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We live in a country that found its national identity on breaking free from control of another country. Our greatest national celebration comes on July 4th, Independence Day. One of our early national heroes was the cowboy who pursued justice but did so on his own terms. I would submit to you today that one of the highest forms of achievement or status is not power or money or social status, but it is the person who has achieved ultimate independence. That person who can do whatever they want and say whatever they want and who can buy whatever they want and who can work whenever they want. That’s why we have this dream of retirement, right? It is not that we don’t have to work, it is that nobody is telling us what to do. Well, except your spouse! We work our whole life to get to this point where we can achieve ultimate independence. So today I want to talk about something counter culture. I want to talk about going from independence to reliance.
Before you disagree with me, let me give a little disclaimer. I could actually turn this around and talk about it the other way. In fact, in a couple weeks we are going to talk about going from bondage to freedom. But today we are flipping this. You can take a good thing and make it a bad thing. A good thing is a good thing when you do it with the right motives. A good thing becomes a bad thing when you do a good thing with the wrong motives. So we are going to talk about this today, this idea that self-reliance can be highly pursued and one of the most highly respected forms of idolatry. We become the center, the epi-center of everything and we bend everything and everyone around to begin to turn toward us. A good relationship does not have two individuals independent from one another. A good relationship does not have two individuals that are co-dependent on one another. A good relationship has two people who are interconnected with one another. A voluntary choice by a growing individual to live intertwined with another out of love.
This is perhaps expressed best in John 15. If you are able, stand with me as we read God’s Word together.

15 “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 2 He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. 3 You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. 4 Remain in me, as I also remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.

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 in the final days of his life. This is the final night of his life. And He had just finished the disciples of what is about to come and they are on their way from the city out probably to the Garden of Gethsemane. Where He was about to step into prayer, where He was so intense that He would sweat blood and He drops this story, this idea, this picture of what our faith and life should look like. In fact, it is not unlikely that He would have walked by a vineyard or a grapevine and pulled it out as an object lesson as He gives this truth. It starts in verse 1

“I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 
We have to have proper understanding, we have to have proper theology of place in faith. We tend to put ourselves and think of ourselves as the vine, right? That everything around us depends on us and that we are the primary reason that everything happens around us. Or maybe we put ourselves in the position of the father, in the position of the gardener where we think that we oversee everything and we control all the things good and bad that are happening around us. And we put ourselves in these positions where we are in control. I heard this once, the difference between God and you is that God doesn’t think that He is you! We put ourselves in this position of control and it is so hard for us. And I’ll tell you, I think we do this in the states because mission team after mission team after mission team, we go to these other countries and when we get there, we are going to see what’s happening and then we will start questioning why they do something that way or we start trying to tell them how to do it better. We step in and immediately try to take control and assert ourselves. I think our country, we breed this idea. We breed control instincts in people. And when we don’t have control, we are in the worst position. When we don’t have any influence on something, it is the hardest position for us to be in. But we see the truth of this metaphor is found in verse 1 and then in verse 5 that teaches us that Jesus is the vine. God is the gardener and we are the branches. This Scripture is not about us. This Scripture is not about God’s power or our fruit. This Scripture is about a connection. It is about the vine. It is about Jesus and our relationship with Him. 
John MacArthur said Jesus’ words emphasized not the moment of salvation but a lifetime of sanctification that follows. When you are connected to the vine, you realize that things don’t happen on my time but on his time. When you are connected to the vine, you realize it is not about my autonomy, it is about God’s authorship. When you are connected to the vine, you realize that faith is not to access God’s power but it is to step into his presence. When you are connected to the vine, you realize it is not because of you, it is because of Him. 

I’m taken back to my freshman year in college in my Theology class. My professor began to recap the previous night’s basketball game and we had beaten one of our great rivals. We should have lost the game. We had a great game and I had a breakout game and he starts to talk about me and call out all these good things about my game. And so while he was waxing on about me, I did one of these right here. My head was swelling. I’m the man! I’m number one! And he was talking about me and he looks over at me and he starts going nuts. Joel Schmidgall! Joel Schmidgall! All the glory to God! Not us! So I go, ‘Yes, all to Him!’ ‘Only Him!’  And he was talking about how we don’t take the credit, just like Joel gives the glory and the credit to God! I was soaking it in. I still do this a lot. I want to keep the credit. I want it. I do this too much. I was a fake in the moment. The professor wasn’t. His name was Forrest Arnold and he was the former All-American from the University of Memphis. He was a first round draft pick for the Atlanta Hawks. He was drafted into the NBA and this is crazy. He decided to forgo the NBA because he felt God had a calling into ministry on his life. So he makes this decision and goes into ministry. He starts numerous programs. He gives 42 years of his life to teach Theology. And from his connectedness with the vine, from his connectedness to Jesus and his influence in kids’ lives, he moved mountains. God’s way for us to move mountains is for us to set aside our plans to begin to pursue the purposes of God! To go after Him!

Who do you elevate? Are you like me? Do you elevate yourself? Or are you like Jesus, who in John 5 says, I only do as the Father does. And He elevates the Father. We try to drive ourselves towards independence but we see right here that Jesus is the vine. God is the gardener and we are only given all things through the One who gives life within us.

During this series, we are asking the question, do you have the faith to move mountains? Is it in you? But as we push towards this, as we challenge you in this idea, you have to have an understanding that we are not saying you need to have faith in your abilities. It is not about what you can do. It is not about the faith that you have in your abilities. It is a faith that we have in God’s abilities. We have to know that when we go after God, that when we want to move mountains, it is not about the strength of our faith. It is about the object of our faith. We kicked off with Zachariah 4:6

‘Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,’ says the Lord Almighty.

Then last week, we went to Ephesians 3:20

20 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, 21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.

It is not about me, my and I. It is about giving glory and honor to the One who gives life to us.

He is able to move hearts. He is able to shift atmospheres. He is able to bring forgiveness to those who could not find forgiveness. He is able to give power to powerless and hope to the hopeless and He is able to bring peace in the middle of violence. He is able to fix broken relationships. He is able to move in you. 
20 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, 21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.

According to what? To his power. Not my power. Not your power. To his power. And here is where the relationship comes in. According to his power that is at work within us. It is the connection to us. It is the vine connecting within us that He uses us. God can do all things. He is all powerful. He made the mountains. Why do we think He can’t move them? He is a God who is able to heal. God is able! Amen! He is able to bring a youth group together of all different colors talking at our youth retreat where they were talking about where we are at as a nation and the racial tensions and the bias and the injustice and the violence that is happening. And after this talk happen and a young white youth and a young black youth come together in the middle and embrace and begin to pray and then the whole youth group around them comes together and begins to seek God for reconciliation and for his restoration and for his goodness and his justice and his peace. In a nation that has no answers, God all of a sudden made them an answer in one place. God is able! 
It is about time we started to elevate the presence of God instead of elevating the position of man. It is putting his Word first. It is Psalm 91
1 Whoever dwells in the shelter of the Most High
    will rest in the shadow of the Almighty.

It is Philippians 4:19

19 And my God will meet all your needs according to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus.

Pastor Mark said it in week one. I am not going to adapt to my circumstances. I am going to adapt to my theology. And I add God’s reality. Are we stepping out and trusting in Him?

Verse 2

2 He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful.
The key phrase here is ‘in me.’ He is talking about the believer in me. The believer who is not experiencing fruit in their walk. So He addresses this and He says they will be cut off. It is a Greek verb that means literally to lift up. So in ancient Palestinian culture, we have this technique that they would use when a branch comes down and touches the ground, it loses it’s potential to grow fruit. So the vine dresser would come along and he would pick up and tie it up to some stick or pole, like a modern day trellis. He ties it up and it is this idea that as he ties it up, he positions the branch to receive great sunlight. He positions it so that it will be in the best possible position to receive growth and to grow fruit. So what the Scripture is teaching us is that when you are low and when you are experiencing no fruit, God will set you up. God will position you to receive light and truth and grace in your existence.
So if you are here and you have a belief in Christ and you are taking a step in that direction but you are struggling and you are not seeing fruit, God will position you and He will pull you up and hold you up to be in best position to now grow in the Spirit.

My question is this. As you are positioning to grow in the Spirit, are you seeking? Are you moving? Are you acting? Are you deciding out of conviction or out of ease? Out of what’s convenient or out of the Spirit’s conviction in your heart? We can slide through life doing some good things but ultimately living for self. When God holds you up though, the light shines and you are given an opportunity to grow. Step up. Step into his presence. Grow. Quit talking about your boss. Quit talking about your coworker behind their back. Quit trying to take that shortcut. Quit trying to use sex as a way to cover up those insecurities and not using it in the proper way that God designed it to be. Are you acting out of conviction or out of convenience? 

Get in his Word and pray. Get in community that sharpens you. Step away from the parties and step into the small group. Today is the day that we can reconnect and we can begin making decisions to grow, to reconnect with the vine, to allow the Spirit of God to give his life into our life. 

The second part of this verse is for those who have seen fruit in your walk with Christ and you have seen his work in your life but you are in a place of discouragement right now. You feel like things are coming against you and you are having a hard time right now. You are weary. The word says that every branch that does bear fruit He prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. Pruning is painful. It is cutting. Something is being removed or taken away but ultimately it is for our growth. We tend to praise God the gardener and we tend to curse the gardening tools like those pruning shears. What are the pruning shears? Maybe it is that boss who is pushing you to your edge. Maybe it is that family member that pushes your buttons. It is that person that comes along and forces you out of your routine or your schedule to meet the needs of something around you. That is a re-prioritize happening. And I know you don’t like it. I know you don’t like the pruning that is happening but it forces you to come before God and to re-prioritize and to cut away those things that are not of his purposes.

What is God trying to prune in your life today? Some of you need to prune pornography out of your life. Some of us here need to prune that controlling, trying to control a relationship. Some of us need to prune laziness or bad attitudes or fear of conflict or refusal to step into leadership. Sovereignty says God can do anything. And then there is this definition of sovereignty that says God needs to do what you want Him to do. We think they are the same but they are not. They are different. Then there is sovereignty that says God will move the mountains that need to be moved. So I’m going to get in line and in tune with Him. 
Proverbs 3:5-6

5 Trust in the Lord with all your heart
    and lean not on your own understanding;
6 in all your ways submit to him,
    and he will direct your path. 

We flip that prayer around. God, where do I go? What is my path? God if You give me direction, I will acknowledge You and then maybe I will truth You eventually. But God turns it around on us. He says I want your heart and then I will give you directions. I want your spirit and then I’m going to show you the path you need to run down. Do you trust God to prune? Do you trust Him to direct?
Matthew 5:5

5 Blessed are the meek,
    for they will inherit the earth.

The Greek word paints a picture of a strong stallion that gets broken. If you know much about horses, you know that when a horse is broken, it doesn’t take away their strength or their beauty but it makes them useful because now their will has changed. Now they can be directed. So is you have an unbroken horse, that horse is good for kicking and that’s about it. But when a horse is broken, humble, he can pull a wagon, he can plow a field, he can will millions in the Preakness. He becomes useful. We think when we get broken that it has broken God’s will but that is not true. In your brokenness, you are finally positioned for God to pick you up and receive light and grace and you are positioned better than you have ever been positioned for God to use you. Don’t step back in the season that you are broken. God wants to use you. He wants to do something in you.

Verse 3

3 You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you.

The Word of God is what prunes us. His Word is what pulls these things out. The goal of a sermon isn’t so that you would remember by words. It is so that you would be convicted by his Word. His Word prunes us.

Verse 4

4 Remain in me, as I also remain in you. 
The clauses are connected here as cause and effect. Remain in Me and I will remain in you. The promise is given when we pursue God. Remain in Me. 

No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.
Remain is translated as abide or dwelling. It is where you live. It is your home. I think for most of us, our home is not abiding in Christ. That is like where we visit on Saturday night or Sunday morning. Our home is trusting in ourselves or I control my circumstances. And that is fine if you want to climb mountains. But if you want to move mountains, you have to let go. If you want to move mountains, you have to release the reigns. You have to allow yourself to be broken. You have to step in to a place called trust. You have to step out with the foot. Faith does not become faith until you take the first step. We have to step towards God to remain in Him. When Peter stepped out of the boat, he was going from his own ability to God’s ability. He was going from independence to utter dependence on God. We see the little boy bring his lunch to Jesus and when he puts his lunch in Jesus’ hands to feed the 5,000, he is going from the best that he can do to the best that God can do. No mountains will move as long as we operate out of an independent attitude and out of our independent abilities. But large masses begin to quake when we start to let go and when we shift our weight and lean into the cleft of the rock. When we start to give all we have up to God, when we go from our independence to surrender, new possibilities open up. 
It was once said that faith in Jesus adds a new rung to the ladder of evolution because you have a completely new creature who has new possibilities and new outcomes and who has a new plan in front of him and can walk in a new confidence. 

Verse 5

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.

Do you feel like you are hearing some of the same things? Jesus is bringing home the same point again and again. There is a difference between work and fruit. You can be working hard and doing a lot of work and good work but it doesn’t mean you have the fruit of the Spirit and it doesn’t mean that you have fruit in your life. It is possible to do many things without Christ. It is possible to do a lot of things for Christ. But things start to shift when you do things in Christ. In his power, in his goodness, in his presence. You are not called to produce fruit, you are called to bear fruit. What does that mean? Bearing fruit is the natural outcome of a relationship with the living God. Miracles are a natural outcome from a relationship with the living God.

A couple years ago a man would come infrequently to NCC. He would come off and on and life was good and his marriage was good and his money was good. Everything was going good. And then it turned out not so good. His wife left him for another man. Over a couple of months, he started to break down. He was broken. I got to sit with him and pray with him and soak in the brokenness that he was experiencing in that worst of seasons and God has done something in him over a couple of years. He began to restore him. And here is what he had to say.
For a couple of years, the more I tried, the more I tried to control it, fix it, make things better, the worse things got. It drove me the only place I could go, to my knees crying out to God. I got to the end of my rope and finally prayed. I can’t do this on my own. I have to give control over to God. It was the most humbling season of my life. I work on the Hill in politics. If there is a problem, you have to find a solution. If you can’t, you are toast. God showed me I can’t control this. I had to leave it at the foot of the cross. That is where things changed. At the foot of the cross. It was a turning point for me. I didn’t know if I could live through that situation. What is Jesus like to me? Like the trust fall. You lean back and know that someone will catch you. The more I lean, the more He’s got me. I let go of my motive and pursuit of success and went through it and it was rough. I had to let go of worldly success. He pruned me back but you have to go through awkward to get to the awesome. You have to go through the pain to get to the promise. Mountains have moved in my life. Now I try to humble myself before God and I give Him back work and life each day. My goal is to abide in Him. He doesn’t work until I let go and until I let Him.

The point is not the mountain. The point is not the mountain moving. The point is not the prayer. The point is relationship with the living God, the God who sacrificed his life. He invited us to come to the foot of the cross and receive forgiveness and then He went into the tomb and He found victory and He decided to give victory to us so that we can have a beautiful relationship with Almighty God. Are we stepping toward Him?
God is not simply a resource to be used. He is not a commodity to be used up. It is a relationship to be pursued in Him. He is not a cosmic Santa Claus who just shows up and starts handing out gifts and then walks away. He is a good and heavenly Father who comes and desires to reside with us and have a beautiful relationship with us. Are we willing to let go? Are we willing to trust? Are we willing to abide in Him? Pray with me.

God in heaven, we thank You that You came to earth. We thank You Lord that merely by us having faith, you invite us into a life changing relationship with You. Lord we pray today that we wouldn’t see this just as religion or as an echo of tradition that we are living and that we wouldn’t just copycat the words that have been laid before us by other people but God I pray that You would put a new song in our hearts. I pray that You would make us new creatures in Christ Jesus and new creations in You. We come to You today Lord and I pray for those of us who are so bound by our desire and thought that we have to control everything, who limit You to our abilities. I pray today that maybe You would plant a seed to let go of control today. God I pray today that we would go from self-sufficiency to surrender. May we lay down our lives to You Lord. God I pray that You would begin to lose those chains in our hearts. We don’t think of independence as chains but self-reliance can be defiance so Lord right now we step out of defiance and we step into reliance on You, the wonderful author and perfector of our faith. So in worship, in praise right now, we release these things in faith to You and give total trust to You. In Jesus’ name we pray these things. Amen. 
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