THE “I AM” SAYINGS OF JESUS

#7 I Am the Vine – Part 3

November 6th, 2011 – John 15: 9 -17

Human history has been marked by 3 major cultural changes that have made huge connections on a global scale. The Greek alphabet and the Printing Press in the 15th century which lasted 5-1/2 centuries. In our time the computer and internet have changed the way nations connect with each other. The most important connection in life is not physical but spiritual. One teacher, during the holiday season, was sharing with her class all the different stories.   She read stories about Hanukkah, Kwanzaa, and the Christmas story. As she read the Christmas story, one little boy raised his hand and said: Teacher that was a beautiful story. Could you read it again? After the second reading he raised his hand again and asked: It is such a beautiful story, but why did they name the baby after a curse word?    Our calling is to reveal to others how their lives will always remain empty until they are connected to Jesus Christ. 
Jesus said that He is the vine and we are the branches. We were created for abundance. Each of us is a branch that is producing a clearly defined level of abundance. Which basket best represents our life? Can we ever find fulfillment in a half – empty basket? We can’t. Abundance is the destiny of every believer. Two men were tossing rocks down a deep hole, but heard no sound. They spotted a large railroad tie and tossed it in. Not a sound. Suddenly a goat appears, running like the wind, leaps into the air and into the hole. A farmer walks up: Have you seen my goat?
Men explained the goat just jumped into the hole. Farmer: Couldn’t have been my goat. My goat was chained to a railroad tie. That poor goat was tied to something that was pulling him down. One of the most relevant questions one can ask is what are we tied to? Everyone has something pulling on them (work, addiction, stress of the times…).
The greatest pull of all is a sinful nature condemned to an eternity separated from a loving God. The only hope is receiving forgiveness of sins by the blood of Jesus Christ. Our connection to Christ must remain strong for us to be effective in a world in which Satan, the world, and the flesh are always trying to pull others down. 
Occasionally a fruit tree will give all its energy to growing wood and leaves but little or no energy to bearing fruit. To correct this condition, the farmer takes an ax and makes a deep wound in its trunk close to the ground. That severe procedure almost always produces a change. The next year the tree gives an excellent yield. It could be called "the fruit of suffering." Oftentimes God uses a trial as an axe, or suffering as a pruning knife, so that we may stop channeling all our energies into the pursuit of temporal things. Sorrow, tribulation, ill health, and disappointment have a way of stimulating spiritual growth and fruitfulness. Our attention is then redirected toward eternal things, and we produce the fruits of righteousness that glorify His name. Today we look at the results of being connected:
John 15:9-17: 9 As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. 10 If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love.            11 I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. 12 My command is this:     Love each other as I have loved you. 13 Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.            14 You are my friends if you do what I command. 15 I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you. 16 You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit—fruit that will last. Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. 17 This is my command: Love each other. Let’s look at two essential qualities of fruitfulness from the believer connected to the vine:
 OPTIMISTIC OUTLOOK IN A PESSIMISTIC WORLD 

John 15:11: I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. Would you consider your self an optimistic or pessimistic individual? Pessimistic folks are filled with doom and gloom. Optimistic folks are filled with hope and joy. A Christian connected to Jesus will radiate a optimistic outlook in life. Joy is the echo of Christ’s life within us! Joy is the experience of knowing you are unconditionally loved by God. Joy is the enjoyment of God and the good things that come from His hand!  Joy is an attribute of God Himself!     Joy radiates enthusiasm, sparkle, and hope. It expresses itself in laughter, yet it draws from a deep spring that keeps flowing long after the laughter has died and the tears have come. In a world gone dark with grief and worry, joy brings an brings an optimistic outlook in a pessimistic world. It rests in Jesus regardless of life’s circumstances.

When life is going well it is easy to feel elated. When hardship comes many sink into depression. True joy transcends the rolling waves of circumstances. The joy that Jesus promises is not merely a human happiness. The world offers "passing pleasures" but the Lord Jesus offers to give us full and lasting joy. Pleasure is dependent on circumstances, but joy is inward and is not disturbed by one’s environment. Pleasure is always changing, but joy is constant!  True joy is grounded in Jesus Christ, who is "the same yesterday, today, and for ever" (Hebrews 13:8).  To keep experiencing pleasure, we must run from one stimulus to another, for it refuses to be permanently grasped. Joy is the opposite. Joy is a result of being connected to the vine. C.S. Lewis:  It is not so much THE JOY OF THE LORD we are seeking as THE LORD OF JOY Himself.  The joy of the Lord is our strength.
Robert Robinson (1735-1790) was eight years old at the time of his father's death. He was a very bright, headstrong boy who became increasingly more difficult for his mother to handle. When Robert turned 14, she sent him to London for an apprenticeship with a barber. Robert proceeded to get into even more trouble, taking on a life of drinking and gambling. Without a father to guide him, he fell in with the wrong crowd.  At 17, Robert and some of his friends decided to attend an evangelistic meeting, with a plan to make fun of the proceedings. When George Whitfield began to preach, Robert felt as if the sermon was just for him. He did not respond to the Gospel that night, but the message of forgiveness of sins would haunt him for the next three years. On Dec. 10, 1755, at age 20, Robert yielded his life to Christ, and very soon thereafter answered a call to the ministry. Three years later, as he was preparing to preach a sermon he wrote, Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing to complement the sermon.


Verse one goes: Come, Thou fount of every blessing, tune my heart to sing Thy grace. Streams of mercy, never ceasing, call for songs of loudest praise. Teach me some melodious sonnet, sung by flaming tongues above. Praise the mount! I’m fixed upon it, mount of Thy redeeming love. He preached for many years until he came to a hard place in his life and then left his church because of unfair accusations. This deeply hurt him and he walked away from his faith and became very lonely, deeply angry and extremely critical. One day riding a stagecoach he noticed a woman with a hymn book. The lady turned to Robinson and asked what he thought of the hymn she was humming. Robinson burst into tears: Madam, I am the poor unhappy man who wrote that hymn many years ago, and I would give a thousand worlds, if I had them, to have the joy I had then. At the end of his life – coming back to his faith - he said: I lost that great joy because I failed to flame the embers of love in order to keep joy burning bright in my life. Satan, the world, and our flesh does everything it possibly can to steal that optimistic outlook, does it not? 

Maybe like Robert we are here today and there are joy robbers attacking our optimistic outlook. Remember 
Jesus embodied a stubborn joy. A joy that refused to bend in the wind of hard times. A joy that took Him to the cross. As we live life each day may we learn not to take life so seriously that we forget to take time to laugh. 
A child laughs 400 times a day on the average, while an adult laughs only 15 times each day. Which is puzzling since laughter feels so good and is so good for us! You may know the benefits of laughter on the mind and spirit, but are you aware of how much a good laugh can help you physically? Mayo Clinic reported that laughter aids breathing by disrupting our normal respiration pattern and increasing our breathing rate. It can even help clear mucus from our lungs. Hearty laughter is also good for our heart. It increases circulation and improves the delivery of oxygen and nutrients to tissues throughout our body. Laughter stimulates our immune system to fight off disease. It is a natural stress reliever. Have you ever laughed so hard that you doubled over and fell off your chair? That’s because you can’t maintain muscle tension when you are laughing! People who laugh live longer. There’s a definite link between an optimistic outlook and longevity due to release of cytokines! (Google it) No wonder the Bible says:

Proverbs 17:22: A cheerful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit dries up the bones. Its good medicine!
Lincoln said:  If I do not laugh, I should die!  Mark Twain: Laughter is the greatest weapon that we humans possess and it’s the one we use the least! Sometime we encounter pessimistic folks like the man who walks to the counter at the doctor’s office. A grumpy nurse barks: Down the hall, first door to the right, and take off your clothes – the doctor will be in soon!  Man: But nurse, it’s just a sore arm; I don’t think all that is necessary. She repeated: Down the hall, first door to the right, and take off your clothes. So he went down the hall, walked through the first door on the right, and saw another man already standing there in his boxers, shivering. So he said: Boy, that nurse is really something, isn’t she? I just have a sore on my arm and she told me to come down here, go through this door and take off my clothes. The other man: You think that’s bad? I’m just trying to deliver for UPS. Remember our connection to Christ allows us to carry an optimistic outlook in the most unpleasant of situations. This joy is not about our circumstances, but being part of a mission to glorify Jesus in our pessimistic world. Is an optimistic outlook radiating from your life this morning? That is something our world desperately needs wouldn’t you say? 
SACRIFICIAL LOVE IN A SELF SERVING WORLD
John 15:13: Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. The word for love here is agape.  This is a sacrificial love, not romantic or that shared between family members. This is the love that takes us to the cross! Jesus sets a level for love that in a word is supreme. Jesus loves us with a level of love that we will never be able to fully comprehend. The standard He sets is higher than we may be able to understand. Jesus sets the standard with His own actions. Jesus came to this earth with one purpose in mind, laying down His life for us.   Jesus was born, so that, He could die. Jesus loves us enough to sacrifice absolutely everything for you and me. Unless love becomes visible it is not love at all. This love’s needed in the home, church, community, and world. 

In 1883, a youthful clergyman, the Rev. Joe Roberts, arrived by stagecoach in a blizzard to minister to the Indians of Wyoming. This great, wild area had been assigned by President Grant. Soon after he arrived, the son of the chief was shot by a soldier in a brawl, and Chief Washakie vowed to kill the first white man he met. Since this might mean the start of a long, bloody feud, young Roberts decided to take action. He found the chief and said: I have heard of your vow, I know that the other white men have families, but I am alone. Kill me instead.  The chief was amazed and motioned him into his tent: How do you have so much courage?  Joe told him about Christ, His death, His teachings. They talked for hours. When Joe left, the chief had renounced his vow to kill and resolved to become a Christian.  Chief Washakie had personally witnessed sacrificial love in action. 
In 1943 the USS Dorchester, a ship that once was a luxury liner, had been pressed into service and refitted to serve as a troop transport and cargo ship, during WW2.  Staffed by a merchant marine crew of 130 men, 751 soldiers came aboard and headed out to the cold North Atlantic as part of a convoy. Four Chaplains came aboard, all First Lieutenants: George Fox (Methodist), Alexander Goode (Jewish), John Washington (Catholic) and Clark Poling (Reformed). The convoy was headed for Greenland, and passing through what was called “torpedo junction”.         At 3:58 am, 15 miles from their destination, a German U-456 fired, hitting the lower midsection of the ship.          The hit was deadly and decisive.  The testimony of survivors reveals that the only order in this chaos came from the four chaplains.  They calmly quieted the men and guided them to their boat stations; and distributed life jackets.

Private William Bednar was floating in the oil-polluted water, surrounded by debris and dead bodies. He was close enough to the ship to hear his fellow soldiers crying, praying, and swearing. But he said: I could also hear the chaplains preaching courage. The voices of the chaplains were the only thing that kept me going. The four offered prayers for the dying and encouragement for those who would live. The four chaplains handed out life vests until there were no more left. Then they gave away their own. Engineer Grady Clark slipped into the water and swam for a lifeboat. He looked back at the ship and could see the chaplains standing with their arms linked, braced against the slanting aft deck. They were praying. There was no sense of panic.  Of the 904 men aboard, 605 lost their lives.   The survivors never forgot the Chaplains’ sacrifice. Survivor John Ladd said: It was the finest thing I have ever seen, or hope to see, this side of heaven. These men had witnessed sacrificial love in action.
In 1994 in Oceanside, California, Mr. Alter’s fifth-grade class made headlines when the boys in the class decided by themselves to shave their heads. They did so without embarrassment because one of their own, Ian O’Gorman, developed cancer and was undergoing chemotherapy. His hair began to fall out, so to make their friend feel at home and one of the crowd, all his classmates agreed to shave their heads so that upon his return, Ian would not stand out in the class. Ten year old Kyle said: The last thing he would want is to not fit in, to be made fun of, so we just wanted to make him feel better and not left out. Kyle started talking to other boys about the idea. They all went to the barber shop together. Ian’s father Shawn choking back tears said: It’s hard to put into words to think about kids who would come together, to have them do such a thing to support Ian.  The boys’ teacher, Jim Alter, was so inspired that be, too, shaved his head. These boys are an example of sacrificial love in action. 

Actor Lee Marvin was on the Tonight Show with Johnny Carson and said: I bet folks do not know that during WW2 you won the Navy Cross for being severely wounded at Iwo Jima. Lee: But Johnny, at Iwo, I served under the bravest man I have ever known. We both got the Cross the same day. But what he did for his Cross made mine look cheap in comparison. He stood up as the main target of gunfire so that he could get his men to safety. He did this on more that one occasion because his men’s safety was more important than his won life. The Sergeants name was Bob Keeshan. You and the world know him as Captain Kangaroo. He died January 2004 at the age of 76. May we never forget the sacrificial love of our armed forces with allows us to enjoy the freedom we have today.
Children were asked the question what is love: Love is when Mommy sees Daddy smelly and sweaty and still says he is handsomer than Robert Redford. Love is when your puppy licks your face even after you left him alone all day.

When my grandmother got arthritis, she couldn’t bend over and paint her toenails anymore. So my grandfather does it for her all the time, even when his hands got arthritis too. That’s love. This last one hits home. Love sacrifices in a self serving world. Jesus loves us with an undying love. Jesus love is stronger than any other fact in our life. 
A substitute teacher was overwhelmed helping to care for a small group of children at a school that specializes in students with severe disabilities. As she sat with a little boy who seemed extremely agitated, she leaned over to him and whispered: Jesus loves you. Immediately the boy’s agitation calmed, he began to laugh and make happy sounds. Can anything be simpler, yet more profound than: Jesus love you? The Creator of all things love us and call us by name.  Jesus love is stronger than any pain we may experience. Jesus promises that He will give us comfort in the midst of our deepest pain. Jesus love is stronger than any failure we may have committed.  Jesus loves us in spite of the things that we have done. Jesus not only promises to forgive our sins but He also forgets them. He simply wipes the slate of our lives clean and then refuses to remember what we have done. There is nothing we can do to make Jesus love us any less. He loves us with an unconditional love. Jesus love is stronger than any problem we face.    He will never leave us nor forsake us. He will be there in the midst of our joys. He will stand with us in our sorrows. He gives us confidence when we’re strong and courage when we’re weak. What else do we need? 
To strengthen our connection with the vine reflect on Romans 8: 35, 37-39: 35 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?  37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38 For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39 neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

What does that type of connection mean in our life? It means an optimistic outlook in a pessimistic world.                 It means loving sacrificially in a self serving world. Will we be that type of branch for Jesus?  AMEN!



