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Abstract

The New Testament books are full of divine injunctions which were uttered
for the purpose of spiritual growth of the readers. They are supernatural
commands needed to be obeyed to achieve specific goals. Lawrence Richard
like other scholars refers to them as deific, exquisite, hallowed and sacred.
The text for consideration in this paper is one of the seven “I am sayings” of
Jesus in the Gospel of John. “I am the true vine” (John 15:1). Sustainable spi-
ritual development is key to the survival of life of people as challenges con-
fronting individuals in the contemporary world keep on increasing on daily
basis. The symbolism of the “True Vine”, used by Jesus Christ to describe the
place of his life and mission on earth vis-a-vis the state of humans that neces-
sitated God to incarnate Himself in the person of Christ, is very significant in
Johannine Theology. The “Vine” in Israel is a unique plant which everybody
appreciates, in the sense that it serves both religious and economic purposes
in the land of Israel. It is a “Metaphor” that Jesus Christ chose to describe the
importance of his mission on earth. In Johannine Theology, the relationship
between the “True Vine,” The Vine dresser, and the Branches is pertinent and
vital to the understanding of the role of Messiahship in the salvation of hu-
man souls. The message in this text on the role of these three important
Theological figures is essential to the sustainability of the spiritual develop-
ment of Jesus” followers and sustainable development in Nigeria especially
among the leaders and the led.
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1. Introduction

In recent times, Biblical scholars have engaged themselves in examining some
theological statements made by Jesus Christ to his audience and how all these
can be applied to the contemporary experience of the Church. This title is one of
such areas of concern. For instance, the symbolism of the “True Vine” used by
Jesus Christ to describe the significance of his life and ministry on earth vis-a-vis
the state of humans that necessitated God to incarnate himself in the person of
Jesus Christ is unique in Johannine Theology. Hence, the use of this “Metaphor”
further explains to the readers of this gospel, the deeper meaning of the doctrine
of incarnation. “God becoming flesh” constitutes a serious problem to an ordi-
nary Jew or Greek in the sense that the person of God who is transcendent by
nature can not also be immanent unless He will not be God. But in John’s style
of writing the use of imagery which the recipients of the gospels of John was
used to in practical terms will make them to understand what the writer means
by using that language. This paper is an attempt to examine the purpose of the
use of the words “The True Vine,” the language, and theology and how they ap-
ply to the church in the contemporary world.

The method used for this research paper was an exegetical approach to expose
the text within the context so as to unravel the hidden nature of Jesus as the
messiah who has come to save the living and the dead.

What is Divine Injunction?

The New Testament is full of divine injunctions which are uttered for specific
purposes. They are supernatural commands that need to be obeyed to achieve a
specific goal in the lives of humans. They are eternal and holy in nature and also
have heavenly goal. Scholars e.g. Lawrence Richard refer to them as Deific, god-
ly, hallowed and sacred. They are equally supreme ultimate, exquisite, delightful,
splendid and also marvelous. They express God’s eternal purpose for the lives of
His people to ensure and fulfill His divine purpose in His creation.

The text for consideration in this paper is about one of the “I am sayings” in
Johannine gospel. The others are found in John 6:35, 51; 8:12; 10:7, 9; 10:11, 14;
11:25 and 14:6. The word “true” in John 15: 1 connotes dependability in the
character of the Messiah. It also connotes originality.

The text also confirms the divinity of Jesus which is deific and exquisite. Jesus
demonstrated in His earthly ministry his dual nature—humanity and divinity.
As the true vine, by implication he is all sufficient for all times at all places and
for all humans.

In Theological context, the text as it were, is catalyst to sustainable develop-
ment. In physical life, health and strength are sustained only through the physi-
cal food we eat everyday and obeying health rules. Humans can only be sus-
tained if we draw from the fountain of life—the true vine. The text also confirms
that those who do not draw from this wither and go into extinction.

There is a connection between the true vine and the sustainability of those

who believe in Him. This is the core of the spiritual implication of the text on the
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lives of true believers. In the interpretation of this text, the grape vine is a prolific
plant; a single vine that supports numerous branches and bears many grapes. “In
the Old Testament grape symbolized Israel’s fulfillment in doing God’s work on
earth,” (Ps 80:8; 15:5; 1-7, Esk. 19:10-14). In the Passover meal, the fruit of the
Divine symbolizes God’s goodness to his people. Unique aspect of this goodness
is exemplified in the sustainability that those who draw from the only true vine

enjoy maximally. The summary of John 15:1-4 is found in John 15:4 which says:

Remain in me I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself unless

it remains in the vine; neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.

The essence of what Jesus is saying here is the fulfillment of his mission and
ministry on earth. It is an evidence of his love and concern for those he has come
to save. This verse also proves that each believer has been positioned in the vine,
he is charged to remain in union with Christ, not to attain this union but to re-
main in it.

The Greek word for “abide” is an imperative pewvate. Here it is connotative; it
encompasses the entire act of abiding and views it as a single event. Organic un-
ion with Christ by His followers is mandatory to enjoy the sustainability that this
paper is trying to highlight. If the branches can continue to draw from the “True
Vine,” they will live. Life will be sustained.

What is Sustainable Development?

The word “Development” is always used when growth is to be measured
within a period of time among a given group of people. It relates to “cause to
grow greater, fuller or complete.” [1]

It is a state in which something is active, visible and measurable within a given
period. It can be expressed in various ways of human life—social, political, reli-
gious and economic. Hence, sustainable development is a kind of growth that is
constant and stable for a period within which that experience is being examined.

According to Stephen Adei, (2009) in his work on “Religion, Culture and De-
velopment” says, contemporary students of development have noted the impact
of religion and culture on development. In this work, he says “Development”
can only be measured consequent to the impacts that religion and culture have
made on a given society [2]. These two variables are necessary in assessing the
rate of development of a group of people or a nation for a period of time. The
impact can either be positive or negative. Furthermore, he opined that the fac-
tors that influence sustainable development can be viewed from the following
indices:

o Attitude to work and productivity;

e Values and norms guiding economic behavior;
¢ Motivation of people as economic agents;

e Consumption, saving and investment habits;

¢ Management and leadership styles;

e Entrepreneurship;

¢ Governance integrity, accountability and transparency. [2] [3]
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In my own critical assessment of this submission, one can agree with him if
the issue is mainly based on economic parameters for development. As men-
tioned earlier, development can also be measured through social, political or re-
ligious parameter. The concern of this paper is to examine what role can Divine
Injunction of Jesus in John 15:4 play in sustainable development. In this connec-
tion, if people heed to what Jesus says in verse 4 “Abide in me and I in you” can
propel leaders and the led to have inclination of doing what is right than doing
what is wrong. Doing wrong things consequently will hinder sustainable devel-
opment.

Another factor that can enhance Sustainable Development is peace. Celestin
Musekura says: “No Peace, No Development.” [4]

Peace, no doubt is a strong factor for Sustainable Development. Peace is the
heart and soul of development in any area of human endeavour. Any dream of
democracy or social or economic development can only be realized in a stable
and peaceful environment.

In Musekura’s words, he says: “No nation on earth can prosper when her citi-
zens are at war with each other and running to different directors for safety.” [4]
(5]

This statement is indisputable in the sense that when people live in fear and
anxiety, there will be no constructive thought to plan for future development.
The situation will be confusion here and there. Hence, to ensure a sustainable
development in any aspect of any given people, peace is inevitable.

In 2000, the UN and some Western countries established what they called
Millennium Development Goals known as MDGs, to enable Africa to reduce
poverty by half, provide free universal primary education, clean water and so
on.

Unfortunately, conflicts and unstable political atmosphere of many African
countries have frustrated these efforts.

The 2008 G8 summit, addressing the problem of civil wars in Africa declared
that peace and security of life and property are fundamental to stability in order
to meet the needs of their people.

Fragile and post-conflict state remains farthest from reaching the MDGs.

In summary, sustainable development will always be a mirage unless the fac-
tors mentioned in this paper are in place and people are ready to heed to Divine
Injunctions as enshrined in John 15:4.

The Exegetical Analysis of the Vine and the Branches in John 15:1-4

English Text of John 15:1-4:

'T am the true vine, and My Father is the vine-dresser.

’Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit, He takes away; and every
branch that bears fruit He prunes, that it may bear more fruit.

*You are already clean because of the word which I have spoken to you.
*Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, unless

it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in Me. (NKJV)
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Greek Text of John 15:1-4

TEyw eipt 1} apmelog 1 AAnBv kat 6 matrip Hov 6 yewpyog E0TLv.
‘mév kAfua év épol pn ¢£pov kapmov aipel avtd, kat mév T6 Kapmov dépov
kaBaipel adTo iva kapmdv mAeiova Gpépn.

10N Vueic kaBapoi £éote O1d TOV Adyov 6v AeAdAnka vuiv.
il 0 ote 81d TOV A AeddA
*uetvate £v épol, kKayw év Dpiv. kaBwg 6 KA ob Shvatat kapndv Gpepewy
ad’ éavtol €&v pn pévn v 1 Gumédw, obitwg ovdE Vueig €dv un év €uol

pévnTE.

2. Historical Background

Historically, Vineyards are kept in Israel not only for food but also for economic
purposes. The major source of Israel economy comes from the proceeds of vi-
neyard harvest every year. This implies that the “vine” is so significant in the
source of livelihood of the people of Israel. Hence Jesus used the word “vine” to
describe his work and ministry on earth as it relates to the salvation of humans.
Throughout Israelites’ history the vineyard played an important role in the
agricultural and literary aspects of her religious development [6]. A fruitful vi-
neyard was a symbol of God’s faithful beneficence.

A large grape cluster from the vineyards of Eshcol Valley was brought back to
the Israelite camp at Kadesh as evidence of great productivity of the Promised
Land (Num 13:23-24, Deut 6:11). The vineyards would continue to be fruitful if
the people observed the Lord’s commandments (Deut 8:6-10).

The vine which is aumelog in Greek language is grape cultivated within the
stone walls in vineyards [1] [7]. The word “vine” is often used as symbol for
Israel in the Old Testament. In the Psalmist’s appeal to God for help, he reminds
the Lord “you brought a vine out of Egypt; you drove out the nations and
planted it,” (Ps. 80:8).

Prophet Isaiah also graphically applied this metaphor to Israel. According to
him, Israel was a planted and tended vine by God in expectation of a sweet
harvest of righteousness. But only the bitter grapes of injustice were found in
God’s field. God would tear down the protecting walls and let the enemies tram-
ple his vine (Is. 5:1-7). Other prophets also applied this imagery to Israel both in
judgment (Jer. 2:21; Hosea 10:1) and in promise (Zec. 3:10).

In the New Testament, the vineyard which in Greek language is daunehov fea-
ture prominently.

In the New Testament, Jesus used similar imagery of the vine and the vine
dressing in the text we are considering in this paper to describe the nature of
discipleship by which the branches of his disciples bear abundant fruit as they
are sustained and nurtured by the central vine in keeping his commandments
(John 15:1-4).

The Text

Most significantly is Jesus “Identification of himself as the ‘True Vine’ in

John 15:1. It is only by being a branch that draws continuously from the true
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vine that an individual can bring forth God’s fruit of righteousness. Hence sus-
tainability of spiritual growth and development rests on “Being in Christ and
Christ being in us” (John 15:4). If Jesus is the true vine, then the father is the
gardener in the vineyard and the disciples are the branches.

In Adeyemo’s view “the fruit” here refers to both the holiness in the disciples
own lives and their continuing service of Jesus [8]. Those branches that were not
cut off could be pruned to make them produce more fruits. The “pruning” here
refers to some of the pains the disciples experienced, for instance, Peter passed
through punning of denying Jesus and there was restoration afterwards (Acts
18:17, 25, 21:19), mockery (Acts 2:12) and imprisonment (Acts 5:18). Each
pruning experience gave him more energy to move on. We have to note here
that the emphasis of this text is not on a believer losing salvation or being eter-
nally secured but on those who have believed bearing fruit. One of the disciples
that have already been “cut off” who was Judas Iscariot was replaced with Mat-
thias could not be equated with a believer.

By bearing fruit, the disciples will both glorify God the father and also prove
their discipleship. As branches the disciples have other specific responsibilities
beside bearing fruit. They are also to love one another constantly expressed in
the central theme of Johannine Theology. The meaning of the word “Pruning” in
this text can be discovered from these three Greek words aipet meaning “lift up”

» <«

or “take away,” kaBalpel meaning “cleanse” “purge” or “prune” and kaBapot
meaning “cleansed,” “purged” or “pruned.” The combination of these words
aipet and kaBapet would best fit in to what “pruning” means in this context.

Vine dressers are known to lift up branches from the ground to enhance fruit
bearing and to clean a dirty vine hence the combination of this words describe
the process of bearing fruits in the mind of Jesus Christ Ze. aipet to describe
“cutting off” in John 15:6 and kaBatpet to describe pruning [9].

Purging, like pruning is a spiritual cleansing ie. taking away the filth. This
purging does serve as pruning and pruning will cause fruit-bearing. Fruit bear-
ing here is the practical expression of the indwelling of the divine life of Christ.
By implication, it means our lives should attract people to Christ and thus make
them new members of God’s vine.

Jesus assured fruit fullness to each branch abiding in the vine. However, abid-
ing in the vine could be subjective and mystical that each believer could deter-
mine for himself what it entails.

The Implications of Johannine Thought on Sustainable Development in
Nigeria

The Gospel of John is more topical than chorological. It revolves round the
seven “I am” sayings of Jesus Christ out of which the text in reference in this pa-
per is one. “I am the true vine” (John 15:1).

This gospel is always referred to in modern New Testament scholarships as
the Theological and Spiritual interpretation of the historical account of Jesus life

and ministry as recoded by the Synoptic Gospels (Mathew, Mark and Luke) for
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the fact that the gospel appeals to the sensitivity of believers about salvation of

souls for which purpose Jesus came to fulfill, expressed in John 20:31.

But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son

of God and the believing you may have life in His name.

As earlier mentioned, this text confirms Jesus mission and ministry. John
wrote the gospel primarily to encourage those who already believed to continue
in their faith. This is inferred from the use of present tense for the subjunctive
verb motevw “I believe” rather than the aorist according to the best manuscript
evidence. The aorist would have indicated initial believe, but the present indi-
cates continual belief [9] [10]. If indeed John intended this Gospel to go to those
who already believed, we can understand why this Gospel has so much more
theological, spiritual and experiential depth than the synoptic gospels.

Without distracting from the other Gospels, it is generally admitted that
John’s gospel, is the most profound. At the same time, it is the most simple. New
believers especially in the 21 Century do benefit from its theological teachings
the gospel presents including the text under consideration in this paper and so
do the most mature people. The fact that Jesus’ disciple had been chosen specif-
ically is an encouragement for them to pass on this to the succeeding genera-
tions. Love is to be “the way of life” of true believers. They are to live in love with
everybody and at all times. They would be hated and treated as enemies by the
world. Three reasons are given for the hostility of the word:

a. The disciples do not belong to the world (John 15:19)

b.The world hated and persecuted Jesus their master (John 15:18)

c. The world lack knowledge of the father and of Jesus (John 15:21).

The disciples had previously belonged to the world but Jesus called them out
of the world. Here the act of “choosing” gave the disciples a new status. The
world’s hatred of Jesus and rejection of his teachings had been openly expressed
in persecution [8] [11]. The contemporary experience of religious conflicts espe-
cially is terror attacks against churches in the wake of Boko Haram attacks in
Nigeria; the message of love becomes so significant.

John the Apostle who is supposed to be the author of John’s gospel was con-
scious of the mind of Jesus Christ for calling his disciples out of whom he was
one. The authority of preaching the gospel in making people appreciate the mis-
sion and ministry of Jesus on earth was not only given to Peter but to all the
Apostles (John 20:33 cf. Matt. 18:15-20) [12].

When God empowers one to do his work he gives all he needs to accomplish
it. The presence of Christ in an individual is the presence of power (John 15:4).
The church in the 21 Century is assured of God’s presence as she fulfils the
mission as it has been down the ages.

“Abiding in me and I in you” in John 15:4 is an assurance of divine presence of
Jesus with His church at any given place and at any given time. The “T” eyw i is
emphatic. Christ’s continual abiding presence is one of the greatest and most pre-
cious promises and the sweetest realities (John 14:26, Act 1:45) [12] [13].
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This assures believers of strength in their faith to face the turbulent expe-
riences people face in the journey of life. Several efforts have been made and still
being made by Christian. Organizations to organize Religious dialogue between
Christians and Muslims in Nigeria over the years, but sadly this effort have not
yielded positive results.

The message of John in John 15:1-4 is always a factor that calls for peaceful
co-existence with non-Christians who exhibit hostility against the gospel of Chr-
ist especially in Muslim dominated areas in the Northern Nigeria “Living in the
Spirit of Christ” according to Alister McGrath is compounded by the discussion
at the academic level about “Prayer in the Spirit,” “walking in the Spirit,” “Life in
the Spirit,” baptism in the Spirit and even “Being Slain in the Spirit.” [14] These
phrases are often used carelessly and without definition. The issue here is not to
address each of these phrases but to acknowledge the ambiguity of interest in
spiritual renewal among the Christians of the 21* Century.

With the message of John in the text, John 15:1-4 which Christian Theolo-
gians have used and are still using, not much has been achieved on sustainable
development in Nigeria especially among Christian leaders. There still exist
emptiness evidenced among church members and even church leaders. This has
resulted in lives characterized by discouragement, frustration, problem of im-
morality which one can trace to faulty view of what conversation means. Others
can be linked to the individualistic concept of Christianity.

Perhaps underlining all these problems is the obvious lack of Spiritual Theol-
ogy in our expository study of biblical texts. In the view of Bassey Evanstis Spi-
ritual Theology has been considered the domain of Roman Catholic Theology
[15].

In the Contemporary experience, Christian Spirituality involves the choice we
make “to know and grow” in our daily relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ by
submitting to the ministry of the Holy Spirit. This means as believers, we make
choice to keep our lives in Jesus Christ and allow him to live in us or refused to
do this. Whatever choice we make suggests the consequence upon our lives and
work. It should be noted that Christian Spirituality is the consciousness of fel-
lowship with the Spirit of Christ, uninterrupted by carnality and sin. The ques-
tion is: “is this what we experience today despite the biblical imperatives given
by Jesus Christ in the New Testament?” The summary of the implications of Jo-
hannine thought can be identified as follows:

1) Perfect Union with Christ: A perfect union with Christ is the only means
where by salvation is assured [16]. The privilege of justification is made possible
when we walk in the spirit now and not in the flesh. For those who are Christ’s,
both the claiming and domineering power is broken. Christian leaders who
ought to lead with life of integrity that can enhance sustainable development will
do so if they live a life of perfect union with Christ.

2) The Righteousness of the Law is Fulfilled: Both in our justification and in

our sanctification, the righteousness of the law is perfected. By implication,
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obedience of the law is fulfilled when the spirit of love is written on our hearts
and that love is the fulfillment of the law. If this consciousness is imbibed by the
stakeholders in every sector, the rule of law will be obeyed and sanity will be
prevalent in our society.

3) The Gift of Life: If Christ is in us there is life John 3:6 cf. II Cor. 5:17. The
body is dead to sin. “Life” here goes beyond the physical, even if the body is ter-
minated by death, the soul lives eternally. The righteousness of Christ imputed
and secures the soul eternally. The renewed image of God upon the soul preserve
it and by God’s ordination then there will be the fear of God in everything we do
[16] [17].

4) God’s Children by Adoption: The gift of adoption is another privilege.
When one “lives in Christ and Christ in him” he becomes God’s son by adop-
tion. The word adoption here implies that all privileges and entitlements for the
Son of God will also be for those adopted children. They are led by the spirit of
God, loved and owned by him. Stability will manifest in governance. The crisis
that pervade the entire life of the nation will reduce to the bearest minimum.

In Rom. 8:15 Paul re-affirms that in Christ, the bondage of fear is broken and
the spirit of adoption is attained. Christ, the mediator has through his
self-sacrifice obtained for us the adoption status. The Spirit of adoption works in
the children of God a (friendly) love to God as the father having delight in him
and dependence upon him for sustainability.

5) Heir of God’s Kingdom: Those who live in Christ are heirs of God and
joint heirs with Christ. Chris as the mediator is said to be the heir of all things
(Heb. 1:2). True believers, by virtue of their union with him shall inherit all
things (Rev. 21:7). Those that now partake of the Spirit of Christ, as his brethren
shall as his brethren partake of his glory (John 17:24) and shall sit down with
him upon his throne (Rev. 3:21). If we are convinced that this life is temporary
and that a Day of Judgment will come; people will refrain from committing
crimes with impurity.

6) The Spirit helps in Prayer: The Spirit helps us in prayer. The Spirit guides
and teaches us how to pray. The Spirit inspires us what to say in prayer. The Spi-
rit himself makes intercession for us Ze. the Spirit dictates our requests, inspires
our petitions, draws up our plea for us. While Christ intercedes for us in heaven,
the spirit intercedes for us in our hearts. The Holy Spirit is the spring of all our

desires and breathings towards God.

3. Conclusions

No doubt that if Christians in the contemporary world heed to divine injunc-
tions of Jesus Christ, Sustainable Development will be attainable in all spheres of
human endeavours.

What we experience today is contrary to what Jesus expects from his follow-
ers, for instance, in politics, those who are Christians and Muslims who have

moral values entrenched in their books (Bible and Quran) do not put this into
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consideration as they fulfill their roles as representatives of the people in Gov-
ernment. Evidences of moral decadence, doing wrong things with impurity, fill
the pages of print media and even in the electronics media quite often of those
who are expected to show good examples to the people as their political leaders.
If this is the experience, we have among Christians and Muslims leaders in Nige-
ria, what do we expect from those who are non-religionists? This issue should be
the concern of leaders in the two major religions we have in this nation, (Chris-
tianity and Islam) to intensify their efforts in entrenching religious culture and
moral values into the lives of their members from where people go into politics.
It is sure that if this is given adequate attention, much will be achieved in this

regard.
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