UNDERSTANDING THE MEANING OF A TEXT

I want to welcome you to week six of 40 Days in the Word. As you know
we’ve been studying how to study the Bible. During the past couple of weeks, we
looked at the 4 steps of studying a Bible passage. The first is called Observation
and you ask, “What does it say? What does the Bible say?” And you just write
down specifically what it says. Then you go to Interpretation and you ask the
question, “What does it mean?” The Bible means what it means. We’re going to
talk about that more today. Interpretation. Then you go to Correlation. That is
where you ask, “What does it say in other verses in the Bible that explain this
verse?” Because the best Bible commentary is the Bible itself. When you don’t
understand a particular passage, you look at what other verses say to help you
understand it. That’s called correlation. And the fourth and final step in Bible
study is Application. That is, what am I going to do about it? It isn’t a Bible study
until you actually do something about it. It’s not enough to just put thoughts in
your mind; it must change your life. The Bible wasn’t given to increase our
knowledge. The Bible was given to change our lives.

Today we’re going to look at Interpretation and Correlation. I’ve entitled this
message, “How do I understand the meaning of a text?”

I’ve chosen today for us to use as a model one of the most vivid passages in the
Bible by Jesus, where Jesus gets very, very intimate, very personal. It’s a very
powerful passage in John 15. Please open your Bibles to John 15. What I’'m going
to do is I want to just read these first 17 verses to you. It’s a pretty long passage. |
want to read these verses to you and we’re going to dig in and I’m going to show
you what it means and what it doesn’t mean and how to model getting the right

meaning out of a particular passage.



You’ve probably heard this said before by some Christian somewhere: God
doesn’t expect us to be successful; he just expects us to be faithful. That sounds
good but it’s not true. It’s only half true. When people say, God doesn’t expect us
to be successful, he just expects us to be faithful, that’s true. God expects you to be
faithful.

But the Bible teaches that not only does God expect you to be faithful in life,
he expects you to be fruitful. Fruitfulness or bearing fruit is one of the major
themes of the New Testament. God says I have made an investment in your life. I
made you, I created you, I saved you, I put my Holy Spirit in you and I want a
return on my investment. I expect you to live a fruitful life. I’ve planted the seed
of God’s Word in you and I want you to bear fruit.

So it’s not true that God just wants us to be faithful. He wants us to be faithful
and fruitful. One of the key passages on that is this one that we’re going to look at
today — John 15. We’re going to look at the first seventeen verses. Let me just
read it to you.

Read John 15:1-17.

Friends, those 17 verses have more spiritual insight, more power-packed truths
than I could possibly teach you in four months. But don’t worry I’ll try to explain
it in 4 hours.

What I want to do today is focus primarily on this concept of fruit. I want to
show you how a verse can be misinterpreted. Because this is one of the most
misinterpreted passages in Scripture by people today. If you ignore the rule of
interpretation you’re going to get it wrong.

You’ve heard people say when you talk about the Bible, “that’s just your
interpretation, as if you can have an interpretation and I can have an interpretation
and somebody else can have an interpretation and they’re all equally valid. That is

not true. The Bible, each verse in the Bible, has one and only one meaning. It may

2



have multiple applications but it only has one interpretation. The Bible doesn’t
mean ten different things when it says something. It means one and only one main
thing.

Many applications, depending on whether you’re a man or a woman, or you’re
young or you’re old, or you’re married or you’re single, or you live in the 21st
century or the first century, it has many different applications. There are a limitless
number of applications to every verse in the Bible. But there’s only one meaning
to each verse. And if you don’t get it right you’re going to go off the deep end. So
it’s not a matter of “that’s just your interpretation”. There are correct ways to
interpret the Bible and there are incorrect ways. There are legitimate ways to
interpret the Bible and there are illegitimate. If you don’t know the rules of
interpretation, you can go off and form some cult. You can make the Bible say
anything if you’re willing to ignore the rules of interpretation. Really. You can
make it say anything, just by taking verses out of context and misinterpreting them
here and there. So I’'m going to show you how to interpret the verses correctly so
that when you’re listening to somebody on the radio you’ll know whether he’s spot
on or not.

One of the problem verses in this passage is verse 6. Verse 6, when you first
read it, sounds kind of scary. It says this: “If you do not remain in me, you are like
a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown
into the fire and burned.”

I’ve actually heard radio preachers and TV preachers preach this verse and
misinterpret it grossly. What they usually say is something like this: “Here’s what
this means. What this verse means is the fruit of a Christian is another Christian
and if you don’t bring people to Christ, God is going to throw you away. You’re

going to lose your salvation and you’re going to burn in the fires of hell.”



Is that what this verse means? Absolutely not! That is a gross
misinterpretation and it totally ignores the context and the rules of interpretation of
Scripture. There are four.

Let me share with you now the first rule of interpretation.

1. You consider the historical context.

What I mean by that is you ask this question, who is this being spoken to and
why? Until you know the Who, What, When, Where and Why you don’t know
what this verse means. Long before you ever ask what does his verse mean to me,
you need to ask the question, what did it mean to the people God was taking to
then? What does it mean to them then? That’s the original meaning of the text.
Not some application for today, but what did it mean to the people he was talking
to then? And you say, who was God talking to, or who’s being spoken to, why is
he saying it and when is it being said?

This particular passage we’re going to look at today, John 15, was a passage on
fruit bearing, right in the middle of a four-chapter conversation that’s all said on the
same evening to the same group of people. It was said the night Jesus was
betrayed, arrested, and taken to be whipped and scourged before he was crucified.
This is the last conversation of Jesus before he goes to the cross.

You see, Jesus has spent three and a half years with his twelve disciples,
training them to take on the ministry after he dies, resurrects and eventually goes
back to heaven. He takes them to a very private place for a private conversation.
He’s saying it to his most trusted followers, the people he loves the deepest and the
dearest because they have lived with him for his entire three and a half years of
public ministry.

So what I want to do to understand chapter 15, I’ve got to go back to chapter

13. To study a verse or a passage in context means to look at the verses before and



after the verse or passage that you’re studying in particular. So you don’t study it
in isolation. You’ve got to consider the surrounding verses.

So, Jesus takes his disciples to a private room. It’s called the Upper Room.
There they observe the Passover which becomes the famous Last Supper, or
becomes Communion which we’re going to do later. In that intimate relationship
with those he loves most, he starts conversing with his disciples in chapter 13.

Now, as you may remember, chapter 13 is about Jesus washing the feet of his
disciples. Why does he do that? Because he wants to set an example about serving
others. The King of Kings, the Lord of Lords, the Creator of the universe, takes off
his clothes, wraps a towel around himself and begins to wash the feet of the
disciples. And notice this. Jesus even washes the feet of Judas, the person who will
betray him. And Jesus knows what Judas is going to do. But he cared for him
anyway. Jesus is teaching not only humility but ultimate charity. He shows love
even to someone who will harm him.

So, Judas is still in the room. And Jesus goes, you’re clean but not all of you,
referring to Judas. Then, Judas leaves the room at the end of the chapter. And later
over in chapter 15, which we read it earlier, he says, Now you’re all clean. Why?
Because Judas wasn’t with them anymore. Here’s the eleven true-blue guys who
stuck with him through thick and thin.

Then we come to chapter 14. In chapter 14, Jesus makes a number of
promises. They’re still in the upper room. He gives them some promises to
encourage them. At the end of chapter 14, the last verse, he says this, verse 31:
“Come now; let s leave this place.”

So Jesus and the eleven disciples leave the upper room. They’re walking out
of the upper room and they go down into the valley — Jerusalem is up on a hill —
and up to the other side of the mountain where there is the Garden of Gethsemane

where Jesus 1s going to pray and then he’s going to be arrested.
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As they’re walking from here to here, they’re walking through the vineyards of
Jerusalem. And Jesus sees these vineyards and he decides to give them an object
lesson. That’s where he starts chapter 15. He talks about himself as the true vine
and his Father as vineyard keeper. He says, “Every branch that stays connected to
me, it’s going to bear fruit. But if you get disconnected from me, you’re not going
to bear fruit. So you’ve got to stay connected to me, guys.” He goes on and he
talks about bearing fruit by staying connected.

Knowing the context, what do you think the odds are that Jesus meant, when he
is trying to give encouraging words to his disciples who he said are already clean,
“You guys, if you don’t bear fruit you’re going to be cut off from me, you’re going
to lose your salvation and you’re going to burn in hell!”

It makes no sense at all. The context totally disproves that idea that he’s
talking about hell. There’s no way in hell he’s talking about hell. These guys are
already clean, they are saved, and then he threatens them of burning in hell if they
don’t stay connected to Jesus. Doesn’t make sense, right?

That’s not at all what he’s talking about. As we get into this you’re going to
see what that means. The context makes that interpretation nonsense.

So the first thing is you look at the verses before and after, what does it mean?
The second principle of interpretation is this:

2. You must define the key words.

If you’re going to get the right meaning of a Bible verse, you’ve got to make
sure that you understand what the word means, not what you think it means. Just
because it means something somewhere else doesn’t mean it means that in this
particular verse.

Have you ever had an argument with your husband or your wife or your

boyfriend or your girlfriend because you both used the same word but meant



different things by it? Last time I gave you an example, the word “Pin”. Safety
pin, rolling pin, pin number, pintil pin.

So when you look at a verse in the Bible and you see a word, you can’t
automatically assume it means something you think it is. Like fire — that must
mean hell. Not necessarily. In this particular passage, John 15, the word “love” is
used nine times and the word “fruit” is used nine times in 17 verses. Most of us
would figure out, I think I know what love is. But what is fruit? If I’'m called to be
fruitful, if God expects me to bear fruit in my life, I’d better know what it means.
What is fruit?

If he says this is what brings glory to God, then I better know what fruit is. If
God says I am to bear fruit, and John 15, Jesus is saying this is so important it’s
one of the last things I’m going to talk about. You better know what fruit means.
What is Jesus taking about when he says we must bear fruit in this context?

That brings up a third principle of interpretation.

3. I must interpret unclear verses with clear ones.

I interpret unclear verses with clear ones. In this passage as I read John 15 we
find three clear characteristics of fruit. What it means to grow spiritual fruit. We
find them in verse 4 and verse 8 and verse 11.

What are the three characteristics of fruit?

In verse 4, it says this: “Remain in me, as I also remain in you.” The word
Remain in Greek is meno. It just means to be connected. A branch that’s
disconnected from a tree is not going to bear any fruit. It’s got to stay connected or
it won’t bear any fruit. That’s all he’s saying. Be connected to me and I’ll be
connected to you. “No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine.
Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.”’

So the first thing I’d write down if ’'m doing a Bible study, and I’'m writing

down an observation, here’s what I’d write down:
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e Bearing fruit is produced by remaining in Christ.
That’s not an exaggeration. That’s pretty clear.

Then, in verse 8, it says this: “This is to my Father s glory, that you bear much
fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.” So the second thing I write down is
this:

e Bearing fruit brings glory to God.

How do I know that? Because that’s what that verse says. It’s very clear. I’'m
not misinterpreting it. It says that when I bear fruit it brings glory to God. How? It
points others to Jesus.

And then in verse 16a, it says this, “I chose you and appointed you so that you
might go and bear fruit—fruit that will last.” So the third thing I write down is
this:

e Bearing fruit lasts forever.

That’s pretty clear from that verse. I don’t have to put a spin to it.

So we learn three things about it. But we’re still stuck with the question, what
is fruit? If ’'m supposed to bear it, I better figure out what it is.

How do I do that? You go to the fourth principle. The fourth principle of
interpretation is this:

4. Look for the most obvious meaning.

Look for the most obvious meaning in the text. This is the exact opposite of
what a lot of people want to do. They want to go find some deep meaning. Some
hidden meaning in the Bible which is not there. Which is why some think that
bearing fruit is about witnessing to others about Jesus. So if I read a Bible verse
and I come up with an interpretation that nobody else has seen, I’'m wrong. It’s just
that simple. I’'m wrong. Because God, for 2,000 years has been speaking to his

body, the church. Ifitis new it is not true. Ifit’s new it’s not correct. Because if



it’s truth, it’s been around forever and ever. And thousands of people have seen it
before me and thousands of people will see it after me.

You look for the obvious meaning. If you don’t do this you get into all kinds of
trouble. People in prophecy will often do this. They’ll say this means this and this
means this. I remember about 30 years ago there were a number of books that
came out that said if you assign a certain number to each English letter, then the
name Henry Kissinger spells antichrist. That’s nonsense. That’s reading into
Scripture.

Here’s another thing: Don’t try to make every detail mean something. When
there’s a story in the Bible, every detail doesn’t have a spiritual meaning. It’s just
part of the story.

What is obvious about verse 6?7 Let me read it again, the problem verse. “If
you do not remain in me, you are like a branch that is thrown away and withers;
such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned.”

Here’s the point. Remember he’s walking through the vineyard: A fruitless
fruit tree has lost it purpose. Does that make sense? The purpose of a fruit tree is
to bear fruit. That’s the purpose of a fruit tree — to bear fruit. If it doesn’t bear
fruit, it is not fulfilling its purpose. So he says what good is a fruitless fruit tree?
Nothing. Unless you use it for firewood. That’s what he’s talking about. And by
the way, how did they cook their food in those days? With firewood. They didn’t
have coal. They didn’t have gas. They didn’t have microwaves. Everything was
cooked with firewood. Jesus was just making a simple comparison. A follower of
Christ who is not connected to him will not bear fruit just like a branch that is not
connected to the tree will not bear fruit and is good only as firewood. Plain and
simple.

So what you do is you let the text speak for itself. And when you let the text

speak for itself the meaning becomes obvious. When we let the text speak for
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itself it’s very clear what the meaning of “fruit” is. We don’t have to use any Bible
dictionary or Bible encyclopedia or any other tools. Those are all good tools but
you don’t have to use them to figure out what “fruit” is.

At this point we must face the key question of this account. "What exactly is
this fruit that God is expecting from us?" Now, the reason Jesus does not identify it
directly is because it was already clearly identified in the Old Testament. And his
disciples, for sure, have been taught about this since they were kids. Remember, in
interpreting a text you have to consider who the passage was being addressed to
originally. So in the Old Testament, in the passages on the "vine," especially in
Isaiah 5, the prophet says that God came to the nation Israel, the vineyard of the
Lord of Hosts, "looking for fruit," i.e., for "justice and righteousness." But what he
found was oppression and misery, mistreatment of others and hurt. He calls these
"sour grapes" -- not the luscious, full-flavored fruit that he had every right to
expect, but twisted, distorted, sour fruit.

When we link that with what we have in the New Testament, it is clear that the
fruit which Jesus is referring to here is Christlikeness -- his character reproduced in
us. There 1s no question about this, if we compare Scripture with Scripture. In
Galatians 5:22 the Apostle Paul says, "The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace,
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control" . Nine
qualities gathered as one cluster, just as a grapevine produces. It consists, really, of
the spiraling application of the first three, love, joy, and peace. As those reach out
to involve the relationships of life they appear as patience, loving kindness,
gentleness, goodness, faithfulness, and self-control.

So, again, the "fruit" of the Spirit is Christlikeness, in one word. His image
reproduced in us. In Second Corinthians, Paul puts it this way, "And we all, who
with unveiled faces contemplate[a] the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his

image with ever-increasing glory.” (2 Corinthians 3:18). It is a process. It does not
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happen by magic, all at once. We are being changed from one degree of glory to
another. Folks, that is the "fruit" that God is looking for.

This is what the Father is now laboring to produce in your life and in mine. If
you truly belong to Jesus, he will begin to produce the fruit of the Spirit in your
life. God has wondrous ways of bringing it about. He is not looking for our
happiness, but our wholeness, not busyness but beauty -- beauty of life, beauty of
character -- not sadness but serenity. That is what he labors to produce. Our Lord
goes on to tell us the part that we play in this.

" 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. “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. " (John 15:4-5)

It is clearly a twofold process that our Lord asks: Remain in me" that is the
active voice. That is something we are expected to do. "And I in you." The
implication 1s, "Let me remain in you." That is passive. It is not something we can
initiate but something we can expect to happen and trust God for. It takes both to
be a fruitful, Christlike Christian. One alone is not enough. This is where many
Christians make a mistake. They work at one or the other but not at both.

Folks, interpreting the Bible properly and correctly is what will help us to grow

spiritually. It will change us and make us what God wants us to become.
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