
the church it is one of the three marks of a true church as the Belgic Confession states, for
ourselves, if we do not accept the discipline of the church, we should not expect to see
God’s life flowing through us.



