Vines, Branches, and Fruit
Characteristics of Life in the Spirit
Introduction

F

or the extended summer study of 2021, I have decided to lead our virtual
study group to evaluate what 21ST-century followers of Christ are to be
about daily – that of bearing fruit. The question then comes to mind:
“What is the quality of that fruit to be?” Paul offers us an answer in Galatians
5:22-23 by saying: “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance,
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Against such things,
there is no law.”
Paul’s words speak of inner and outer qualities of the life of a Christian. To those
around us, this fruit serves as a visible indicator of the characteristics of a
Christian. These are the attitudes, behaviors, and traits that someone who believes
in and follows Jesus Christ should show. Every follower of Jesus the Messiah is on
a journey of maturing toward Christ-likeness. Thankfully, God helps us to
understand what we are to be about since he provided us the Holy Spirit as our
guide.
I invite you to come along with me as we look further into the meaning of what
Paul said. We’ll discuss what that fruit is like. We’ll begin this expedition by taking
a closer look at John’s Gospel, especially the range of chapters from fourteen
through sixteen.

Jesus and His Disciples: The parting words

T

he range of chapters in John (13:1-17:26) provides us a closer look at Jesus’
interaction with his disciples during his last days of physical existence on
this earth. For the years leading to that time, he walked and talked with
them about many things of spiritual importance. All along the way, they heard his
teachings, observed how he interacted with a variety of people, and even
witnessed some pretty unbelievable things. Still, they weren’t prepared for what
was about to happen.
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Did the disciples fully understand the prophetic meaning of those words and acts
at that time? No, they were just like us. The significance of things said of eternal
value often does not take on deep mean until some time later when circumstances
present themselves as teachable moments. That’s just the simple issue of being a
human. For this reason, we should continue to mature throughout our adult years,
always willing to look for deeper meaning and relevance. This is especially true of
a true follower of Jesus’ teachings.
In this section of scripture we learn one secret: Only through bearing fruit will the
fullness of life ever become truly possible for the generations that follow. From
within mature fruit are the seeds that, when planted, will produce new vines,
branches, and fruit.
Chapter 13
John begins this chapter with Jesus washing the feet of the disciples. The
interaction with the Twelve moves from that event (and dialogue with Peter) to
predicting the betrayal by one of the disciples. When Jesus said: “Very truly I tell
you, one of you is going to betray me” Peter motioned to John to ask Jesus who it
will be. The chapter concludes with Jesus predicting Peter’s denial.
All this transpired around the time of the Passover Festival when Jesus led them in
a private time in the Upper Room. Can you imagine the mental state of those
men? Here they were, getting ready for an annual Jewish observance only to be
confronted with Jesus flipping roles by washing their feet, telling them of a
betrayal plan (a true mystery to them), and predicting a denial by rock-steady
Peter. There is little doubt that they were surely disturbed and disappointed. After
all, if Peter was going to deny Jesus, how could the others be expected to do any
differently? For sure, the talk about betrayal and denial provided room for
depressing thoughts and feelings to exist.
Chapter 14
Immediately, Jesus turned his attention from Peter to all that remained in the
room (Judas Iscariot had departed). Jesus surely felt their anxiety and addressed it:
“Do not let your hearts be troubled. You believe in God, believe also in me.” Jesus
they had no cause for despair. Instead, he invited them to true security. In other
words, real hope and confidence was found by focusing on God rather than on
themselves. They had faith in God and they should extend this same to Jesus.
With these words, Jesus sharpened the focus on what it meant for him to be divine.
Trusting God now meant trusting Jesus. This called for the disciples to change
their feelings. Instead of the focus being on preservation of the self, the object of
their focus must be on the Father and the Son despite all the feelings that would
arise since they were about to see Jesus crucified. Jesus knew that what was to
come would make them confront their own weakness. Confidence must be placed
in God as revealed by Jesus and not in human frailty.
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Jesus succinct message didn’t end there. He referred to going to his Father’s house
and promised to return so that their relationship could continue.
Thomas and Philip questioned Jesus as though he spoke to them of a tangible
path that could be followed to remain in the physical presence of Jesus. Jesus,
however, redirects them from the material to the spiritual, the visible to the
invisible. Though Jesus told them “I am the way and the truth and the life” they
still seemed to have no real understanding. So, Jesus dialogues with them further
(Vv. 9-14).
With this Jesus moved to promise them the Holy Spirit (paracletos). This word is one
that John used frequently and is often translated as comforter, counselor, or
advocate in many versions. These words don’t fully express what is implicit in the
original Greek. Paraclete (the English derivative) literally means “one who walks
beside.” Just as a “parachute” is used along side someone descending toward the
earth hoping to land safely, the Paraclete is the one who goes beside us to
experience what we experience and share in what we encounter. In John the
functions of the Paraclete are mainly teaching, revealing and interpreting Jesus to
the those who follow. Thus, both Jesus and the Paraclete play distinct but related
roles in the revelation of the Father and the giving of life.
After promising the Paraclete, Jesus talked of love and obedience, of going away
and returning, and the fact that they should be glad he is going to the Father.
Further, he promised that he would return.
The chapter ends with these words. “I have told you now before it happens, so
that when it does happen you will believe. I will not say much more to you, for the
prince of this world is coming. He has no hold over me, but he comes so that the
world may learn that I love the Father and do exactly what my Father has
commanded me. — Come now, let us leave.” (Vv. 29-31)
If we put ourselves in the place of those disciples, we begin to understand why
they seemed so confused. After all, they were hearing words and experiencing
emotions they were not prepared to consider. Their introduction to the coming of
the Holy Spirit and the invitation to see the new roles of the Paraclete were
begun.
Chapter 15
Jesus then turned to more instruction for his followers. It was directed at them in
terms they surely understood. “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain
in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.”
Jesus called his disciples to remain in relationship to him, the true vine. To this
day, this is one of the most powerful descriptions of the life and task of a disciple–
to be the conduit for producing fruit.
Of special note is the fact that this is the final “I am” statement that Jesus made
about himself in John’s Gospel. The earlier sayings focused on Jesus as the lifegiver and included an invitation to come to him and to believe in him (6:35; 8:12;
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10:9; 11:25-26; 14:6). Now, however, Jesus spoke to those who had already come
to him. His plea was that they remain in him. This shifted the emphasis from
simply believing to that of having an intimate union with Jesus, a sharing in his
own life.
Jesus was not speaking a parable when he said these words. He was not telling
another story. Instead, he was using a metaphor to explain an important concept.
A follower’s fulfilling life depends on this
union. As branches, believers either bear
To fully understand the phrase,
fruit and are pruned to bear more fruit or
Fruit of the Spirit, one needs to
do not bear fruit and are thrown away
understand the following:
and burned.
Branches must remain attached to

Another interesting aspect of this text is
the vine so that a harvest of fruit
that Jesus referred to himself as the “true
can be produced. The task of the
vine.” Jesus, as the Messiah, was now
Christian is not to be fruit but
taking over the task which had been given
produce fruit through personal
to Abraham. Israel, as the vine of God,
evangelism and consistent, ethical
planted in the Promised Land, is now
behavior that is reflective of
replaced by Jesus. Jesus then extends this
Jesus’ teachings.
function to his disciples since they are the
branches. By using the word “true” he
signaled a contrast between himself and the official Judaism as represented in the
Jewish leaders, those who rejected him and cut themselves off from him and his
Father.
The role of the Father as the gardener underscored the theme of Jesus’
dependence on and subordination to the Father. Likewise, the branches should be
in intimate contact with, yet subordinate to, Jesus. Israel had become fruitless. In
contrast, the followers of Jesus must bear fruit for God. With this foundation we
can derive that “fruit” symbolizes that which is at the heart of both Christian
witness and ethics; they go together and cannot be separated. It is the true
disciple’s task of being a witness and living an ethical life that, in turn, produces
others who become witnesses and live ethical lives.
Then Jesus firmly says: “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved
you. Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. You
are my friends if you do what I command.” (Vv12-14) As if they didn’t get the
message, he repeats the message by saying: “This is my command: Love each
other.”
This final command to love one another should serve as a reminder of the
enormous blessings of knowing and loving God in a community of love. As a
result, the church is not to be an isolated hothouse, but a garden amid the world.
This garden exists to produce fruit for those around it.
At this point it is important to stand back and observe the order of things that
John is providing. The process from Chapter 13 has been as follows:
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✤ Jesus washed the feet of the disciples
✤ He said he would be betrayed
✤ He predicted Peter’s denial
✤ Jesus comforted the disciples
✤ He told them that he is the way to the Father
✤ He promised to send the Holy Spirit (Paraclete)
✤ Stated that he was the vine and they were branches
✤ Told the disciples to remain in his love
At this point an immediate and abrupt transition transpired after that sequence;
he told them that the world will hate them. (Talk about a fast ride on a roller
coaster! Had the disciples know about roller coasters they would have described it
this way.) By now their minds and emotions were probably drained from all that
they were hearing from their beloved teacher. Yes, Jesus was acting out of love to
prepare them for what was yet to happen. It is as though they had been engaged
in a comparison and contrast exercise.
The rejection of Jesus by his opponents was based in their alienation from God
(self-alienation). Therefore, he referred to them as “the world,” that which was in
rebellion against God. Since the disciples were members of Christ in the same
way that branches are members of a vine, they received what he received—both
the sunshine and rain of the love of the Father and the storms and hatred of those
who were in rebellion against the Father.
Jesus concluded his discussion of the world’s hatred by telling them that it is all a
fulfillment of what was written in the scriptures. Then Jesus returned to make
another important statement. That is the Paraclete would come and point out the
truths about him. Further, told them they also must testify, “for you have been with
me from the beginning.” (v. 27)
Chapter 16
With this final verse of Chapter 15, the early church fathers separated the 15th
and the 16th chapters. It isn’t clear why since Chapter 16 continues with more
instruction about the Paraclete (Holy Spirit). Apparently, it just seemed to be the
most logical point based on John’s summarization in saying: “All this I have told
you so that you will not fall away.” Otherwise, the opening verses of Chapter 16
are a continuation of the few verses that precede them.
Jesus told his followers that they would be put out of the synagogue by people who
think they are offering a service to God. Almost in the same breath, Jesus told his
audience they were not to be overtly concerned because the Paraclete, serving as
the Advocate, would be present to give further guidance. He told them about this
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persecution by the Jewish leaders because he didn’t want them to become
dismayed and go astray.
In other words, he was telling them when hard times come they should stick
together. With these words Jesus offers some pastoral care. It is a pastor’s duty to
ensure that God’s people be prepared for scoffers or temptations from society so
they will continue in a faithful direction and not fall away or be misdirected.
The final part of Jesus’ instruction directed the disciples’ attention toward what
was to transpire—his crucifixion and resurrection. Jesus again lifted their spirits
and gave them hope when he said their grief would be replaced by joy. That joy,
of course, led to a new level of intimacy with regard to their their relationship to
the Son and the Father. They initially responded that his manner of speaking
helped them to believe that he came from God.
Though the disciples responded affirmatively, it was still somewhat premature.
Why? Because they had not encountered the greatest revelation or the greatest
suffering that occurred. Thankfully, Jesus did not conclude on a down note. John
quotes Jesus by saying: “A time is coming and in fact has come when you will be
scattered, each to your own home. You will leave me all alone. Yet I am not alone,
for my Father is with me.”
Then, Jesus reminded them he had told them these things “that in me you may
have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome
the world.” Surely these words came back to mind when recalling that Jesus had
assured them that he had conquered the world.
Of course, that reminder likely came to mind when later they became aware that
the Paraclete was with them fulfilling the promise of bearing witness of what Jesus
had done and said under the authority of the Father. The nearness of the
Comforter, Counselor, and Advocate had taken become a major part of their
reality as the Spirit walked beside them.

