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“Jesus Said ‘I Am’”
Bible Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

April 11, 2010: Jesus said, “I am the True Vine”
Jesus said to His disciples, “I am the true vine…”  To understand better what He was telling us, we need to understand grapevines.  Because Jesus used this illustration of grapevines, I studied them for many years as I lived in one of the best vineyard areas of the world in the San Francisco Bay area near Napa and Sonoma.  I came to know several vineyard owners and winemakers, and learned from them the process of growing grapes and making wines.  For those who have never looked closely at a grape vine, the vine is the big thick portion with a trunk, bark and deep roots below it, while the branches are the thin, stringy twigs that grow out from the branch.  The gardener must train and prune the vine very carefully to grow in just the right way to produce the best grapes.  With this in mind, let’s listen to Jesus, John 15:1-11

1"I 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.  3You are already clean because of the Word I have spoken to you.  4Remain 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. 

 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.  6If 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.  7If you remain in Me and My words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you.  8This 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 I loved you.  Now remain in My love.  10If you obey My commands, you will remain in My love, just as I have obeyed My Father’s commands and remain in His love.  11I have told you this so that My joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.

Jesus tells us first that He is the true vine, second that His father is the gardener, and third that we are the branches.  If we understand the role of each one, life becomes a lot easier for us.  The gardener and the vine do all the hard work, while our role as the branches is much simpler.  Once the vine matures, the vine and the gardener work together to produce delicious grapes.  The vine has the strength and provides the support for all the branches.  The vine has all the roots and provides all the nutrients and water for the branches.  The gardener makes sure that the vine gets the right amount of water and nutrients to grow healthy branches.  Without the gardener and the vine, the branches can’t do anything - no water, no nutrients, nothing to hold them up.  The job of the branch is not to produce grapes.  Everybody gets that mistaken.  Producing grapes results from the branch doing what it needs to do.  The job of the branch is to hold onto the vine and tap into it to let all that good water and nutrients flow through it.  The branch is like a thin straw that drinks up the water and nutrients from the vine.  When it does that, those nutrients flow through the branch out to its buds to produce leaves and out to produce grapes.  The branch can’t make grapes without the vine.  The best branches hold on tightly to the vine and draw the resources from it to produce the best grapes.
This is why Jesus tells us that the job of the disciple is to remain in Him.  Let’s look at His words again in v. 4-5, 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.  ”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.  The word for remain in Jesus means to make our living in Him, to make our home in Him, to abide with Him.  Different translations use these synonyms.  This means that we must make every effort to connect with Jesus, rely on Him, seek out His life for our life, draw on His Spirit to flow Jesus’ power and love through us.  The more we connect with Jesus in a personal relationship, situation by situation, the more we will see His fruit resulting in our lives.

There are three types of fruit that show we are connected to Jesus and that His Spirit flows through our lives.  The first type of fruit shows up in our character as the fruit of the Holy Spirit.  Galatians 5:22-23 list these fruit; love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  We get mixed up about this fruit producing because we think as followers of Christ that we produce this fruit.  Take patience for instance, because everyone wants to be more patient.  How do we become more patient?  We spend all our time trying to be patient.  We count to 10, beat our anger back, hide our frustration, and work ourselves into a sweat trying to be patient until we are red in the face with clenched hands making fingernail marks in our palms.  Won’t work!  Won’t ever happen that way!  We can’t manufacture patience.  Why?  Because patience is a fruit of the Holy Spirit.  We need more Holy Spirit flowing through us and then the patience shows up more.  How do we get more Holy Spirit flowing through us?  We seek out Jesus more in our trying situations.  He is the source of the Holy Spirit for us.  If you want more patience, you need more Jesus.  I deal with parents who want to be more loving with their children and not get so upset at them.  These are good parents trying so hard to set the right example, yet they fail over and over again.  Why?  Because they forget to live in Jesus as parents.  I know fine husbands and wives who try so hard to be kind to each other and not get upset, yet they fail over and over again.  Why?  Because they forgot to connect with Jesus at the center of their marriage.  I know hard working individuals who are trying to care for others in their offices, schools and neighborhoods, but they can’t find enough love.  Why?  Because they don’t draw from Jesus His love.  I have been there too.  I try so hard to be the best husband, father, pastor and person that I can be in my own strength; but that does not get me very far at all.  I fail over and over again when I try to do it by myself.  We can’t manufacture patience, kindness, love or any other fruit of the Spirit on our own.  We are branches, not vines.  We need to remain in Jesus our Vine with all our efforts to let the Holy Spirit flow through our relationships and situations to produce the fruit of a moral, healthy character.
The second type of fruit is our behaviors that bring glory to God.  Jesus told us that we are to do good works that bring glory to God the Father.  The third type of fruit is the people we lead to Jesus.  These are the 30, 60 and 100 time harvest the Lord speaks about in the parable of the sower and the soils.  In both these cases, nothing will happen unless we remain in Jesus the true Vine.  I have led many people to Jesus.  In a way, I could say I have many spiritual children over the years.  They in turn have led others to Jesus and those have led more to Jesus, so I could say I have many spiritual grandchildren and so on.  However, I know I could not have done any of that without the Lord providing me the opportunities, the words and the love to lead them to Christ.  I also know I have failed to do my part too many times.  I could have led so many more to Jesus, but I did not because I was selfish, uncaring, ignorant and not open to what the Lord would have me do.  I regret those many lost opportunities and have confessed that to Jesus.  I know He forgives me and I live in His grace.  I also know that I still can do a lot more to glorify the Father and lead others to Jesus.  I pray I can be led and empowered by the Holy Spirit to do more for the Lord.  I pray we all can, because there is no greater joy than to see others come to Jesus and have a real part in leading them there.  It is our job to be open to the Lord’s leading, to draw upon His strength for our lives, to allow Him to use us to build up His kingdom and help others to know Jesus.  This is all part of remaining and abiding in Jesus so that the fruit will grow from our lives – the fruit of character, godly works and new followers of Christ.
Let’s continue with the gardener’s role.  Jesus tells us that to get a higher yield of quality grapes, the gardener first cuts off any dead branches.  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.  Dead branches don’t produce any fruit, take up valuable space, become easy ways for pests to enter the vine, and must be removed to keep the vine healthy.  How do you tell if a branch is dead?  You look to see if the sap and nutrients flow through it to produce green leaves and grapes.  If they don’t produce fruit, they are dead.  What does this tell you about many who are just ‘hangers on’ at churches?  They hang around, take up space, demand attention and resources, cause problems and fights, and detract from the health of the church.  The Holy Spirit is not running through their lives, the fruit of the Spirit is not evident in their lifestyles, and they don’t lead others to Jesus.  These are dead branches in the church vineyard; good only for the fire and bad for the church.  This is a healthy warning to us all.  Are we experiencing new life in the Holy Spirit and seeing the fruit of the Spirit in our lives?  Are we leading others to Jesus?  If we are not doing these things, we might be dead branches and might expect a fiery end.  I am not anyone’s judge, but there is a judge.  There is a Gardener who, at the right time will get rid of the dead branches and throw them in the fire.  Let those who have an ear, hear the Word of the Lord.  6If 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.
Now it is expected that the gardener would remove the dead branches to keep the vine healthy and producing more.  What we don’t expect is that the gardener also prunes healthy branches back.  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.  That does not sound too fun to be pruned back.  We shudder at what that conveys.  Yet we must understand the Father Gardener does this for our very best.  The branches need to be pruned back so that they will concentrate on pulling nutrients out from the vine.  If they get too long, they get too removed from the vine.  Pruning keeps us close to Jesus.  Here is a description from an online website of why pruning a grapevine is necessary.  “Proper pruning of your backyard grapevines is essential to maintain vine size, shape, and yield of the grapes.  If you don't prune your vines, they will become unruly, tangled messes.  Fruit ripeness will suffer.  Overproduction of the vine may lead to premature death.”  Wow, Lord I don’t want that, so please get out the pruning shears.  I don’t want to become an unruly, tangled mess.  I don’t want premature death.  I want to be healthy, holy, to bring You glory in my lifestyle and help others to see You in me.  How about you?  Do you want to be healthy?  Then you must submit to the Father’s loving pruning in your life to keep you close to Jesus.  Remember this; the Father only disciplines those whom He loves.
So, how do we remain in Jesus?  Jesus tells us in verses 9 & 10, 9”As the Father has loved Me, so have I loved you.  Now remain in My love.  10If you obey My commands, you will remain in My love, just as I have obeyed My Father’s commands and remain in His love.  Jesus tells us the best way to remain in Him is to obey Him, trusting Him as we follow closely as His disciples.  It is as simple and direct as that.  It is not complicated – obey Him.  We spend far too much time trying to do everything except what the Lord wants us to do, and that leads to trouble.  We spend far too much time and effort trying to figure out what the Lord would do instead of doing what He has already told us to do.  I don’t want to get too down on it because I know it has helped a lot of people, but the phrase “What would Jesus do?” is not really a good one.  Jesus already showed us what to do and told us what to do.  He has given us a complete book, the manual for living we call the Bible that tells us what to do.  We should not ask “What would Jesus do?”  We should ask, “Jesus, what do You want me to do?” then seek out His direction in the Bible and in prayer.  99% of the time, the answer is already there for us to follow.  10If you obey My commands, you will remain in My love.
Now, here is the incredible promise of Jesus to us.  Jesus tells us 4 wonderful results in our lives of remaining in Jesus.  The first is found in verse 7, If you remain in Me and My words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you.  When we remain in Jesus, we can ask for whatever we want and He will give it to us.  I have experienced this over and over.  God answers every prayer I pray in Jesus’ name in His incredible generosity and abundance.  He has never let me down when I abide in Him.  The second is found in verse 8, This is to My Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be My disciples.  When we remain in Jesus, we will produce a lot of fruit.  Our lifestyles change and we discover more love, joy, peace, patience and the rest.  We bring more glory to the Father and more people to Jesus when we remain in Him.  The third and fourth are found in verse 11, I have told you this so that My joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.  When we remain in Jesus, we will have joy and Jesus will have joy in us.  I find great joy now in helping others get to know Jesus.  I can think of no greater joy than to have someone come up to me in heaven and say, “I am in here in heaven because of you!”  And I can think of no greater honor than to have Jesus say to me, “Well done, my good and faithful servant.  You have brought me joy.”
What about you?  Do you want more of the fruit of the Holy Spirit in your character?  Do you want to have more joy, love, peace and patience in your life?  Do you want to be used by Jesus to bring glory to the Father?  Do you want to have the joy of others thanking you for helping them get into heaven?  If you do, the answer is simple.  Remain in the vine!  Let Jesus do His great work through you as you obey His commands and live by His Holy Spirit.  Amen.
