John 14:1-5 WHY IT HURTS 2/11/08

Our 10" Anniversary Sunday at VCL

Introduction:

A

Nov. 16, 1997, was a hard Sunday. The weekend before we had been here, candidating for this position.
We received the call from VCL and so | had sent a letter to our beloved congregation there in Beaver
Falls, PA, announcing my resignation after almost 14 years among them. So that is why it was such a
hard Sunday. A lot of tears. In my sermon that morning, | wanted to remind them that morning | wasn’t
the reason they came to church. So this is what | said at one point in the sermon:
Itis God who is doing the work in our lives. | know he does it through people like me. But it is God who is
doing the work! Did you think it was me when your heart was stirred, when the Word resonated and echoed
in your soul? Did you think it was me who just knew when to give a wise word or gentle touch? Did you think
it was me who moved you forward in Christ? Did you think it was me?!
And right at that moment, a little kid near the back, who sensed a response was called for, shouted:
A N o That kid was on to something!
People do nice things. Helpful, brave, noble, merciful, kind things. Things which make our world more
beautiful and bearable. And we’re thankful for them. Illus.: Reminds me of the time | was staying with a
friend and he offered me a banana for breakfast. It was a nearly perfect banana. But | could not peal the
darn thing. I nearly broke a nail trying. Till my host couldn’t keep from laughing any longer because it
wasn’t a real banana. I couldn’t tell even holding it in my hand. That banana looked good on the counter.
Made me hungry to see it. Warmed up the kitchen; made it homier somehow. The nice, brave, noble
things people do are like that banana, in a way. When we do such things we brighten up people’s lives,
in a way. They last for a long time, in a way. But one thing is certain. They are not fruit. And the lives
that produce such nice things, for all their beauty and warmth, are not fruitful lives.
Jesus offers people the opportunity to bear fruit in life—to do all the things life asks of us—parenting,
studying, working, friendships, even conflicts—in such a way that fruit comes of it. Results filled with
life, nourishment, and the seeds of more fruit.

The Bible teaches that real fruitfulness has God-life in it, and what’s more, it points to God; draws
people toward God. Noble thoughts and deeds that don’t have that life, or that do not draw people to see
and love God, are simply like plastic bananas.

Turn to John 15:1-8... We’re going to spend two Sundays on these first 8 verses, which are so familiar
and so significant to Christians. It is pretty obvious in hearing those verses that Jesus expects that his
disciples will bear fruit. In fact, it is equally clear that (1) no one can bear fruit without Jesus, and (2) we
can’t consider ourselves disciples of Jesus unless we bear fruit. So the question today is, how can we be
fruitful people? | want to show you three conditions that must be met if we are to be fruitful people.

I. TOBE FRUITFUL WE MUST BE JOINED TO JESUS, THE TRUE VINE (15:1)

A

Notice how Jesus beginsinv.1:fi | a tnue ¥ h B \We indagine that Jesus pointed to graves or vine as
he said this. But I don’t think his disciples actually thought of grapes and vines. They thought of their
country. The vine was the national symbol of Israel, like the eagle is for us. That’s because God often

spoke of Israel in the Old Testament as his beloved vine. For example, Isaiah 5 begins, A1 wi | | s
the one | |1 ove a sThenigv.7atbTolud \‘hii rselyrd Adightaigtidt. h e 0
house of | srael and t he men Peafm8T8saysarhY cau eb rt cweg |
vineoutof Egypt; you dr ove o uThegrph\anewasastch asigngicara nd p |
national symbol that King Herod had a huge golden vine with grapes of costly jewels crafted above and

around the gate of the temple in Jerusalem. “Rich and patriotic Jews from time to time added to its
embellishment, one contributed a new grape, another a leaf, and a third even a bunch of the same

precious materials.” [Hughes, p.352] The vine was on the currency of Judah. So when Jesus said,i 1 am t h.
t r ue hewasm’econbrasting himself with the grapevines in the fields; he was contrasting himself

with the nation of Israel.

But Israel failed to be the kind of fruitful vine God wanted them to be. Is. 5:7 concludes,# And h e
looked for justice, but saw bloodshed; for r i ght eousness, b®st80ast®er d cr
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same lamentinv.16:AYour vine i s cut down, it is burned
God had given Israel the opportunity to be his special people—spreading the fruit of his goodness to the
whole world. But they had failed miserably—as any other people on earth would have. There are no

people who can be God’s true vine because none of us have the kind of life and health needed to

produce fruit for God. So the psalmist prays in the next verse for something remarkable (80:18): i L e t
your hand rest on the man at your right hand, the son of man you have raised up for yourself. Then we

wi || not turn away from you; Inetheriwerds, thaysasked @od d w
to make his own Son, who was at his right hand, their Vine to give them life. And that is why Jesus says
here, il atuetvtheae. 0

C. We cannot be the vine but God will make us the vine’s branches (v.5). This is wonderful news! Here is
Jesus, full of resurrection life—life that makes people born anew, that blows over death, life that is
deeply vigorous and vital—and people like you and me can become joined to him like branches to the
vine. Without Jesus, we are like these trees up here on the platform. There is no life in us. We can’t
produce anything. We are fruitless people. But when we put our faith in Christ, we are joined to him like
branches on a vine. What makes us different is not that we go to church or believe the Bible, but that we
have Christ’s life in us! That is why only people who are branches of Jesus the true Vine can live fruitful
lives (v.4). Sometimes when people become Christians they pray, iLor d Jesus, dotme i
we could also pray, ii L o r sds, led yeur life come into me,0 because that is what happens!
D. Before we go any further, let’s be clear about what kind of fruit Jesus means here. What kind of fruit do
Christian branches bear?
1. One way of answering that is anything we think, say or dothathasChrist s | i.f e 1 n it
2. Another biblical measure of fruit is what we produce by faith—what we believe God to do in or
through us.
3. Inlsrael, according to Is. 5, God was looking for the fruit of justice and righteousness.
4. In Gal. 5:22-23 the fruit of the Spirit—who is Christ’s life in us—are inward virtues: il ov e, | ©
peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentlenessandself-c ont r ol . 0
5. And of course, the people who are moved to trust Christ through our witness are fruit, as are all
the deeds we do out of love for Christ. Putting up with difficult people patiently, bearing another’s
burdens, sending a card of encouragement, forgiving a great hurt, raising children to know Christ.
These are marks of a Christian. Someone has said, i A fess pefison is not a failed Christian, but a
falseonedi n ot her wor ds, Andrew Murrgfvmote, S Haae wouaévVeo
difference in the Christian life between work and fruit? A machine can do work; only life can bear
f r U Bldhchard@sathered Gold, p.110] That’s the first condition. Here’s the second...

Il. TOBE FRUITFUL, WE MUST BE PRUNED BY GOD THE GARDENER (15:1-2)

A. Vinedressers, I’m told, do two things to ensure that vines produce as many grapes as possible. In the
winter, they cut off the dry and withered branches. V.1-2 says that God the Gardeneri cut s of f e
branch i n me t Tha tounds praty harsh,aesn’fit? Butithe Bitde is very clear that
just because someone says they belong to Jesus doesn’t mean they actually do. Some people are dead
branches, fruitless and dry, which though “attached” to Jesus, you might say, have no life in them. On
the very night that Jesus said this, Judas Iscariot had been revealed as spiritual dead wood, even though
he’d been “attached” to Jesus. If there is no fruit, there is no life. And if there is no life, God the
Gardener will not keep the branch.

The other cutting that the gardener does comes in the spring when he prunes away many little

tendrils and branches so that all the life of the vine can flow to those which are left. That’s the meaning
of the second phrase inv.2: 1 . . . wh i |nehthatdoesibegr frintmhegprunes so that it will be even
more fruitful.o

B. We are pruned for fruit bearing when we put our faith in Christ and are born again. That’s what’s behind
v iYou are already <c¢l ean bec aunGesck,aht wotd Foe'pruncd r d |
and for ‘clean’ is the same. Jesus spoke the word of the gospel—i r e pent an d —nethesee v e
disciples had done that. That’s why he says they were clean. He said the same thing when he washed
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their feetinch. 13. Jesussaid, i Unl ess | wash you, Theahesat &vAen dh oy @
are clean, though not every one of you, 6 For
said noteveryonewa s ¢ twe a1 Tha means that when you put your faith in Christ for his
forgiveness and life, you not only become a branch of his vine, but you are already pruned and ready to
produce fruit.
. But God continues to prune us, according to v.2, so that we can bear more fruit. lllus.: One morning
years ago | found my wife, Susan, standing in our kitchen, looking out toward the street, and crying
hard. Our next door neighbor, Mr. Fencil, had beautiful tall maple trees arching over the street but he
had hired tree trimmers and they had gonemad!'i We 6 ve got t o Suseadfied. Theh em st
looked like Charlie Brown’s Christmas tree, only tall. It was a gruesome thing. But, of course, the trees
eventually filled in beautifully and were much healthier than our maple, which we didn’t touch. Pruning
is painful! One writer putitthisway, A The nor mal Chri sti an |tefere i S
Introducing Jesus, p.157].

God the Gardener really does cut into our lives, cutting away things which are growing and green.
Not necessarily bad things, either, but things which sap our spiritual strength and vitality so that we are
not as fruitful as the Gardener wants us to be. Has God ever taken something away from you that was
really good—some work you were doing that seemed to really be helping people, for example? Was
there some pursuit that you were really excited about—maybe a degree or a promotion—and God just
cut it off? God’s pruning hurts. It brings tears and heartbreak. Here are the ashes of dreams and stinging
wounds. And we all know them, if we know Jesus. We mightcryout, A What did | do to
Maybe you didn’t do anything wrong. Maybe what you did was ask to love Jesus better, or pray that you
might be more fruitful.

As | watch dear brothers and sisters go through pruning times, | often think of these lines by an
unknown author:

When God wants to drill a man,

And skill a man

And fill a man,

When God wants to mold a man

To play the noblest part,

When He yearns with all His heart

To create so great arfabld a man

That all the world will be amazed,

Watch his methods, watch his ways.

How he ruthlessly perfects whom he royally elects,

How he hammers him,

And hurts him,

And with mighty blows converts him

Into trial shapes of clay which only God understands

Till his tortured heart is crying

And he lifts beseeching hands.

How He bends but never breaks

When His good He undertakes

Then He uses whom He chooses

And with every purpose fuses him

By every act induces him

To try His splendor out.

God knows what he'sbout.
To be fruitful we must be pruned by God the Gardener. The third condition is this:




I111.TO BE FRUITFUL WE MUST REMAIN IN CHRIST (15:4-5)

A. This word, remain (or abide) is very, very important to Jesus, and to John the writer. It appears 11 times
in this chapter, 40 times in this gospel, and 27 more times in John’s three little letters. This imagery of
the vine makes this word ‘remain’ vivid. It is an organic word, telling us that there must be a living
connection between us and Christ, there must be life flowing from him to us, that our cells must be fused
with his. We’ll attend to this word more next week, but notice this now:

B. Remaining in Christ is the only way we can bear fruit. We are prone to try to be productive in the same
way that all our neighbors and co-workers attempt to be productive. By working hard, being inventive
and clever and ingratiating, even by conniving. We tend to believe the same things they believe: i Y 0 u
get what you pay for. o fAThe enmawhdhylptbhiernds eguettiess .t0
fact is, we are only fruitful in life when the life of Christ flows into whatever we do.

It would be a mistake to conclude from this word picture of the vine and the branches that all we

have to do is hang around and fruit will happen on us. We reallycan’tfij ust | et gTbe and
Bible is full of commands that guide our actions toward fruitfulness. But make no mistake, if you could
keep every command you can find but did it without the life-flow of Christ, you would end up with
nothing but plastic grapes. lllus.: Here’s how I practiced this recently. I was in a situation where I knew
what I should do but didn’t have it in me to do it, at least not with a proper attitude. So I prayed, i L o r d
Jesus, | know what | shoulddobutlcanét do it, at | east not the w
without your help. Would your pump your love-life into me so | can react to this situation as you
would?6 What amazed me was not just that | was able to do the right thing, but that Jesus enabled me to
do it the right way—uwith the heart of love | once had lacked.

Conclusion

This passage makes us consider whether we are producing table decorations or fruit. The wonder is that the
life of Jesus can actually flow into our lives. Think of the effect of Jesus” words, his deeds, his character on
people. That life can flow into our lives.

Stuart Briscoe, the long-time pastor of EImbrook Church in Brookfield, Wisc., tells this story:

Many years ago, during the Cold War, | traveled to Polanddweeral weeks of itinerant ministry. One
winter day my sponsors drove me in the dead of night to the middle of nowhere. | walked into a dilapidated
building crammed with one hundred young people. | realized it was a unique opportunity.

Through an interpater | preached from John 15 on abiding in Christ. Ten minutes into my message, the
lights went out. Pitch black.

My interpreter urged me to keep talking. Unable to see my notes or read my Bible, | continued. After |
had preached in the dark for twenty mites, the lights suddenly blinked on, and what | saw startled me:
everyone was on their knees, and they remained there for the rest of my message.

¢KS YySEG RIFIed L 02YYSyd SR Afgrydi lefl de stayed ¢h gub kndes rfost |

of the night. Your teaching was new to us. We wanted to make sure we were abiding iné@htigtey,
Changing Lives Through Preaching and Worship , p.147]

Maybe that’s where we belong to, on our knees, making sure we’re abiding in Christ.



