
“Embracing the Character of Discipleship” (part 3)!
John 15:1-11!

The word “independent” means to be free from outside control, not depending on another’s 
authority.  You and I are part of a culture that attaches high value to independence.  This is part 
of who we are as Americans.  One of our founding documents is even referred to as the 
Declaration of Independence.  Our forefathers were weary of the tyranny of King George, and 
they boldly declared their intention to be a free people, completely independent from the British 
crown.  Written by Thomas Jefferson and adopted by the Second Continental Congress that met 
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on July 4, 1776, the declaration begins this way:!

When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the 
political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of 
the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God 
entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the 
causes which impel them to the separation.  !

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed 
by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the 
pursuit of Happiness.!

Independence means that we are free and endowed with the rights of life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness.  Largely, this has been the rallying cry for the American dream implies that 
independence includes the opportunity for prosperity and success and an upward social mobility 
achieved through hard work in a society with few barriers.  The American Dream is rooted in an 
independence that is necessary for true success.!

Far from being independent from Him, Jesus says that His followers are dependent upon Him.  
Life is not found in our independence from God, but in our dependence upon Christ.!

This passage in John 15 shows that discipleship involves a character that abides dependently in 
Jesus Christ for life and strength.  This is a rich passage that describes the source of the 
Christian life.  Many believers down through the centuries have drank deeply of its soul 
satisfying truth.!



One such Christian was Hudson Taylor, the founder of the China Inland Mission, who was 
greatly used by God and responsible in the mid-19th century for leading hundreds of 
missionaries into China’s interior for the first time.  In 1869, when he was 37 years old, Hudson 
Taylor entered a new phase of life in which, by his own admission and testimony, he began to 
drink more deeply at the experiential fountain of John 15.  He was given a deeper, and more 
constant, more satisfying experience of abiding in Christ.!

His son Fredrick Howard Taylor, in the biography he compiled of the life and ministry of his 
father, wrote in 1932:!

“Here was a man almost sixty years of age, bearing tremendous burdens, yet absolutely calm 
and untroubled. Oh, the pile of letters! any one of which might contain news of death, of lack of 
funds, of riots or serious trouble. Yet all were opened, read and answered with the same 
tranquility — Christ his reason for peace, his power for calm. Dwelling in Christ, he drew upon 
His very being and resources. . . . And this he did by an attitude of faith as simple as it was 
continuous. Yet he was delightfully free and natural. I can find no words to describe it save the 
Scriptural expression “in God.” He was in God all the time and God in him. It was that true 
“abiding” of John fifteen.”!

Because of their vital connection to Him as the true vine, Jesus says His disciples produce fruit.  
John 15 is perhaps the most revealing chapter in the Bible that explains for us the nature and 
character of the true follower of Christ.  His disciples are known by the fruit  that is produced in 
their lives through abiding in Him.!

Jesus says that His disciples “abide” in Him.!

“Abide” - word is ‘meno’ in the Greek text and means to stay, to remain, to sojourn; word is 
used 10 times in these verses!

This word emphasizes the dependent relationship that true believers have with Jesus Christ.  
From the text, I want you to notice at least three or four important truths:!

1. Jesus ILLUSTRATES the relationship He has with His disciples!

“I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser.  Every branch in Me that does not bear 
fruit He takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit He prunes…”!



The Bible uses several different metaphors to illustrate the unique relationship that God has with 
His people.  For instance:!

• He is their Father, they are His children!

• He is their King, they are His subjects!

• He is their Creator, they are His creatures!

• He is their Shepherd, they are His sheep!

• He is their Builder, they are His building project!

• He is their Master, they are His servants!

• He is their Husband, they are His bride!

• He is their Head, they are His body!

There is yet another analogy that is used here in John 15, and it is the picture of a vine and its 
branches.  He is the Vine, and His disciples are the branches.  Just as a branch depends on the 
vine for life, health, and growth, so also do the followers of Christ depend upon Him for the 
source of their life and growth.  And just as a branch cannot bear fruit unless it is part of the 
vine, so also believers cannot bear spiritual fruit unless they are in union with Christ.!

The imagery we find in the text is that of a vineyard, something that would have been familiar to 
the Jewish mind of these disciples.!

The Old Testament prophets compared Israel to a vine:!

Psalm 80:8-9 - “You brought a vine out of Egypt; You drove out the nations and planted it.  
You cleared the ground for it; it took deep root and filled the land.”!

Jeremiah 2:21 - “Yet I planted you a choice vine, wholly of pure seed.  How then have you 
turned degenerate and become a wild vine?”!

Isaiah 5:1-7 - “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!”!



Jesus once told a parable that used this same imagery:!

Matthew 21:33-43 - “There was a master of a house who planted a vineyard and put a 
fence around it and dug a winepress in it and built a tower and leased it to tenants, and 
went into another country.  When the season for fruit drew near, he sent his servants to 
the tenants to get his fruit.  And the tenants took his servants and beat one, killed 
another, and stoned another.  Again he sent other servants, more than the first.  And they 
did the same to them.  Finally he sent his son to them, saying, They will respect my son.  
But when the tenants saw the son, they said to themselves, This is the heir.  Come, let us 
kill him and have his inheritance.  And they took him and threw him out of the vineyard 
and killed him.  When therefore the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those 
tenants?  They said to him, He will put those wretches to a miserable death and let out 
the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the fruits in their seasons.  Jesus said to 
them, Have you never read in the Scriptures, The stone that the builders rejected has 
become the cornerstone; this was the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes?  
Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a 
people producing its fruits.”!

Israel’s disobedience made it a fruitless vine.  The point being made in John 15 is that Jesus, 
not national Israel, is the focus of God’s salvation plan.  Jesus succeeds where Israel failed.  
Beginning in verse 1, we are told that:!

Jesus is the True Vine!

“True” - refers to that which is perfect and distinct from that which is imperfect; genuine vs. 
counterfeit !

Jesus is pointing to Himself as the source of spiritual life and productivity.  He distinguishes 
Himself as the “true” vine because there are plenty of false vines that claim to be able to give life 
but cannot. !

John 14:6 - “I am the way, the truth, and the life.  No man comes to the Father but by Me.”!

Lost sinners are blind and disconnected from the source of true life which is only in Christ.  As 
the followers of Jesus, we are to call on men and women to turn from their sins and place their 
faith in the One and only true Vine.!



The Father is the Vinedresser!

The vinedresser or husbandman is the keeper of the vineyard.  The owner of the vineyard 
desires to see his plants yield a productive harvest of summer fruit.  Much in the same way, God 
desires to see much fruit being produced in your life.!

That the Father is the vinedresser emphasizes His care, concern, and sovereign control over 
the vineyard of man.  Nothing happens in the vineyard that He is not aware or in control of.!

Christ’s disciples are the Branches!

Life flows from the vine to the branch, and no branch would ever be fruitful apart from the vine.  
In any vineyard, the branches are the focus of the vinedresser’s efforts because they produce 
the fruit.  Branches are often tied to a trellis to provide the maximum amount of sunshine and 
watering.!

The vinedresser tenderly cultivates each branch because it is his intention that it bear as much 
fruit as possible.!

2.  Jesus IDENTIFIES His disciples as branches that bear fruit!

“Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit He takes away, and every branch that does bear 
fruit He prunes, that it may bear more fruit.  Already you are clean because of the word that I 
have spoken to you.”!

Jesus mentions two types of branches—the genuine branches that abide in Him and produce 
fruit, and the false branches that do not abide in Him and subsequently do not produce fruit.  In 
these verses, Jesus sets His true disciples apart from false disciples.!

He mentions a couple of things that the Father does that are important for us to know as we 
abide in the Vine and get our life and strength from the Vine.  One is that God takes away 
fruitless branches, and the other is that God prunes faithful branches.  Or to say it another way, 
He cuts away the lifeless branches and cultivates the living branches.!

All true disciples will bear some measure of spiritual fruit.  There is no such thing as a fruitless 
Christian.  There may be believers who bear less fruit than others, but there will never be a 
believer who bears no fruit.!



Matthew 3:8 - “Bring forth fruit in keeping with repentance.”!

Matthew 3:10 - “Every tree which does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into 
the fire.”!

Luke 6:43-44 - “For a good tree does not bear bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good 
fruit.  For every tree is known by its fruit.”!

“Fruit” - spiritual qualities that give evidence of life in Christ; fruit is the Christ-like traits that 
characterize those through whom His life flows !

There are true branches connected to the vine through whom life flows, and there are false 
branches that are dead and lifeless that are merely attached to the vine.  In fact, we find this 
truth illustrated all throughout the gospel of John. !

John 2:23-25 - “Now when He was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many believed in 
His name when they saw the signs that He was doing.  But Jesus on His part did not 
entrust Himself to them, because He knew all people and needed no one to bear witness 
about man, for He Himself knew what was in man.”!

John 6:26 - “Truly, truly, I say to you, you are seeking Me, not because you saw signs, but 
because you ate your fill of the loaves.”!

John 6:63-66 - “The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.  But there are 
some of you who do not believe.  (For Jesus knew from the beginning who those were 
who did not believe, and who it was who would betray Him.)  And He said, This is why I 
told you that no one can come to Me unless it is granted Him by the Father.  After this 
many of His disciples turned back and no longer walked with Him.”!

There are believers who are not believers, disciples who are not disciples, and branches who 
are not branches.!

Perhaps most vividly, John shows the reader how Judas Iscariot was one of these false 
disciples.  By all appearances he looked like a branch, but his defection proved him to be false.!

The lifeless branches that do not bear fruit are taken away by the vinedresser.  They are cast 
forth as a branch and wither, and are gathered up and thrown into the fire where they are 
burned.  This is a picture of judgment.!



As far as the true branches are concerned, Jesus makes three very important points here in the 
text:!

The Production of the Branch!

Fruit will be produced in the lives of those who are truly Christ’s disciples.  These fruits are the 
Christ-like character traits that set them apart as those through whom His life flows.!

Where is fruit found?  Obviously, it is found on the branches and limbs of fruit-producing trees.  
Fruit is visible.!

How does fruit grow?  It grows because of its connection to the life within the fruit-producing 
tree.  Fruit is a sign of life.!

What does fruit do?  The word ‘fruit’ comes from a word meaning to enjoy or take pleasure in.  
The purpose of fruit is to feed and nourish and provide sweetness.!

This perhaps is most clearly seen in Galatians 5 where Paul describes the fruit of the Spirit on 
display in the believer’s life.!

• The fruit of the indwelling Holy Spirit!

Galatians 5:22-23 - “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.”!

The New Testament mentions several additional ways that disciples bear fruit in their lives:!

• The fruit of worship in the believer’s life!

Hebrews 13:15 - “Therefore by Him let us continually offer the sacrifice of praise to God, 
that is, the fruit of our lips, giving thanks to His name.”!

• The fruit of sacrificial love in meeting the needs of others!

Philippians 4:16-17 - “For even in Thessalonica you sent aid once and again for my 
necessities.  Not that I seek the gift, but I seek the fruit that abounds to your account.”!

• The fruit of a transformed life!



Colossians 1:10 - “That you may walk worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing Him, bring 
fruitful in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God.”!

• The fruit of other disciples won to faith in Christ!

Romans 1:13 - “I often planned to come to you…that I might have some fruit among you 
also, just as among the other Gentiles.”!

Jesus desires that His disciples be spiritually productive.  As we walk in fellowship with Christ, 
and because of His life which is now in us, His Spirit produces fruit in and through our lives.!

The Pruning of the Branch!

Notice that Jesus says the Father as vinedresser prunes those fruit-producing branches in order 
for them to bear more fruit.!

“Pruning” - the process of cutting back part of the plant, sometimes severely, to allow the plant 
to focus its nutrients in fewer places that it might eventually produce more fruit !

In any vineyard, an expert vinedresser applies his skills in four specific ways—to remove growth 
that is dead and dying; to make sure sunlight can get to all the fruit-bearing branches; to 
increase the quality and quantity of the fruit; and to encourage new fruit to develop.!

God cuts away parts of our lives that drain precious time and energy from what’s truly important.  
He prunes the branches by removing anything that would sap their spiritual energy and hinder 
them from fruitful results.  His pruning involves cutting away anything that limits righteousness, 
including the discipline that comes from trials, suffering, and even persecution.!

God’s discipline is evidence of His grace and mercy. !

Proverbs 3:11-12 - “My son, do not despise the chastening of the Lord, nor detest His 
correction; for whom the Lord loves He corrects, just as a father the son in whom he 
delights.”!

God deals with us as a loving father deals with his children.  Why do loving parents discipline 
their children?  Because they have an end in mind.  !

The end goal that God has for my life is conformity to Christ.!



The Purging of the Branch!

He says in verse 3, “Already you are clean because of the word that I have spoken to you.”  
Jesus has already said this earlier in chapter 13, just in a different way.!

“Already Clean” - fact that their lives have been transformed by the power of His Word!

The idea is that they are clean, and they are being cleaned.  The Word of God is the pruning 
knife that the Vinedresser uses to prune, to purge, to clean, and to build us up into mature, fruit-
producing branches for Christ.!

3.  Jesus INSTRUCTS His disciples to remain in Him!

“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.  I am the vine; you are the branches.  Whoever abides 
in Me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do nothing.  If 
anyone does not abide in Me he is thrown away like a branch and withers; and the branches are 
gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned.  If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask 
whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.”!

What is Impossible !

Fruit is merely the outward result of an inward life.  No branch can produce fruit unless it is first 
and foremost connected to the vine from which it receives life-giving sap.!

“Abide” - to remain; to continue; to sojourn!

Just as it is impossible for a branch to bear fruit apart from the vine, so also is it impossible to 
bear spiritual fruit apart from Christ.  The one who abides in Christ, and the one in whom Christ 
abides, he it is that bears much fruit.  Jesus says, “For apart from Me you can do nothing.”!

What is Implied!

The one who does not abide in Christ withers and is cast forth as a branch, while the one who 
does abide in Christ flourishes and bears fruit.  This implies that there will be fruitful evidence in 
the life of the one who has authentic faith.!

Implicit in the text is the truth that Christ’s true disciples will remain in Him and bear fruit.!



What is Involved!

Jesus tells us what is involved with abiding in Him.  He says, “If you abide in Me, and My words 
abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.”  Abiding in Him involves 
remaining in His word and His word remaining in me.!

According to what Jesus says, abiding in Him involves:!

• We abide in His Word!

• We abide in prayer!

• We abide in His love!

• We abide in His joy!

John uses this word “abide” more than any other writer in the New Testament—a total of some 
55 times or so.  Abiding is a major theme of his first epistle.  !

John connects abiding in Christ with:!

• living the same manner of life as Jesus—1 John 2:6; 3:6-10!

• love for the brethren—1 John 2:10; 3:14!

• knowledge of & obedience to the Word—1 John 2:14, 24; 3:24!

• doing the will of God—1 John 2:17!

• Relying upon the wisdom of God’s Spirit—1 John 2:27!

4.  Jesus INTENDS for our fruit to glorify the Father!

“By this My Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit and so prove to be My disciples.  As the 
Father has loved Me, so have I loved you.  Abide in My love.  If you keep My commandments, 
you will abide in My love, just as I have kept My Father’s commandments and abide in His love.  
These things I have spoken to you, that My joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full.”!

It is only through remaining in Christ that we will bear fruit, and Jesus says, “By this fruit is My 
Father glorified, and it proves that you are My disciples.”  Bearing fruit for the glory of God is 
why we are saved:!



John 15:16 - “I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that 
your fruit should remain.”!

Bearing fruit involves patience and trust, and surrender to Christ.  Fruit does not appear on a 
tree over night—it takes seasons of growth.  This is difficult for us to understand in an age of 
instant results.!

The first American missionary was Adoniram Judson, who arrived in Burma, or Myanmar, in 
1813, and died there some 38 years later in 1850.  During that time, he suffered much for the 
cause of the gospel.  He was imprisoned, tortured, and kept in shackles.  After the death of his 
first wife, Ann, to whom he was devoted, for several months he was so depressed that he sat 
daily beside her tomb.!

But Adoniram Judson’s faith sustained him, and he threw himself into the work to which he 
believed God had called him.  He worked feverishly on his Burmese translation of the Bible. The 
New Testament had now been printed, and he finished the Old Testament in early 1834.!

Statistics are unclear, but there were only somewhere between twelve and twenty-five 
professing Christians in the country when he died, and there were not churches to speak of.!

At the 150th anniversary of the translation of the Bible into the Burmese language, Paul 
Borthwick was addressing a group that was celebrating Judson's work.  Just before he got up to 
speak, he noticed in small print on the first page the words: "Translated by Rev. A. Judson."  So 
Borthwick turned to his interpreter, a Burmese man named Matthew Hia Win, and asked him, 
"Matthew, what do you know of this man?" Matthew began to weep as he said,!

“We know him—we know how he loved the Burmese people, how he suffered for the gospel 
because of us, out of love for us. He died a pauper, but left the Bible for us. When he died, there 
were few believers, but today there are over 600,000 of us, and every single one of us traces 
our spiritual heritage to one man: the Rev. Adoniram Judson.”!

But Judson never saw it with his own eyes.  However, he did see it through the eyes of faith:!

Adoniram Judson - “In spite of sorrow, loss, and pain, our course be onward still; we sow on 
Burma's barren plain, we reap on Zion's hill.”


