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Introduction

 “I Am”––two short words, yet immortal in meaning. John 8:58 quotes Jesus as
having said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was
[born], I am” (ESV ).1 How interesting
that in reference to the ancient time of Abraham, Jesus referred to
Himself in the present tense, rather than
the past tense. This is because Jesus, as a member of the eternal
Trinity, has always existed, and always will. In that same sense,
God had used that name (“I Am”) in reference to Himself when
speaking to Moses (Exod. 3:14), and Jesus’ intention to identify
Himself as being eternal, immortal God in the flesh was surely
understood by those He was speaking to, since they then picked up
stones with which to stone Him to death––for blasphemy!

 In
addition to recording this account of Christ referring to Himself
as the immortal “I Am,” the Apostle John also recorded seven “I Am”
statements made by Christ as He spoke metaphorically of His
relationship to mankind, and more specifically of His relationship
to those who would trust in Him. The Endnotes contain a list of
these statements in the order revealed by John (with
cross-references cited).2

The focus of this essay is on the seventh
(i.e., last) metaphorical statement, as Jesus told His disciples:
“I am the vine; you are the branches.
Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit,
for apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). A key to
understanding this passage is based on knowing who the branches
represent and what their relationship is to the Vine. Many teachers
and commentators are inconsistent: claiming that the branches
represent unbelievers in verse 2a, but then believers in verses 4
and 5. This leads us to consider two other words that are vital to
understanding this passage––and its key phrase, “Abide in me” (v.
4).


“In Me”––again, two short words, yet
immense in meaning. And again, many
teachers and commentators are inconsistent in their interpretation
of who it is that is characterized as being “in the Vine.” Thus, a
fresh look at John 15:1–6 is greatly needed. This commentary is
based on word studies from the original Greek text, and it compares
related passages in Scripture to the words and phrases in John 15.
It was approached without bias or preconceived conclusions, being
bathed in prayer and meditation on God’s Word. Follow the account
in your own Bible as we consider the teaching of Christ. Our
objective, as always, is to arrive at the “A B C’s” of
interpretation: being accurate, biblical, and
consistent.3

The chapters in this e-book on John 15:1–6
are also included in a section of the book entitled Christ, the “I Am”––which is now offered both in
print and as an e-book. That book includes a consideration of each
of the seven “I Am” metaphors stated by Christ, as historically and
faithfully recorded by the Apostle John. It also extends this
commentary to include a consideration of verses 7 through 17, and
it includes commentaries on agricultural parables found in Matthew
13.

Following after this commentary on John
15:1–6, an appendix chapter is offered here with a brief commentary
on another passage that refers to a vineyard (in Matthew 20:1–16).
A sequel e-book is also available, which focuses on the first of
the “I Am” statements of Christ. That e-book is highly recommended,
entitled The Bread of Life: A Consistent
Sense of John 6. However, it was evident that a longer
commentary was also needed on the seventh “I Am”
statement––particularly as most other commentaries are brief and
inconsistent in their interpretation of certain phrases. Thus the
subtitle of this essay / commentary: “A Fresh Look at John
15.”

You will notice that, at times, I will
capitalize as proper nouns these metaphorical titles for Christ. I
also capitalize pronouns and titles in reference to God, but the
lower case is retained when quoting from the English Standard Version being used. Thank you for
considering this more extensive and revealing commentary. May God
guide and bless you in the understanding and application of His
inspired Word.

Kenneth P. Lenz
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1. I Am the True Vine

 In John 15, we
read the account of Jesus relating spiritual truths through an
extended metaphor regarding the relationship of a vine to its branches. Such
a metaphor suggests a vital connection between the vine and its
branches, resulting in fruit-bearing. Verse 1 begins with the
seventh “I Am” metaphor of Christ recorded in The Gospel According
to John, quoting Jesus as having said, “I
am the true vine” (v. 1a). Later, Jesus applied His teaching
by stating: “I am the vine, you are the branches. Whoever abides in
me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me
you can do nothing” (v. 5). Each metaphor is designed to represent
a basic concept, and in this case, Jesus is emphasizing that
spiritual life and fruitfulness come through Him. Regarding another
analogy, in the fourth “I Am” statement of Christ, our Savior
emphasized His protection and care for His followers––to the extent
of His vicarious, atoning sacrifice––as He proclaimed: “I am the
good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep”
(10:11; cf. 10:14–18, 26–28).4

Two principles of interpretation are
important to keep in mind when interpreting such metaphors. First,
we must not press every aspect of an extended metaphor when
applying the spiritual truths represented (such as in the nature of
the relationship between a vine and the vinedresser)––particularly
when they are not expressed or identified in the account. Second,
when considering the possibility of a doctrine being taught within
a metaphor, we must look for support of that doctrine in other
passages, to corroborate the accuracy of our understanding in
regard to the figurative statements.


Furthermore, we must not force the teaching of one metaphor or
parable into a different metaphor or parable, unless there is a
clear connection. For example, in the parable of the sower and the
seed (Matt. 13), Jesus was teaching of how the seed of the gospel
takes root when sown into receptive hearts, represented by the
“good soil.” Some seed did not take root, as it was either snatched
away (vv. 4, 19), or as the rootless plants were scorched (vv. 5–6,
20–21) or choked out (vv. 7, 22); but some seed took root, grew,
and yielded grain (vv. 8, 23). However, in the analogy of the
branches of the Vine, the branches are indeed rooted in and have
life through the Vine, Christ Jesus. The central truth being taught
to Jesus’ eleven disciples in John 15 is fundamentally different
from what Jesus taught the multitude in Matthew 13, as we will see
in the following paragraphs. (The Endnotes give another example of
mixing metaphors.) 5

Jesus’ declaration, “I am the true vine” (v. 1), suggests that there were other
vines that were false or perhaps imitation vines. Earlier that same
evening, Jesus had made an exclusive claim (the sixth “I Am”
statement), declaring: “I am the way and the truth and the life. No
one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6; cf. Acts
4:12). There have been many religions and religious leaders that
have claimed to provide
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