I AM THE TRUE VINE

John 15:1-27

Key Verse: 15:1

“ I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener.”

What does Jesus want to teach by calling himself the true vine in this chapter? He wants his people to remember that with him all true believers are in an organic relationship. To remain in the organic relationship is, therefore, more than a mandate or a choice. The closest thing I can think of in our culture is the relationship between a fetus and his mother. The fetus must remain in the mother. Jesus also teaches in this passage that to “remain” in him or in his love is anything but an idyllic expression as we read his predictions in verses 10, 13 and 18. Jesus speaks of his obedience to the Father to his death as remaining in the Father‘s love. He speaks of his suffering for them as the appearance of the greater love and asks them to love each other as he loved them. He predicts that the world will hate the disciples for no reason. Then he asks them through their suffering in innocence to testify of him who the world hated for no reason. That is what he means to remain in him or in his love. Why does he pull them into the unpleasant experience to “remain in him”? The relationship of being united with God the Son and God the Father will appear to be real to the disciples by the help of the Counselor, God the Spirit, as much as the bond is battered by the forces of evil. What could be a worse challenging blow to them than death? But even death could only testify to the eternal bond through the appearance of the resurrection as is testified in the resurrection of our Lord Jesus by the Spirit of power. Thus, they would be the living testimonies of God, the Eternal, as they receive life when they remain in Jesus. I chose verse 1 over verse 5 as a key verse for our study because our identity as branches derives from Jesus being the true vine. The relationship between Jesus and his people is not of a mutual nature. Rather, it is a relationship between the Creator and the creation as we find this truth in verses 16 and 27. I hope we begin everyday knowing that we are the products of the truth.

I. Remain in me (1-8)

Look at verses 1-4. “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.”
In view of the symbolic meaning of “vine”, what could Jesus mean that he is “the true vine”? To answer that question, we need to think of what the symbolism of “vine” or “vineyard” reminded the people of Israel. The ideal of nomadic Israel was that someday they would settle down in a fertile land and live “in safety, each man under his own vine and fig tree” (1 Ki 4:25). The ideal came true when they invaded the promised land. Thus, the vine became the emblem of prosperity and peace among the ancient Israelites. The vine also symbolized the chosen people. They were the vine which God had taken out of Egypt (Ps 80:8-14; Is 5:1-5) and planted in a particularly choice land. Jesus meant that he is the embodiment of the ideal, the hope for which God has called Israel. He meant even more than that by using the typical expression of “I am.” He declares himself to be the “I AM” “The Vine.” Jesus meant that the hopes and fears of all the years of Israel are met in him as we learn in hymn 174.

If Jesus stopped at saying he is the true vine then we would be happy. But Jesus added in verse 1b that God the Father is the gardener. The introduction of God the Father being the gardener is a new revelation. In the Prophecies, God is illustrated as the Owner (cf. Isa. 5:1-7, Jer. 2:21). Jesus brings tension to the symbolism of the vine by introducing the gardener. What does God, the gardener, do according to verses 2, 3? He does not leave the vine alone. He interferes. He trims the vine and prunes it. What is God’s purpose of planting and trimming or pruning the true vine? He wants fruit to the maximum potential of the vine. He is active to reach that goal. Jesus explains in verse 3 that God’s act of trimming and pruning is the cleansing of the disciples by the word which he had spoken to them. What does Jesus mean? Their old self was cut off, which implies death of the old self. They were disciplined in their thinking and understanding by the word of Jesus which implies new learning. In 1Peter 1:23, the same truth is expressed this way: “For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God.” In Hebrews 4:12, 13, the truth is expressed this way: “For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account.” The disciples became acceptable even to God the Holy (Rom 15:16). They were new creation in Christ Jesus by the work of God the Father. 

What do you learn from the fact that even those who believed in Jesus needed trimming and pruning? They needed to be born again from their natural self to the new creation. The new creation is no more a separated existence just as a branch separated from the vine is nothing but a stick. That is why Jesus said 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.” What does it mean to “remain in” Jesus in light of verses 2, 3? It is being under the scrutiny of God the gardener. Humanly speaking, we might compare this situation to that of a cat on a hot tin roof as oppose to a cat dozing off next to a fire place. Colossians 2:6, 7 illustrate this condition in a bit more genteel fashion: “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.” What happens to a man if he does not “remain in” Jesus? No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. No one can bear fruit unless he or she remains in Jesus. In the next verse is an even stronger illustration. What does a man become when he does not remain in Jesus. He becomes a stick. The longer he is away from Jesus, the drier he becomes and the more useful he is for the fire.

There follows the teaching in verses 5-8 what a man is in view of the Lord Jesus, the true vine, and God the Father, the gardener. “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.” If Jesus is the vine then a man is a branch. What is man’s existential truth on earth then? He is to bear fruit for the glory of God the Creator. What is his life like according to the illustration in verses 5-7? He is constantly scrutinized by God to bear fruit. If he is tired of being scrutinized by God and so discard the words of Jesus, then he becomes a stick. How do we know if a person has become a stick? Jesus’ simple teaching in verse 6 is illustrated by Paul in Romans 1:18-31 this way – he doesn’t take God seriously. He doesn’t give thanks to God, but his thinking becomes futile and his foolish heart becomes darkened. He begins to worship something other than God. He yields to the sinful desires of his heart and ends up in sexual impurity, given even to shameful lusts. He then thinks it is not worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God. In such a way, he remains in a depraved mind. Being in a depraved mind, all he can do is do what ought not to be done. After a period of passivity, he finally begins to invent ways of doing evil and approve and encourage others to practice the things which deserve death.
But if a man remains in Jesus then there come a totally different outcome. Look at verses 7, 8 again. “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.” Why is Jesus emphasizing the burdensome teaching of bearing fruit? Why is bearing fruit for God’s glory? What does Jesus mean? We have such questions in mind because we have an idea that the fruit-bearing is our work. But Jesus didn’t ask us to bear fruit by ourselves. He asks us to remain in him. He asks us to show that we are diligent in learning the truth of him being the true vine, God being the gardener and us being the branches. The fruition is the result of the learning. Everybody, especially sincere Christians, wants to be fruitful though most of the time we are not even clear about what the fruit is or fruition means. We should learn to remain in Jesus first and last. As we think of remaining in Jesus, which is like a branch under the harshness of the weather and the scrutiny of the gardener, how can we then remain in Jesus if that is such a challenge? Jesus speaks truth in verse 1 to help us. He says, “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener.” What is your ideal? What is your hope? What is you dream? We should pray that we may come back to this truth by the help of the Counselor. Jesus said, “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener.”

As I was meditating on this chapter, it dawned on me that Jesus was full of beautiful things, such as the ideal of the people of Israel when he was aware of his suffering which was within hours. It was perplexing to me that he was full of beautiful things, such as bearing much fruit, while he confessed that he was troubled in spirit in 13:21. I prayed that I may know the secret of his knowledge. He knew that he was the true vine and God the Father is the gardener. I want to know the secret of the life in him for I see that the power of the life in him reigns over all things with glory, glory and glory. To me, to remain in Jesus means to strive toward the goal of attaining to the knowledge. May God bless all our attempts and activities to bear the fruit of 120 who will run the race, who will abide in Christ, who will be the remnant.
II. Remain in my love (9-27)

If we can say Jesus teaches that to remain in him means being scrutinized by God through the word of Jesus in verses 1-8 then we can say Jesus teaches in verses 9-27 to remain in him means to remain in his love in the midst of the world’s hatred. 

Jesus says in verse 9, “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love.” How had God loved Jesus according to verses 1-8? He cut off every branch in him that bears no fruit while he pruned every branch that does bear fruit. God gave him no break. What does it mean that Jesus loved them as God loved him according to what he has said in verses 1-8? He cut off, put to death, every branch in them that bears no fruit and trimmed them. He did not leave them to grow naturally. They became what God wanted them to be, not necessarily what they wanted to be. Jesus commands as a conclusion, “Now remain in my love.” If they are rebuked, then they are to repent, not protest. Notice the present perfect tense in our Bible. The love of God is an ongoing reality. And so is the love of Jesus. The ongoing reality is plain to them in the person Jesus, the Word which has become flesh, and to us in the gospel of Jesus Christ, the word.

How would they remain in Jesus’ love? Jesus says in verse 10, “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.” How had Jesus remained in God’s love? He obeyed the Father’s command with trust in God’s love. The commands stand for the word of God rather than a particular instruction. Noticing the present perfect tense, we learn that the obedience is the expression of being one rather than the submission of one to another. What, then, does it mean for the disciples to remain in Jesus' love? Jesus is teaching them to be united with him in their obedience to his commands. How could they be united with him? They couldn’t make themselves to be united with him by the means of their obedience. By remaining in his love with trust would they be one with him. That is the state or condition of the obedience that comes from faith, the obedience that comes through Christ Jesus and for his name’s sake to those who are loved by God. You do not remain in Jesus in exchange for your obedience to him. You obey him when you are taking root in his love and grow in trust of him who loved us.

For what purpose did Jesus tell his disciples to remain in his love? Jesus says in verse 11, “I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.” He wants his people to join the club of God the Father, God the Son and God the Spirit, that they may have the joy unspeakable in human terms. This joy is well expressed in the hope of fruition in verses 1-4 when the actual process of the fruition meant his death on the cross and the participation of his disciples in his suffering.
Jesus explains in verses 12-17 that to remain in his love means to be his friends. “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.” Why does he command them to love each other? “No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us” (1 John 4:12). That is why Jesus commands his own to love each other. How had Jesus loved his friends according to verse 13? He laid down his life for them. What do you think he is teaching in verse 13? He is declaring the appearance of love that we may dwell in this truth. What is the condition by which a man is called Jesus’ friend? If a person knows the “love” business of the Son of God and so lay down his life for the Friend and those who belong to the Friend, he is called a friend of Jesus by Jesus. Why is that condition set? It is because there is no other way to join him and become his friends. Being a friend of Jesus is different from being a friendly person to Jesus as we learn in John 21:15. Why did Jesus call his disciples “friends” according to verse 15? He did because he has made known the love of God to them. How does Jesus explain this friendship in verse 16? It is a relationship which bears fruit, fruit that will last. What is the “fruit that will last”? That is the appearance of the love of our Lord Jesus in us and through us. How do we recognize the appearance? We think of the influence. I agree. What we need to think of, in my opinion, is the love of God, revealed to and through Abraham who lived about 4,000 years ago, which has the lasting influence. As I mentioned in the last message, each Christian must become a living love letter of God which creates the love for God in a person. Or, a Christian becomes a fragrance which fills the earth. From that aspect, we can see the emphasis that the teaching to “love each other” is Jesus’ “command”. We would never become an in-growing toenail through the practice to love one another. We can never become self-conscious because we have been praying for 120 by this year and so far we have not even come up to the possibility of completing that quota. We obey his command to love each other as Jesus has loved us. Then we should know that we have 120. That way, we will continue our prayer for another 120 next year. We can claim that on the basis of his gracious calling to be his own, on the basis of his love which has been the trimming, pruning and cleansing of us by the constant challenge of the word against our nature. “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.”
In verses 18-25, Jesus switches his topic from love to hatred. He teaches his people that the world will hate them.  What did Jesus ask his people to keep in mind when the world hates them according to verse 18? Jesus says, “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first.” What does the “world” represent? The world represents anything other than Jesus. What do you keep in mind when you are not loved not to mention being hated? Jesus teaches us to remember him. Why is it of fundamental importance to keep in mind Jesus and his experience of being rejected with hatred? This is our salvation. If we remember something else or someone else then we are destroyed. If we remember him first then there comes new creation, dawn of the new heavens and new earth. I saw Shepherd Andrew’s tears the other day. I saw that he is called to write the sequel to his book; this time, about Jesus who was hated by the world.

When Jesus’ people remember his suffering, what would they see according to verses 19-25? Look at those verses. “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.’” They will see the truth that they do not belong to the world.  They will see their existential truth that they are servants of the Master and Lord Jesus. They will see in the world’s hatred of them that Jesus is the One and Only who has made God known to us. They will recognize the existence of sin that was exposed by the coming of Jesus Christ and in his work and in his word. Lastly, they will know the truth of the world’s hatred. They hate with no reason. The world knows only one thing, that is, to hate. To hate is contrasted with to love. The disciples would fall into this hatred themselves, even against their own brothers, as 1John indicates. But when they remember Jesus who was hated first, they would be saved from loving to hate to remaining in Jesus’ love.
What is the truth of the hatred, especially against Jesus and his own, according to verse 25? That is the truth of the world, those who belong to the Murderer and Liar. What is our calling according to verses 19-25? Our calling is to remember Jesus. What result comes to a man through the insight described in verses 19-25 when he keeps in mind Jesus and his suffering? There will come the harvest of the world.

Jesus knew that the teaching is very heavy, unbearable for his own. So he says in verses 26, 27, “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.” He promises the Counselor. How does God the Son, God the Father and God the Spirit help Jesus’ own? God the Son will send the Counselor who will come from God the Father and who will testify of the Son to us. What must Jesus’ own do by the help of God? They also must testify. What would they testify? They would testify of Jesus the Son. Why must they testify? They must because they had been with him from the beginning. How does Jesus explain the origin of the friendship between him and his own? He explains that the friendship begins with God. How can we testify and what would be our testimony? When we remain in Jesus, being united with him in his love, then that is how and what it is to testify of him. What do you understand, now, regarding Jesus’ teaching in verse 1? We thank God for the coming of Jesus Christ, the true vine. By his coming we have been created to belong to him and God the Father. We praise God the gardener who has been with us continuing his work in us to produce fruit no matter how painful our suffering.
