JOHN 15: TWO COMMANDS IN LOCKSTEP
We can group certain corresponding verses of John 15 together to try to understand the truth and tension it creates. Like many things Jesus taught, His message here contained both encouragement and warning. First, the encouragement. In verses 15:4-5, Jesus says, “Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself unless it abides in the vine, so neither can you unless you abide in Me. I am the Vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, he bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do nothing.” 

Willow Creek Community Church [WCCC] is one of the largest churches in America, and a perennial model of seeker friendly church growth. WCCC has always believed strongly in local community involvement, and in providing programs for its members to go out and test the waters of ministry is part of what got them where they are. However, WCCC was confronted in 2007 by a study instituted by one of their executive pastors, Greg Hawkins. This study called into question many of their philosophies and programs designed to help people mature spiritually. Its findings are eye-opening, and critical to our understanding of how our modern-day model of church has led us astray on several fronts. 

WCCC spared no expense in hiring the best people, and employing the latest technologies to interview approximately 11,000 congregants from seven different churches. The results, according to senior pastor Bill Hybels, were “the wakeup call of my life.” They caused him to also say, “We’ve made a mistake.” The findings in the study called Reveal: Where are You? caused Hybels to further conclude that: 

Spiritual growth doesn’t happen best by becoming dependent on elaborate church programs, but through the age old spiritual practices of prayer, Bible reading, and relationships. And, ironically, these basic disciplines do not require multi-million dollar facilities, and hundreds of staff to manage.

Germaine to the importance of a deeply personal, abiding relationship with Jesus, one of the smashing points of this study from a church that boasted 50 percent church participation in externally-focused ministries, was that leadership had failed to impress clearly enough on seekers and new believers the absolute importance of taking personal responsibility for internal growth apart from the church or externally focused church activities—in other words, personal abiding in Jesus. In his book, Missional Renaissance, Reggie McNeal says of this:

There is no missional church without missional followers of Jesus. We do not share the heart of God with the world because we do not have the heart of God. This heart transplant does not occur by participation in church activities…Simply put, the church in North America has focused on developing programs, not developing people. It is time for this to change.

The conclusion can be drawn that mere participation in doing the commands alone is not the answer. There are many social services organizations engaging in such activities without belief in Jesus. As the WCCC study revealed, without personal responsibility employed by the believer to pursue growth and maturity with his God, mere good deeds fail to satisfy. If our vision of Jesus does not make us run to our neighbors, a vision alone for community service fails to satisfy.  

If we abide in Him—if we take our sustenance and nutrition from Jesus as do grapes from the Vine—we will desire to do that which He commands us and become fruitful branches. It will be a difficult process at times, but it will lead to robust and beautiful fruit for the Master Vinedresser. It is in abiding that we discover “Christ in us, the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27), and that is the place where all transformation must begin. 
[next issue: The admonishment of John 15:1-8]

And I wish I could end this discussion of verses 1-8 here, where most of our modern teachers do, but that would mean leaving out the equally critical warning. We must look at the tension found in our next grouping of verses, for make no mistake: Jesus is deadly serious about the command to love others in the flesh.

“Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit, He takes away (John 15:2a) . . . If anyone does not abide in Me, he is thrown away as a branch and dries up. They gather them and cast them into the fire, and they are burned” (John 15:6).
The command is that through an abiding relationship with Jesus Christ we are to bear fruit. Just as there are real rewards for finding the balance between abiding and fruit-bearing, there are equally serious consequences for failing to live in that balance. Jesus says that those in Him who do not bear fruit will be “taken away” by His Father. That someone “in Jesus” could be taken from Him confounds all those who claim that those who fall away were never saved in the first place, yet here it is. It is not found only here. The parable of the talents in Matthew 25 [also about bearing fruit for the kingdom of God on earth], is a story similar to this passage in John.

In this parable, the three of the slaves of the master receiving the talents are equal in stature. One is not referred to as an outsider, and the other two as insiders. They are all called “doulos” [Greek: “slave or bond-servant: a person who surrenders himself to the will of another]. This is the same word Paul uses in his Epistles when he describes himself as a “bond-servant of Christ.” From the Bible’s use of this term, we can only deduce that all three of these men were symbolically God’s children. All three were given gifts to go and invest for their master’s profit. It would be logical to conclude that these talents symbolized spiritual gifts, and that the profit the master sought was the bearing of spiritual fruit. Does God call men bond-servants and give them spiritual gifts if they never knew Him? 
It would be a very difficult argument to make that, up to the time the master required the return on their gifts, there was any difference in the position of the three. Jesus said that from everyone to whom He had given much, much would be required, and from those to whom He had entrusted much He would ask all the more (Luke 12:48). God does not expect us to bear fruit beyond what our spiritual giftedness allows, but He commands the employment of whatever gifts we have been given to the fullest extent for the profit of His glory. We must assume, then, that all three had surrendered themselves to their master’s will, and that they would not have been called “doulos” had they not heeded the call to some degree.

The story goes on to tell of the two servants who were given more than one talent. They went out and invested wisely, and on their master’s return brought forth the fruits of their investments. His response to both is the same: He did not scold the one with the lesser of the gifts because he was unable to bear as much fruit as the one with the greater. He rewarded them equally. Both were subsequently rewarded with what can only be symbolic of eternal life. 
In the story of the third slave, however, we see a different scenario with a decidedly different outcome. While the playing field was even while the slaves received gifts from God, things changed dramatically when it came time to obey the master’s command to use those gifts. The third simply failed to go out and bear fruit with the gift he was given. Unlike the first two, he buried his in the ground. In the sentence handed down to him, we find words of consequence we find in John 15: “Therefore take away the talent from him…even what he does have shall be taken away. Cast out the worthless slave into the outer darkness.” The worthless slave’s gift was “taken away,” and he was then relegated to the ultimate consequence of losing favor with his master. 
When comparing the third slave’s fate to the judgments of those Jesus put forth in John 15:2(a), it would be difficult to draw but one conclusion: those who begin a relationship with Jesus, yet fail to bear fruit with the giftedness that brings, stand to suffer His wrath. I do acknowledge the mystery of this, and hope for the sake of many the “eternal security” viewpoint is accurate. Nonetheless it would be foolish to assume from these words, even under grace, that the possibility of salvation being “taken away” couldn’t exist.


The parable of the talents is only one of many wherein we observe similar consequences for failing to bear fruit. Matthew 3 records John the Baptist cautioned that trees failing to bear good fruit would be cut down and cast into the fire, and that Jesus would be the One to see to it. Matthew 7:16-19 records Jesus repeating John’s words, and reflecting the same theme. In Matthew 21 the concept resurfaces again, as Jesus tells the Jews that the kingdom of God would be ripped from those who presume to have it, and given to a nation producing the fruit of it. In the Parable of the Sower in Matthew 13, there is one thing that marks the seed that was assured of growth—that it bore fruit. In the Parable of the Vineyard in Luke 13, the vinedresser is told to cut down the vine that bears no fruit. In Matthew 7, those who refuse to act upon Jesus’ words are compared to a house built on sand, whose fall would be great. 

Everywhere this message is repeated, there is complete consistency in its warnings to those who seek to abide in the Word that was Jesus without bearing the fruit of it by following the Person that was equally and also Jesus. It is in abiding that we hear the voice, come to know the Good Shepherd, and understand His command. At the same time, we must also follow the Person who leads us out to accomplish His goals for us in fulfilling both the Great Commandment to love our neighbor, and the Great Commission to make disciples.

Jesus breaks our bonds of sin and death, and plants us anew as completely faithful seeds in the kingdom of heaven on this earth. He gives us the commandment to go—to leave our comfort zones and bear fruit by loving and serving our neighbors, because the true Vine always loved and served, and said those who truly followed Him would do so as well. Believers who refuse the call of Jesus to follow Him out into the world to serve soon slip into a comfortable, passionless religious system that consists of attendance at Sunday services, perhaps a Bible study or small group meeting once a week, and serving in food lines on Christmas. That would be wonderful if it translated into something in real life, but a lesser god does not call men to such things.

It would appear that the ears of the ultimate Judge of men’s souls will not hear what His eyes do not see. I pray the theology of the eternal security adherents is correct for the sake of those who have come to count on it. But is it an open-and-shut case that those who hear His words, say they believe, and yet do not act upon those words by bearing fruit will be able to count on what could be an erroneous perception of grace to save them? And even if it is so, could a reward-less existence here on earth merely awaiting salvation lead to an equally reward-less eternity in heaven? 


In 1st Corinthians 3, Paul says that those whose works on earth are to be burned up will be saved, “yet as through fire.” In Matthew 5-6, Jesus talks at length about great rewards in heaven, and all of them gained through suffering and enduring good works here on earth. And in Luke 6, He says that it will be given to us as we gave, and by our standard of measure on earth it would be measured out to us in heaven. Though no man can say for sure, and there are certainly scriptures that would argue the point, could it be that the same boredom most men are feeling in the church today could be their eternal reward in heaven? Wouldn’t that be something to look forward to?  


To conclude the first 8 verses of John 15, there are two commands here that walk together in absolute lockstep. Jesus never says one without the other. The rewards for either are the same, and the consequences for ignoring either are the same. There is none of the grace divorced from command that has become the cornerstone of the modern church. With Jesus such a thing would have been unthinkable. We are to abide in Him, and then follow our shepherd out of the sheepfold and into the world. The rewards for living in this balance will bring joy and life beyond compare, but ignoring either will bring consequences beyond despair and suffering. Abiding in Christ and bearing fruit is the life Jesus lived and taught. It was the relationship He enjoyed with His Father that He naturally passed on to the relationship between Himself and us. Had He enjoyed that relationship with His Father without then bearing fruit in this world, He would have come for nothing and we would still be “dead in our trespasses and sins.” When we do likewise, we also leave others in the same state.

[next issue: John 15:9-12 – Two Commands Become One]
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