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John 15:1-8 ‘Apart from me you can do nothing’

“I am the true vine, and my Father is the gander. He cuts off every branch in me that bears mait, while every
branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that itde even more fruitful. You are already clean lzacse of the word
| have spoken to you. Remain in me, and | will reman you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it ost remain in
the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you ram in me.

“I am the vine; you are the branches. If a maemains in me and I in him, he will bear much frtjiapart from
me you can do nothing. If anyone does not remainrire, he is like a branch that is thrown away andtérs; such
branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and fmed. If you remain in me and my words remain in yoask
whatever you wish, and it will be given you. This io my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruithewing
yourselves to be my disciples.”

1) The True Vine

“I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardene(John 15:1a). We reach what must be the most fanphssage
of these chapters of John's Gospel: where Jesudalasg with His disciples the night before He wascified. But
the very familiarity of these words must not stgpumderstanding how they would have struck thoseeel frightened
men when they were first spoken all those years Bgoause the image of the vine and of the vineyas well
established in Israel’s religious history, as wé see if we look at Isaiah chapter 5, for examplée vineyard of the
Lord Almighty is the house of Israel, and the mef dudah are the garden of His deligh(lsaiah 5:7a). Or we could
look at Jeremiah or Ezekiel, or Hosea, or Psalmit88. a frequent image and each time this image uwsed about
God's people in the centuries before the comingesfus Christ, it was used in a disappointed wagusec God's
people were not producing the fruit God requiredittdm. So how does that passage from Isaiah 5 efidfz—
vineyard of the Lord Almighty is the house of Isda@nd the men of Judah are the garden of His déitg And he
looked for justice, but saw bloodshed; for rightesness, but heard cries of distres@saiah 5:7).

Theology more than horticulture

So when Jesus said, “| am the true vine” it wasen@theological comparison He was making than acldiural one.
And it was both an enormous claim, and actuallyeaocouraging onél am the true vine ... " Because all God’s
Chosen People had failed to do and to be ovehalténturies that God had been dealing with thesysiwould now
do and be. It was not to be a failure after allefBhwas a true, genuine authentic vine. And it thkesnan beside them
at that moment. He would produce all that God nmeguiof the human race. So it is an enormous clama, an
encouraging one. It's not going to be failure aétir

God did not just suddenly spring Jesus on the huaes He came at a particular point in God'’s degliwith us. And
He fitted exactly on to all that God had done upldhat time. Up until that time the people Godlhehosen to work
with had failed. Not only had they failed to produte harvest of righteousness which God requitgte past, they
were now failing to recognise His one and only Slasus.

So in its first context, the beginning of versét& cuts off every branch in me that bears no fryiis the situation of
the Jews of Jesus’ day: religious people who asduhey were part of what God was doing; that theyean the vine,
as it were, and who discovered that they were\Whiatever God does, man quickly perverts. Justere tlvere Jews
who had turned those Old Testament promises of @hiath were to be trusted in faith, into a man-oedireligious
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system, so there are religious people today whmdla belong to Jesus Christ, but show none ofrilies He requires.

It is always the religious who are the most oppdsetksus. There is one university city | knowvbkre a young man
is seeking this term to establish a Bible-teachihgrch to reach the students with the gospel. Andstiacing fierce
opposition. Does it come from the criminal elemianthat town? No. Does it come from the city colintithat town?
No. Does it come from the university authoritieghat town? No. It comes from the clergy. And, lynsay, the clergy
of the same denomination to which he himself bedorBpware Christless religion. There is a Christyawithout
Christ. It is all to do with form and appearance aatward observance with no inward reality. | knd&cause | was
there for 20 years of my lifél am the true vine, and my Father is the gardenéfle cuts off every branch in me that
bears no fruit, while every branch that does beauit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitiuyou are already
clean because of the word | have spoken to you. Rienn me, and | will remain in you. No branch cabear fruit
by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither cayou bear fruit unless you remain in me.

“I am the vine; you are the branches. If a maemains in me and I in him, he will bear much frtjiapart from
me you can do nothing{wv. 1-5).

2) The Vine-growing Procesgverses 1-8)

a) A vine-dresser — God the Fathir. 1)

First we notice there is a vine-dresser, a gardéham the true vine, and my Father is the gardendre cuts off
every branch in me that bears no fruit, while evdsyanch that does bear fruit he prunes so that itivibe even more
fruitful’ (vv. 1, 2). God the Father undertakes the catbetrue vine. He supervises the health of thedives It was
His loving will to send His Son to earth to bringrhan beings back into relationship with Himself. ldegs for us
more than we long for ourselves, more than we fonddim. He cares about us, more that we care aHout more
than we care about ourselves. | think that's aaresiing thought. | know how much Mark Ashton lowark Ashton;
and the thought is astonishing that there is som&dro loves me more than | love myself: the Gardehe Father.

b) Pruned branchegsv. 2, 3, 7)

“He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruivhile every branch that does bear fruit he prungs that it will
be even more fruitful. You are already clean becausf the word | have spoken to you¥v. 2, 3). I'm going to
assume that we're all familiar with pruning: whadrh calling a painful process for a loving purpaagting back a
living organism in order that it may grow more vigosly. Notice that this is something that the wofd>od does to
us. That's the point there of verseé“8ou are already clean because of the word | haymken to you.”Pruning (v. 2)
and being made clean (v. 3) are the same Greek. Wtrel disciples have been listening and respontbngesus’
teaching, and it has gone to work inside thema#t brought them to life, in fact. Glance on to géfsand you will see
it at the beginning of the verse.

Spiritual life depends on God’s word, just as ptgsiife depends on food. The is exactly how Jésusself expressed
it: “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every mlothat comes out of the mouth of GodMatthew 4:4). In
other words, as you are sustained physically bySteday lunch you eat on Sundays, so you and Eastined
spiritually by the words of God. Do we think we dare without them? Then we are wiser than Jeddan shall not
live by bread alone, but by every word that comas @ the mouth of God.”And as God'’s word brings spiritual life
to us, so it also maintains and nourishes andvetéis spiritual life in ustAll Scripture is inspired by God and
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correctio and for training in righteousness’(2 Timothy 3:16). That's how
we are pruned by God’s word as it teaches, rebuaesects and trains us in righteousness. Andasytsurprise that
we find it hard to read our Bibles? I'm going tonk@n the assumption that everyone in this buildmgome extent
finds it hard to read the Bible. If it isn't youpy are welcome to go to sleep at this point. Ikhiis most of us who
find it hard to read the Bible — why? | don’t suppdhat rose bushes, when they see the gardeneaaping with his
secateurs at the ready, giggle with glee and @harith delight at the prospect of what's going &ppen to them. Nor
do | enjoy the prospect of being taught, rebuked;ected and trained in righteousness. And | datibk you don't
either. And if that is what is going to happen te when | open my Bible, I'd better open it with €aPerhaps | ought
to take the sort of deep breath before | read thgtBres, that | take before stepping under a sblower or sitting
down in the dentist’s chair.

Let me just talk for a moment to one or two of usownay say that we do find it moderately easy tairihe Bible:
perhaps we'd better be quite sure we're reallyngtGod’'s word do His work in us. | am the sortalifsessionally
routine person who does not find it particularlffidult to set aside a regular time (in fact | fedl wrong if | don’t). |
get in a bad temper if my routine gets in any wpgat (as my family will tell you). And the very rtowe predisposes
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me to think that | already know what God is goingay so mel have my quiet time every day; | know exactly what |
am going to read or what | am going to hear. If 'm not careful, | may still be silencing Galvoice, unless | am
prepared for Him to say something surprising andxpected and disturbing every day. And we don'pbgrijeing
disturbed, we don'’t enjoy being disconcerted. Buhy Bible reading does not bring me some painntGed is not
pruning evil in my life. If our Bible reading is heausing us some discomfort, then it is not therlg God we are
encountering. But if it ipruning our lives, then we know God is at workidesus:“He cuts off every branch in me
that bears no fruit, while every branch that doesar fruit he prunes so that it will be even moreuftful. You are
already clean because of the word | have spokeryaa. Remain in me, and | will remain in you. No bnah can
bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. &lther can you bear fruit unless you remain in mg¥v. ) Skip to
verse 7If you remain in me and my words remain in you ..” In the very pain lies the comfort, for only theitig

feel pain

c) Dead branchgy. 6)

“He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit . If anyone does not remain in me, he is likebranch that is
thrown away and withers; such branches are picked, thrown into the fire and burned(vv. 2a, 6). A non-fruit-
bearing branch would jeopardise the claim of Jésuxe the true vinéHe cuts off every branch in me that bears no
fruit.” | know there are two sorts of pruning activitiesoviNgardeners here will have to be patient with bezause |
am ‘horticulturally challenged’ (as many of you kvjo But | think there are two sorts of pruning: thert we've
already referred to, the trimming of a living brano make it grow better; but there is also the aemh of a dead
branch because it is dead. That's the sort of tiwagare concerned with here. That is the sort ohipg that | find
easier. | don't quite know what to do to a livirgse bush to make it better, but | can spot a deach or bough or
twig and | can cut it off. | get a lot of satisfect from doing that, in my simple gardening. Yowndaut it out to kill
it, you cut it out because it's already dedthat’'s what Jesus is talking of in this activiy God. And it must be a
serious warning (I’'m sorry to turn to it, but it $® strong in this passage). You see, in any gathdéike this there
always those who are not yet Christian, and knoey tare not. And you are most tremendously welcdte.a
tremendous privilege to have you with us; we arghied that you are here. This warning is notyou. But there
will also be those who claim that they are Christiut know none of the reality, none of the frditkss of the
Christian life. They do not remain in Christ, ang Mords do not remain in them: and you | must wérhcould see
from where | stand at the moment that the gallemg @about to fall, and it was going to come crasdimgn; and | was
the only person who had that perspective — | waadyuilty to the end of my days if | didn't tell yaot was about to
happen.

“I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remms in me and | in him, he will bear much fruit; agrt from me

you can do nothing. If anyone does not remain in jriee is like a branch that is thrown away and witlse such

branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and imed” (vv. 5, 6). There is only one sort of Christiafie laccording
to Jesus Christ. It is to be in Christ and to h@heist in us. So let’s look, finally, at that parttiar issue by revisiting
Pizza Man.

3) Pizza Man Revisited(vv. 4-8)

Pizza Man was a brilliant illustration used by therning preacher a couple of weeks ago. God hdsee sn the
religious person’s life. [fig.1] There’s no questiabout that. And from time to time they get arbdre religious: they
hear a sermon that moves them and they decideatieeyoing to give a bit more of their life to G&bd gets a bigger
share of Pizza Man'’s life. [fig.2]

[fig.2]

[fig.1] \/



a) Christ living in us (w.4-7)

Now | don’'t know if either of those would represemur life. But neither of them portray the Chistilife. The
Christian life would have to be represented like.tffig.3] It's not a part of us we offer to Godt is being indwelt by
the Spirit of God: Christ living in us and livingrough us in every part and area of our lives. digér can | bring
God tribute, as a Christian: because | #a tribute. And every part of me is not me any
longer: it is Him. And so this ‘bearing much fryiteferred to here in verse 5 and verse 8, is
the normal Christian life. The Bible doesn’'t knowything of super saints, the sort of highly
spiritual ones who get very involved; and the ‘nafmest of us. It ighe normal Christian life.

It is Christ living in us and bringing glory to thk&ther through us. And it will happen as our
characters are changed into what God wants thdya,tand as God works through us to do the
things He wants to do in His world. It's all abatlbseness to Jesus, remaining in Him and
letting Him remain in us.

[fig.3]

| tend to think of Christian service as somethirgpland do for Jesus. So | report back at the énldeoday, like an
S.A.S. mission: ‘Target achieved: mission acconglis (or if it's been a bad day, ‘Lot of enemy fifed to abort’), a
sort of report back on how | have done. But theistilan life is actually from the inside out. We dgnst do things for
Him and report back to Him. It's not about thals Bbout living in Christ and letting Him live irsuAnd only in that
way can we make sense of the two verses with wiictpassage ends.

b) Asking for glory(vv. 7, 8)

“If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ksvhatever you wish, and it will be given you. Thssto my
Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showingoyrselves to be my disciplesThe right Pizza Man diagram is
needed if we're ever going to understand that siopraying:“. . . ask whatever you wish, and it will be givgou.”
So that what we want is what God wants, and oeslivegin to be lived to His glory. | don’t knowitiall sounds very
remote to you, let me end with this story thatrhesacross this week.

There was a man called Peter Cameron Scott. Hdiftee®h other missionaries arrived at Mombasa iB5L8A year
later (1896), one week before he died, Scott wiloiein his diary as he watched the people sargia goat: ‘They
have a hazy idea about God, but how far from tigkr| think he then quoted a couple of lines frathymn: ‘Can we
whose souls are lighted with wisdom from on higlin eve to men be nighted, the lamp of life deny.dAhen he
wrote this: ‘Here | am - use me, in life or deatArid God did. One week later he was dead. One lgéar of those
sixteen missionaries, one remained — the rest Iedl @ gone home. One hundred years later (in 1285000
Kenyans gathered in Nairobi to celebrate 100 yehod's Word in Kenya through the Africa Inlandu@@bh founded
by Peter Cameron Scott in 1895. They stood in sdeie remember the work, and then they sang, “Td B®the
glory, great things He has done.” Here was a prhgesthed out by a man a week before he died: ‘Hare, use me
in life or death.” And God brought his glory abaut this earth through the work he and many, mahgrstdid.

God is the Gardener. He makes the vine grow. Agdoivs in and through me, as | remain in the FadinerHis words

remain in me. And the challenge for you and | todawill we remain and let it grow — will we be wsby God as He
has used Jesus’ people down the years?

(All scripture quoted is from the New International Version of the Bible unless otherwise stated.)



