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“UNION WITH CHRIST”
(John 15:1-8)
SUBJECT:
F.C.F: 
PROPOSITION:  

INTRODUCTION:

A. It almost sounds like science fiction. An Alien comes to earth in human form and begins selectively to implant a new identity, a new and extraterrestrial life force within certain humans. They start to change dramatically as this foreign entity grows within them. Their friends and family note a remarkable modification of their personalities, surprised, perhaps even alarmed at the alteration that is coming over them. 


Because of this alien life force implanted within, these new beings are now all organically, inseparably connected to the Alien himself, from whom they draw this transforming energy. And they are also all joined to each other, sharing knowing looks and an abiding solidarity of purpose, for which they would sacrifice all.


That purpose is a revolution against the old order and the creation of a whole new kind of being along with a new society and culture that outstrips and surpasses anything known before. It will culminate in the restructuring of not only the planet, but of reality itself as the old order is swept away and a new and enduring age arises to replace it forever.    

B, Or, as this Alien in human form expressed it long ago, “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. 2 Every branch of mine that does not bear fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit. 3 Already you are clean because of the word that I have spoken to you. 4 Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me.”

C. Here is our Lord’s own description of what theologians refer to as “union with Christ.” Jesus here offers an extended analogy, a metaphor: that which is unknown is laid side by side along that which is well known to us. And in this vivid picture, we see the organic union we have with Christ himself, how his life transforms his people, making us truly fruitful producing the renewed character of obedience, joy, and especially love. 

I. THE REALITY OF THIS UNION.


A. This is not science fiction but astonishing fact. All that was said in the introduction is coming to pass as we speak, and we will either share in it with wonder and joy, or we will be swept aside like unfruitful, dead and decaying branches that are gathered up for the bonfire. 

B. Our Lord Jesus did not originate this analogy of the vine and branches here, but only borrowed what he had earlier said through the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament. Israel was to be the true vine of the Lord. 


1. This is what we read in the prophets. Isaiah explains in 5:1-7: “1 Let me sing for my beloved my love song concerning his vineyard: My beloved had a vineyard  on a very fertile hill. 2 He dug it and cleared it of stones,  and planted it with choice vines;  he built a watchtower in the midst of it,  and hewed out a wine vat in it;  and he looked for it to yield grapes,  but it yielded wild grapes. 3  And now, O inhabitants of Jerusalem  and men of Judah,  judge between me and my vineyard. 4  What more was there to do for my vineyard,  that I have not done in it?  When I looked for it to yield grapes,  why did it yield wild grapes? 5  And now I will tell you  what I will do to my vineyard.  I will remove its hedge,  and it shall be devoured;  I will break down its wall,  and it shall be trampled down. 6  I will make it a waste;  it shall not be pruned or hoed,  and briers and thorns shall grow up;  I will also command the clouds  that they rain no rain upon it. 7  For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts  is the house of Israel,  and the men of Judah  are his pleasant planting;  and he looked for justice,  but behold, bloodshed;  for righteousness,  but behold, an outcry!” 

What is the problem in the Lord’s vineyard of Israel? He looked for the sweet and savory fruit of righteousness, but only found the bitter, sour grapes of iniquity. 

2. In Ezekiel 15, the prophet complains that the vine is useless for its wood, that it was supposed to produce fruit, but without such fruit, it is altogether useless. Hosea 9 and 10 develop similar themes of Israel’s worthlessness for its yielding bad fruit. 

3. But Psalm 80 is perhaps most to the point and even hints at God’s solution: “8 You brought a vine out of Egypt;  you drove out the nations and planted it. 9  You cleared the ground for it;  it took deep root and filled the land. 10  The mountains were covered with its shade,  the mighty cedars with its branches. 11 It sent out its branches to the sea  and its shoots to the River. 12 Why then have you broken down its walls,  so that all who pass along the way pluck its fruit? 13 The boar from the forest ravages it,  and all that move in the field feed on it.” The psalmist acknowledges the problem and pleads with the Lord for restoration. “14 Turn again, O God of hosts!  Look down from heaven, and see;  have regard for this vine, 15 the stock that your right hand planted,  and for the son whom you made strong for yourself. 16 They have burned it with fire; they have cut it down;  may they perish at the rebuke of your face!”

But notice how this restoration will come: “17 But let your hand be on the man of your right hand,  the son of man whom you have made strong for yourself! 18 Then we shall not turn back from you;  give us life, and we will call upon your name! 19 Restore us, O LORD God of hosts!  let your face shine, that we may be saved!” The man of God’s right hand, the “son of man” will restore his people.

C. Jesus is now claiming to be that man. He is the True Vine of Israel, forming a new people of God for all who will join with him. Notice also this is one of the seven “I AM” statements where Jesus is claiming to be the great I AM, the Lord Jehovah of Israel. So here the Lord himself comes as the Son of Man to create a new people of God, the new Israel, with Jesus himself as the central, life giving vine.  
II. THE PURPOSE OF THIS UNION. 


A. What was sorely missing in the Old Testament people of God? Why was the vine of Israel rejected and torn down? It was a lack of fruitfulness. You can see the strong emphasis on fruitfulness in what Jesus declares here: “1 I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. 2  Every branch of mine that does not bear fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit. 3 Already you are clean because of the word that I have spoken to you. 4 Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me.” 

The fruitless branch is taken away. But even the fruitful branch endures painful pruning to the end of making it even more fruitful. And so the branch or disciple must abide in Christ—this is the only hope of achieving the goal, fruitfulness. The Old Testament people of God were rejected for their unfruitfulness, cut off and discarded, and now the divine Vinedresser is looking for fruit.


B. So what kind of fruit are we called to produce? I have often been torn between two possibilities, but now am quite settled on the answer. I used to think that fruitfulness had to do with evangelism and involved making more converts. That, of course, is important and desirable. Indeed, our whole calling as Christ’s people is the Great Commission, to make disciples of all nations. I would argue that this is the church’s central calling and task. People often point instead to the so-called “cultural mandate” given to our first parents in the garden, to be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth, subduing it. But this was given to them, and our Lord Jesus said nothing about this to his new covenant people. Rather, our calling is to make disciples of all nations. I believe that the Great Commission of our Lord Jesus Christ effectively replaces the Old Testament cultural mandate. 

And yet fruitfulness here primarily must refer to the fruit of godliness. Not results, as in converts, but righteousness, as in Christ-like character. Perhaps the one does not exclude the other. The disciples Christ calls us to make in his Great Commission would be those who obey everything he commanded, which would mean righteousness. So fruitfulness could include quantity as well as quality. 

But the primary focus of such fruitfulness is in godly character, and that’s what was missing in Old Testament Israel. The Apostle Paul would later write of the fruit produced by the Holy Spirit, the first three of which are love, joy, and peace. And, of course, one need not look far in this context to find those three qualities. Chapter 14 almost concludes with the promise of peace, and in verses 9-11 of our chapter 15, Jesus points to the primacy of love and joy. 


C. How fruitful are you? Can your friends and family members notice a surprising change in your personality due to the truly alien power at work in you, the Holy Spirit applying the life of Christ to you? Can you say that you are steadily advancing in love, joy, peace, and the other fruit produced by the Spirit, the fruit of Christ-like character? That’s what the Spirit is doing. Because of our union with Christ, the Holy Spirit is making us like Jesus—the true and perfect Man, the last Adam, who has become the head of a new race of twice-born people. This is not science fiction, but the most significant and wonderful truth of all. No wonder Jesus promised that when we grasped all of this, then his joy would be in us and our joy would be full! That’s pretty remarkable.     

III. THE PRACTICE OF THIS UNION.


A. And let me once again remind you that these are conditional promises of Christ, with conditions that we must actively seek and meet if we would grow in this fruitfulness of a character renewed into the image of Christ. This is not automatic. We are not quietists who simply sit back in the shade and say, “Let go, and let God.” 

B. Jesus says that we must abide in him. “4 Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me.” We must live out the wonderful reality of this union with Christ. We must practice day to day, moment by moment living in this new relationship in Christ. And we must also stand firm with him, no matter what may come. 

Again, think of those first readers to whom John addressed his gospel, literally good news. As Jews they had taken their stand with Jesus but were being criticized and excluded as traitors to their Jewish religion, and it was costly. What would it have meant to “abide” or remain in Christ? It would have required for them to stand firm confessing Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God. In the immediate context of the story, Judas serves as a grim example of a “branch” that was unfruitful in the end and was cut off and discarded in the fire. 


What does it mean for you to abide in Christ? In what ways are you perhaps not abiding, not staying true and faithful to him, forfeiting the life that produces the sweet fruit of a continually renewed, Christ-like character?  

Abiding, of course, is inseparable from the Word of God. “3 Already you are clean because of the word that I have spoken to you.” It is the Word of God, these rich promises that we have been exploring, that spur us on to greater love and faithfulness. 

Abiding means that we submit to the Father’s painful pruning. “2 Every branch of mine that does not bear fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit.”  You may not be a horticulturalist, and I have no experience with grape vines, but pruning is essential to the production of fruit. Pruning means that those parts of the branch that will not produce fruit, those which would only distract and divert resources from the greater purpose of producing fruit are trimmed away. 


Beloved, notice the subject, verb, and direct object. The Father prunes the fruitful branch. We branches do not prune ourselves. Rather, the Father subjects us to a refining discipline by removing from us those distractions and false hopes that might keep us from the main thing of following Christ and growing in him. You almost never hear anyone say that they really grew strong in Christ when things were going well and life was easy. It is when the Father pulls away all our other supports and plunges us into deep waters that we forsake that which is unessential and learn to rest in him.  

I’m not sure I would want to go through them again, but I now thank God for the hardships he has ordained for my life. When other props are pulled out from under you, then you must lean in hard on Christ, and it’s only then that you find how firm and unshakable he is through all the stormy seasons of life. I think of that story of a shipwreck. Most of the sailors were lost, but in the daylight the rescuers found one completely exhausted man clinging to the side of a rock. When he recovered, his friends asked, “Did you not shake with fear in the storm?” “Yes, I did tremble,” he admitted, “but the rock did not.” We would not know our security until we were shaken to the core.


And abiding also depends upon prayer. “7 If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.” Abiding, remaining, means that we are in constant communion with Christ, listening obediently and asking expectantly. 


And the bottom line is that God is glorified in us as his fruitful people, growing into the image and likeness of his Son. “8 By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit and so prove to be my disciples.” 
CONCLUSION


What we’re seeing here is the ordinary practice of communication in a relationship. God speak, we listen and respond. We cry out to him, and he hears us and comes to our aid. That’s precisely what we would expect in a love relationship between a father and his beloved children, and that’s what we have become because we are in union with Christ. 


We often sing of this truth: 


My name is graven on his hand,


My name is written on his heart,


I know that while in heaven he stands,


No tongue can bid me thus depart. 


Because I am in union with Christ—my life is linked to his. His alien life is at work in us, putting away the old, and making us over into a whole new kind of society and culture that outstrips and surpasses anything known before.
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