Sunday 26 May 2013 : Galatians 5 : 13-26  & John 15 : 1-8 
It’s amazing how it only takes a few days of brighter weather and higher temperatures to bring the landscape back to life, awash with spring colours, and at the same time ease us all back into gardening mode. Merging in with the birdsong celebrating the arrival of their new fledgelings, we hear sounds of a distinctly human origin, lawnmowers and creaking backs, as we try to restore order after the chaos of 12 cold wet months.

I suspect Jesus had supernaturally green fingers, and had he diversified into horticulture the blessing of the Lord could have brought forth a bumper crop of tropical fruit even in our climate, but anyway He understood gardening principles well, and often spoke in gardening terms. Like today, when He talks about our lives bearing fruit.

We spoke last time about the command of Jesus to love one another as He has loved us, and we boldly made a prayer of commitment to a life of following Jesus 100%. As we did, I’m sure I’m not the only one who prayed that prayer and made that commitment in the full knowledge of the fact that I can’t do it under my own steam. 
My flesh doesn’t want to follow Jesus 100%. My flesh wants to follow Jesus when it suits me, when it’s comfortable, when I feel like it, when people are nice to me, but if I’m having one of those days when I’m tired or busy, when I’ve allowed myself to get annoyed by something or someone, well, I’d really like an opt-out clause inserted in my contract with Jesus to cover those days. Anyone else got those carnal tendencies?

And as we know perfectly well, there can be no opt-out clause, there can be no days off the discipleship path. We’re either in it or we’re not, no in-between. If the Word of God tells me, straight from the lips of Jesus, that we are to love one another as Jesus loves us, but my flesh is having a hissy fit, I’m feeling picky and touchy, I don’t have a nice word to say about anything or anyone, and I want to kick someone’s cat, something is out of line and has to give – either God’s Word, or my attitude. Hmm. I wonder which?

The Lord isn’t going to lower the standards of Heaven just to accommodate and pander to our selfish flesh. Instead, He solves the problem in a much better, more constructive, way. He offers us a way to raise the level of our life, our thoughts, our words, to where He wants them to be.  John 15.5 : 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 is saying : remember who you are and what you are. Elsewhere in the Scriptures, New Testament believers are described as the body of Christ. This is a different picture of the same truth. Jesus and His church are an organic whole, and we are inseparable from Him. We do not and cannot live without Him. Only in complete unity with Jesus can we experience the things that are most valuable in life, because only Jesus can give them to us. Here, He calls these things “fruit”. Paul lists these in Galatians 5.22f  : love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.
These things characterise the very nature of Jesus and, since Jesus says that anyone who has seen Him has seen the Father, we know that they are the very nature of God. Also, since 1 John 4.17 tells us that as Jesus are, so are we in this world, these things are to characterise our nature, our life and our witness as well, and there’s only one way that can ever happen – and that’s to make the quality decision, day by day, situation by situation, circumstance by circumstance, that Jesus is Lord and I trust Him.
And those are big issues. It’s very easy to say, oh yes, of course, Jesus is Lord and I trust Him. But is that the reality of the situation? If I were to ask you – what is the most important relationship in your life? And you were to reply – oh, with my wife, with my husband, with my children – there is a problem. If the most important relationship in my life is with another human being, and not with Jesus, who gave His life for me, I’m in real danger of messing up that other relationship, big time. Why? 

Because I’ll be putting an unfair expectation on that other person to meet my needs, to make me happy, to make me feel secure, to make my life easier and more comfortable ; an unfair expectation that God never intended one human being to dump on another, that God never anointed one human being to meet on behalf of another. That’s no basis for a healthy relationship, because it’s not based on love, it’s based on selfishness. Love goes into a relationship seeking to give to the other person, not to demand from them.
I talked some time ago at Ancrum and Lilliesleaf about the difference between a covenant and a contract. People enter a contract for what they can get from the other party. You sign a contract with Sky Sports, you get to see the live football, they get your money. But people enter a covenant for what they can give to the other party. Marriage is a covenant, or at least it was till some clot came up with the bright idea of pre-nuptial agreements. God deals with us on the basis of covenant. We will hear in the communion service today, as we prepare to take the cup, the words of Jesus  : This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.
Back in Genesis, God made a covenant with Abraham, guaranteeing the promises He had already made : “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you ; I will make your name great,  and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse ; and all peoples on earth  will be blessed through you. A contract is signed in ink, it’s business, and in the small print there’s an escape clause. 
A covenant is signed in blood, it is sacrificial, and as Romans 11.29 says, God’s gifts and His calling are irrevocable. The death of Jesus on the cross was God signing a new covenant with us in the blood of His very own Son, making all the promises originally made to the Jewish people available to all who will only believe in Jesus. This is what the bread and wine of communion signify. Hebrews 9.12 : Not with the blood of goats and calves, but with His own blood Jesus entered the Most Holy Place once for all, having obtained eternal redemption. Once for all! With His own blood! By grace, Jesus offers you the fullness of His blessing, here and now, unlimited, unconditional, eternal. 
You don’t need to deserve it, you just need to receive it. That’s the way of grace, the way of love, the way of Jesus. Our relationships should be characterised by a readiness to give, to bless, to think well of, to speak well of, the other person. Pretty much the way Jesus deals with us as, even now, He sits beside the Father speaking well of us, pleading our cause, whether we deserve it or not, just because He loves us.
It’s only as we put our relationship with Jesus first and central in our lives, above our relationships with family and friends, that we draw, from the vine of spiritual power and authority that Jesus is, supernatural ability to be a covenant blessing into the lives of those people. When Alexis and I got together, one thing we were both absolutely clear on, and it was essential to us both, was that we were not first in each other’s lives, we were second to Jesus, and that was and remains the basis of the covenant we share.

In wedding services I sometimes quote from Ecclesiastes 4.12 : A threefold cord is not easily broken. Threefold – husband, wife, and the Lord. It is as we lay our relationships before the throne and put Jesus first that we draw from Him the power and anointing to make those relationships work the way God always intended them to, free from all the strains that the selfish flesh, left to its own devices, would put on them.
There’s only One who is qualified to, and who wants to, meet all our needs. Philippians 4.19 : My God will meet all your needs according to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus. That is a promise in the Word of God, and we can take it to the bank of divine blessing without any fear of overdraft or refusal. Here’s another promise. 2 Corinthians 9.9, Amplified Bible : God is able to make all grace (every favor and earthly blessing) come to you in abundance, so that you may always and under all circumstances and whatever the need be self-sufficient [possessing enough to require no aid or support and furnished in abundance for every good work and charitable donation].
The key to making life work, not just here on a communion Sunday but 7 days a week, out there in a world that is nowadays by no means an easy place to be a Christian, is to remain in the vine. To enjoy life, to prosper in all things and enjoy health, spirit, soul and body, as God intends, will involve a quality decision, each and every day, to put Jesus first place in our life, to make top priority every day some quality time with Him, praising Him, reading His Word, having real conversation with Him in prayer.

I’m not saying that to be religious, religion never was any good to anybody, I’m talking relationship. I’m saying it because if we’re not walking with Jesus through the day, in constant touch with Him, listening for His still small voice of guidance, we’ll get things wrong, we’ll do and say things that, later on, we’ll really wish we hadn’t. We’ll risk missing out on those golden opportunities to sow a good seed of love and kindness into someone’s life that might, for that person, make the vital difference between receiving Jesus as Saviour and Lord, or continuing to stumble on in doubt and unbelief.    
Remain in Him and we will bear much fruit – love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. If not, the spiritual weeds set out in the previous verse – jealousy, selfish ambition and so on – will regain control of our hearts. We all know what weeds are like. We don’t need to plant them or water them. The default position is that, left to their own devices, weeds will flourish and choke off the flowers, the vegetables, the good plants. As it is in the garden, so it is in the soul.

The default position in the soul is selfishness. It needs a commitment of the heart to be different, to make a deliberate decision to choose Jesus and His way of life, to renew that commitment each and every day, no matter what, and to cultivate a fruitful life by regularly enjoying the presence of Jesus, here in church together, and in our quiet times at home, so that when the fur and hair suddenly starts flying we will not be caught out by it, we will be ready, because we know what we are, who we are, and whose we are. 
I’ll leave the last word to Jesus : John 15.7-8 : If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you. This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.
