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Greetings from Australia!

It is good to connect with you.

Its wonderful to be able to share a message of hope and
encouragement each today.

Covid continues to affect many countries and regions,
presenting many challenging situations.

Even though we cannot see you,

Melissa and I continue to think of you all and pray for your work
and ministry in the Japan Territory.

Soon after Melissa and I arrived in Japan in 2012,

something became apparent to me.

For the Japanese Salvationists and perhaps, for Japanese Christians,
the image of the ‘vine and the branches’ as mentioned in the Gospel of
John chapter 15 was a very important and significant image.

It is an image that speaks of fruitfulness and connectedness.

Today’s scripture is from the gospel of John 15:1-8.

The words will appear on the screen

but if you have your bible with you, let’s read the passage together.
As you read, please take note of any words that stand out or phrases
that repeatedly appear.

“I am the true grapevine, and my Father is the gardener. 2 He cuts off
every branch of mine that doesn't produce fruit, and he prunes the
branches that do bear fruit so they will produce even more. 3 You have
already been pruned and purified by the message I have given you.
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4 Remain in me, and I will remain in you. For a branch cannot produce
fruit if it is severed from the vine, and you cannot be fruitful unless you
remain in me. >“Yes, I am the vine; you are the branches. Those who
remain in me, and I in them, will produce much fruit. For apart from me
you can do nothing.® Anyone who does not remain in me is thrown
away like a useless branch and withers. Such branches are gathered
into a pile to be burned. 7 But if you remain in me and my words remain
in you, you may ask for anything you want, and it will be

granted! 8 When you produce much fruit, you are my true disciples. This
brings great glory to my Father.

A vine is not a vine without branches - its only a stick!

Looking at just one branch, it is difficult to imagine what the whole tree
looks like.

But when you look at the tree itself, you may see each branches.

The branches have no life in them, if they are not connected to the vine,
to the source of life.

Plants in principle, reproduce the same kind of plants through their fruit
or seeds
grape vines produce grapes, grape seeds produce grape vines and so on.

The health or otherwise of the vine is made obvious by its fruit.

A healthy vine will produce lots of quality fruit

whilst an unhealthy vine will not bear much fruit,

and any fruit it produces will be of poor quality, probably inedible.

What is interesting to me is that,

God, the gardener, will cut off branches that fail to produce any fruit
gather them and throw them into fire to be burnt,

but he prunes the fruit bearing branches so that they can produce even
more.
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This theme is found throughout scripture/

Fruitfulness requires connectedness
“Remain in me”

= What does fruitfulness look like?

Our first appointment was in a country area 400 kilometres east of
Melbourne.

In the back garden of the quarters,

there was a mature apricot tree in the center of the garden.

It was very old tree, with a twisted trunk.

But every year it was packed with apricots which we would quickly
remove before the birds ate them, and Melissa would make apricot jam.

Often when fruit trees are planted, it can take a couple of years before
any fruit will appear on them,

and even when it does, there may just a few, hard and even bitter;
they may be inedible or probably best not to eat.

It takes time for the newly planted tree to establish itself.
it needs to mature in its current context taking in the nutrients from its
surroundings in order for fruit to be able to appear in good time.

The reason the apricot tree in our back garden was able to produce lots
of beautiful fruit each year,

was that it had remained connected to its life source for a long time,
and it had been well cared for over time.

In verse 8 we read, 2 When you produce much fruit, you are my true
disciples. This brings great glory to my Father.
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As disciples of Jesus, we have been called and chosen to live fruitful
lives;

lives that are fruitful become increasingly fruitful over time.

In doing so we bring glory to God the Father.

This was not read before however in John 15:16 we read:

16 you didn’t choose me. I chose you. I appointed you to go and
produce lasting fruit, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask
for, using my name. (John 15:16 NLT)

Fruitfulness requires connectedness
=  What does connectedness look like?

Earlier, we saw that a vine is made up of many branches;

a branch on its own is unable to produce fruit, instead it must be
connected to a life source.

In the same way, a healthy community is made up of many individuals.
On our own we are just one person — of course we have a unique
contribution to make - but together we form a community of people, a
community of believers.

When we do so, we receive strength and encouragement from others as
we give strength and encourage those around us at the same time.

How can we connect with God in our lives?

Through the reading of Scripture and through prayer.

We also connect to God when we interact with those around us in
Christian love and fellowship.

This is true connectedness — when we show love to those in our families,
our workplaces and our community, we point people towards the love of
God in a very real way.
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Finally, in John 15:9-10 we see these words:

9 “T have loved you even as the Father has loved me. Remain in my
love.?® When you obey my commandments, you remain in my love, just
as I obey my Father’s commandments and remain in his love.

Fruitfulness requires connectedness
Remain in me
Remain in my love

Let us pray

Loving heavenly Father, thank you for this day and for this time that
you have given to us just now.

Thank you that even through the challenges the world is presently
facing, we are able to connect with you personally, but also as a
community of believers in this way;

that we can be encouraged by your Word, and by the example of Jesus’
life.

Help us to remain in you, and to remain in your love at all times we
pray.

May we live lives that bear much fruit and always point people towards
your love and grace.

I pray this in the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.

Thank you for the opportunity to share a message with you today

I'm aware that it is very hot in Japan at the moment so please take care
of yourself;

Thank you.



Bible Reading — John 15:1-17 (NLT)

“I am the true grapevine, and my Father is the gardener. 2 He cuts off
every branch of mine that doesn’t produce fruit, and he prunes the
branches that do bear fruit so they will produce even more. 3 You have
already been pruned and purified by the message I have given

you. * Remain in me, and I will remain in you. For a branch cannot
produce fruit if it is severed from the vine, and you cannot be fruitful
unless you remain in me. ®“Yes, I am the vine; you are the branches.
Those who remain in me, and I in them, will produce much fruit. For
apart from me you can do nothing.® Anyone who does not remain in me
is thrown away like a useless branch and withers. Such branches are
gathered into a pile to be burned. 7 But if you remain in me and my
words remain in you, you may ask for anything you want, and it will be
granted! 8 When you produce much fruit, you are my true disciples. This
brings great glory to my Father.

John 15:9-10

91 have loved you even as the Father has loved me. Remain in my
love.'® When you obey my commandments, you remain in my love, just
as I obey my Father’'s commandments and remain in his love.
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