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I grew up in a world that valued rugged individualism and independence.  One of my dad’s most oft-repeated 
(although hardly ever enunciated) lessons was basically this:  Don’t depend on anybody.  Don’t lean on 
anybody.  Don’t receive from anybody.  Go out and earn it.  Dad didn’t even like it when I had to sell candy to 
raise funds for school projects or sports teams.  That was, in his estimation, asking too much. 
 
That lesson was reinforced through the sorts of movies that were always on at my house.  Dad was a huge fan 
of John Wayne, and since I didn’t pay for the TV or the cable bill, we watched a lot of John Wayne.  I 
developed into quite the fan myself, and I’m glad I did.  Good leaders stretch their followers, and Dad 
stretched me to appreciate many classics.  My favorite is True Grit, the only film for which John Wayne won an 
Academy Award.  Dad’s favorite was The Green Berets.   
 
In my mind, John Wayne was the consummate rugged individualist.  He depended on no one, while everyone 
else seemed to depend on him.  On the big screen, he played the kind of man who could get important things 
done, and did—usually with a sly smile and a dry joke.  He led the charge.  He won the day.  He made it 
happen.  I still get inspired just thinking about it. 
 
So I grew up thinking that if I were not like John Wayne, I would have somehow failed.  To be successful, I 
needed to be ruggedly individualistic and completely independent.  I would depend on neither God nor man, 
and I would seek to be the best I could be, all on my own.  There’s only one problem: that doesn’t work. 
 
My view was challenged when I went away to college.  There, in a new setting and a new culture, I struggled 
to employ my rugged individualism and complete independence.  Every day, I experienced some degree of 
success, some degree of failure, and a great degree of loneliness.  We weren’t made to live life that way.  Over 
time, I found community in my new setting that resonated with me.  Most of all, this community overtly and 
covertly pushed me toward Christ.  They compelled me to relinquish my complete independence in exchange 
for a declaration of total dependence on God through Christ.  I was thrust upon the Lord, wholly and fully 
dependent upon Him.  Once there, I found that He empowered me to live a much better life of greater impact 
and blessing.  Today, I gladly declare my dependence on Him.  Through our encounter with Jesus today, you’ll  
be invited to make that declaration, too. 

 
Big Idea – Jesus empowers. 
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1) Jesus empowers by being our source (15:5a). 
 
I am the vine; you are the branches (John 15:5a). 
 
Jesus was the master teacher.  He often took common images from the everyday lives of His disciples to help 
them understand some supernatural principle about the Kingdom of God.  In this instance, Jesus is using an 
image with which the disciples would have been remarkably familiar—the grapevine.  Here in the Upper 
Room, He had just instituted the Last Supper using the fruit of the vine as a profound image of the blood He 
would soon spill for their redemption.  Now, with the taste of grapes still on their palates, Jesus teaches them 
a vitally important lesson. 
 
Jesus is the vine; we are the branches.  A grapevine, like any other plant, has important parts below ground 
and important parts above ground.  Below the ground, the roots absorb nutrients from the soil that nurture 
the entire plant.  Then a vine emerges from the ground that climbs upward and spreads into branches that 
form lush canopies bearing bunches of grapes.  If you’ve ever seen a vineyard, it’s a beautiful sight to behold.   
 
Of course, as with most fruit-bearing plants, we tend to focus on the fruit being borne.  We love the grapes, 
and we Baptists love the grape juice that can be made with them.  But before grapes can ever grow, the vine 
has to deliver nutrients to the branches so that they can produce fruit.  If the pathway from the vine to the 
branches is somehow occluded or cut off, no fruit can grow.  Branches disconnected from the vine cannot 
produce fruit.  The vine is the source of all the structure, support, and nutrients the branches need to bear 
fruit. 
 
Jesus is the vine; we are the branches. He is our source. The Bible uses several metaphors to communicate this 
concept.  Jesus is the head; we are the body (Colossians 1:18 and 2:19).  Jesus is the foundation; we are the 
building (see 1 Corinthians 3:10-17).  Jesus is the cornerstone; we are the dwelling place for God by the Spirit 
(see Ephesians 2:19-22).  Jesus is our source. 
 
For those of us who trust and follow Jesus, we must recognize that everything we are and everything we do 
flows from Him.  Just as precious nutrients pass from the vine to the branches, our life-force passes from Jesus 
to us.  Remember what John said in the prelude to his Gospel:  “In [Jesus] was life” (John 1:4).   
 
When Jesus appeared on earth, He was the only being filled with spiritual life on the planet.  Everyone else 
was spiritually dead (see Ephesians 2:1-10).  Every single human being was cut off from God in trespasses and 
sins, separated from God and without hope.  Not Jesus.  When Jesus was growing inside the womb of Mary, 
He induced a response from John the Baptist in utero, Elizabeth, and Mary (see Luke 1:39-56).  When Jesus 
was born in Bethlehem and laid in a manger, He induced a response from angels, shepherds, an old man, and 
a prophetess (see Luke 2).  When Jesus was a toddler, He induced a response from pagan scholars (see 
Matthew 2:1-12).  Jesus induced these responses because He was spiritually alive.  In Him was life, because as 
we would learn, He is the life (see John 14:6).  His life-force is the animating power to all of us who are 
spiritually alive.   
 
Questions for Discussion/Reflection 
1) Have you ever thought of people who are disconnected from Christ as being spiritually dead?  That’s how 
the Bible describes us apart from Jesus.  But when we come to Jesus, we are made alive.  How does that 
impact your understanding of the transition from being “lost” to being “saved?”  
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2) Jesus empowers by being our salvation, shelter, and supply (15:5b). 
 
Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit (John 15:5b). 
 
As our source, Jesus welcomes us to abide in Him.  What does it mean to abide?  The word in the original 
language is the Greek meno, meaning “to stay, abide, remain.”  The word connotes the idea of being rooted in 
Jesus, knit to Him by the Spirit we have received from Him.  He invites us to stay with Him, to find shelter in 
Him. 
 
Practically, how do we do that?  What do we do to abide in Him?  Scripture teaches the following methods: 
 

To abide in Christ… Scripture References 

I confess that Jesus is the Son of God. 1 John 4:15 
I receive the gift of salvation through His cross. John 6:56 

I am indwelt by the Holy Spirit. 1 John 4:13 

I dwell in His love. John 15:8 

I dwell in His Word.  John 8:31; 1 John 2:24; 2 John 1:9 

I do not practice sin. 1 John 3:6 
I walk as He walked. 1 John 2:6 

I keep His commandments. John 15:10; 1 John 2:17, 3:24 
I love my brothers and sisters. 1 John 2:10, 4:12, 4:16 

I remain faithful to Him until the end. 1 John 2:19 

 
Abiding in Christ is active and constant.  We stay with Christ until the end.  The great pastor Vance Havner 
once said, “Faith that fizzles before the finish was faulty from the first.”  We remain in Christ throughout the 
rest of our lives, finding not only our eternal salvation in Him, but also our shelter throughout life’s storms.   
 
As we abide in Christ, He supplies what we need to bear much fruit.  Going back to the imagery of the vine and 
the branches, we recognize that God expects us to live fruitful lives in Christ.  Healthy grapevines produce 
grapes; healthy Christ-followers produce good works that honor God, advance the Kingdom of God, and bless 
others in the process.  Jesus was very clear throughout His ministry that His true followers would be 
recognized by their fruit.  He made His point very straightforwardly in the Sermon on the Mount: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As you abide in Christ, He empowers you to bear good fruit that honors God, advances God’s Kingdom, and 
blesses others.  An essential effect of your salvation will be good works induced by Christ (see Ephesians 2:10). 
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion 
1) What sort of fruit is evident in your life?   
 
2) What steps can you take to abide more deeply in Christ?  
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Matthew 7:15-20 - 15 “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing but inwardly 
are ravenous wolves. 16 You will recognize them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thornbushes, or 
figs from thistles? 17 So, every healthy tree bears good fruit, but the diseased tree bears bad fruit. 18 A 
healthy tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good fruit. 19 Every tree that does not bear 
good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 20 Thus you will recognize them by their fruits. 
 



3) Jesus empowers by being our strength (15:5c). 
 
…for apart from me you can do nothing (John 15:5c). 
 
As He functions as our source, our salvation, our shelter, and our supply, Jesus is also our strength.  He is the 
One who empowers us to do everything we do.  Indeed, apart from Him, we can do nothing.   
 
You may object to Jesus’ assertion by saying that many people do many things without any sense that they are 
empowered to do those things by God, and you’d be correct in your assertion.  But does the mere fact that 
people don’t realize the source of their power negate the truth that their strength is supplied by that source?  
The Bible says of Jesus that He was instrumental in the creation of all things, and He is instrumental in 
sustaining all things.  Remember what Paul wrote to the church at Colossae, and what the writer of Hebrews 
likewise asserted: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jesus upholds the universe, and one aspect of God’s general grace to all people is that He empowers humanity 
with strength to function.  But for those of us who trust and follow Jesus as Lord, we understand something 
much more deeply profound: through His Spirit, Jesus enables us to use the gifts and talents He has given us 
for His glory and the world’s good.  Paul communicated this point to the church at Corinth: 
 
 
 
 
 
For this reason, when we who trust and follow Jesus come to use the gifts and talents God has given us in His 
service, we can do so only by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Boasting is therefore excluded.  We need our Lord 
to hold our physical bodies together with functioning physiology, to give us the gifts and talents He is calling us 
to employ, to give us the power to employ those gifts and talents by His Holy Spirit, and to guide us in 
faithfulness according to His power at work within us.  In short, we have no room to boast before God; we 
need Him for it all.   
 
How would your prayer life change if you truly embraced this truth that apart from Christ, you can do nothing?  
What if you lived your life in a way that illustrated your confession of your dependence upon God for 
everything?  How might you be empowered to more faithfully trust and follow Jesus, and how might you be 
empowered to be a bigger blessing to the world simply by living in a state of conscious dependence upon 
God?  
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion 
1) Paul asked the Corinthians, “What do you have that you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you 
boast as if you did not receive it?” (1 Corinthians 4:7).  How do you answer those questions? 
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Colossians 1:15-17 - 15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. 16 For by him all 
things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers 
or authorities—all things were created through him and for him. 17 And he is before all things, and in him all 
things hold together. 
 
Hebrews 1:3 - 3 He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds 
the universe by the word of his power. 
 
 

1 Corinthians 12:4-7 - 4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5 and there are varieties of 
service, but the same Lord; 6 and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who empowers 
them all in everyone. 7 To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. 
 



Final Thought 
 
One of my greatest mentors in college was a man named Peter Bartuska – the pastor of the church I attended.  
He took me under his wing and taught me how to do ministry at the most basic levels.  During my junior and 
senior years, he bought me breakfast every Tuesday morning at an old diner in town, and we would discuss 
life, ministry, and what it really meant to trust and follow Jesus.  He was also pastor to my Head Football 
Coach, Offensive Coordinator, Cell Biology Professor, and Local Physician Small Group leader, so he had a lot 
of influence in my life on many levels.   
 
One Tuesday morning, he asked me if I had ever heard of Steven Curtis Chapman.  I hadn’t.  He gave me a 
copy of a CD Chapman had just released entitled Declaration.  One of the tracks on the album shook me 
further out of my rugged individualism and complete independence.  The song was entitled Declaration of 
Dependence, and it went like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I was shaken, invited again to declare my dependence upon Christ for everything.  Today, I declare my 
dependence upon Him for all things.  Apart from Him, I can do nothing.  Will you join me in this declaration?  
Will you surrender your life—your every moment—to the One who empowers you for all things? 

Declaration of Dependence 
Steven Curtis Chapman 

 
Now just the other day I overheard a flower talking to the sky 

He said, "You know that I would be nothing without You" 
He said, "You give me rain, you give the sun a place to shine 
You're everything that my whole existence comes down to" 

 
And then the flower started singing a song / Before I knew it I was singing along and we sang 

 
This is my declaration of dependence / This is my declaration of my need 

This is my declaration of dependence / On the one who gave His life to me 
 

Now, let me say that I'm the kind of guy who wants to do it all myself 
Don't want to ask for help, don't like to stop for directions 

But in reality I'm nothing on my own 
It's by God's grace alone that I can make this confession 

 
All that I am and all I'm hoping to be / Is all and only what He's given to me so I say 

 
This is my declaration of dependence / This is my declaration of my need 

This is my declaration of dependence / On the one who gave His life to me 
 

And I know this is how my life was meant to be 
I was made for this dependency / On the one who has created me 

So I'll sing my declaration song / For the one I am depending on 
And I hope you'll sing along… 

 
You can listen to the song here: https://youtu.be/6gBOkCzE5a4  
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