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HOW DO WE REST AS DISCIPLES?

 In his book, The Prodigal God, Tim Keller explains why 
it isn’t correct to refer to the parable Jesus told in Luke 15 as "The 
Prodigal Son" because it begins with Jesus saying, "There was a 
man who had two sons” (Lk. 15:11). The whoremongering younger 
brother who wished his father dead, took his inheritance and 
spent it all partying with prostitutes. Even after hitting rock 
bottom, he continued his selfish lifestyle as he made his way back 
home; at least there he could be one of his father’s hired hands. In 
contrast — at least on the surface — the older brother was quite 
the opposite. This hard-working, self-centered, control freak was 
always one you could depend on, not out of genuine love for 
God and others, but in pursuit of the accolades he could pile up 
through his prideful performance.

 Two brothers, both equally dead. One dying in his rebellion, 
the other in his self-righteousness. This is neither a story about 
the irresponsible, younger brother, nor the responsible, older one. 
Instead, it’s a story about a prodigal father who pursues both
sons with reckless love.

 As sinners who, like the younger and older brothers, are all 
equally dying in one of two camps, we rejoice in a God who has 
recklessly pursued us all. We rejoice that salvation is something 
made possible by Jesus alone and received by faith alone as a 
"gift" from God (Eph. 2:8-9). Yet something in us often moves 
our focus away from a life full of grace in God, and towards a life 
of performance. So we need to be reminded that the grammar of 
Christianity is replacement, not improvement.
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REPLACEMENT THEOLOGY

 For us, replacement theology refers not to an 
eschatological issue, but to the need for broken people (the only 
kind of people there is) to look outside themselves for redemption. 
We need rescue, resurrection, even replacement. Jesus knew He 
would replace our broken, foolish, flawed lives with His perfect, 
faithful, obedient life. That’s why His mission, one His disciples 
didn’t even fully grasp while they were with Him, was to die. They 
were looking for a wonder-working Messiah who would make 
the world behave better and rescue them from the oppression 
of Rome, not one who said He came to die because we couldn’t. 
Jesus knew it would be His work of living a perfect life under
the law, dying the death sinners deserved, and rising victoriously 
from the dead that ultimately mattered. He knew our lives would 
be hidden completely in Him (Col. 3). He knew that we would be 
set "free" from the law of sin and death (Rom. 8:2; Gal. 5:1).

 Here are some verses to consider when thinking about 
the reality of replacement:

• Galatians 2:20 says we "have been crucified with Christ."  
You no longer live. 

• Romans 8:1 says, "There is therefore now no condemnation 
for those who are in Christ Jesus." This is so because there 
is no independent “you” to condemn. 

• Colossians 3:1-4 says, "If then you have been raised with 
Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, 
seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things 
that are above, not on things that are on earth. For you 
have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When 
Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear 
with him in glory." Like a tiny bookmark lost inside a 
gigantic novel, or rebar hidden within a wall of concrete, 
we are hidden in Christ. The work He has finished and the 
story He is unfolding and telling in us, and in the world, is 
the only thing that matters. Let’s rejoice that we’ve been 
included in it by faith.

      
• Hebrews 10:10 says, "... we have been sanctified through 

the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all." Verse 
14 of the same chapter says this once for all sacrifice has 
"perfected [us] for all time." We are now perfect in Jesus. 
It’s not on us to become like God because our sin was 
placed on the second Adam, who achieved what the first 
Adam could not (Rom. 5:12-21). Turns out God is not a 
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God of second chances. It’s much more hopeful than that. 
As Tullian Tchividjian pointed out "[God] is a God of one 
chance and a second Adam."

 
 Knowing He would literally be our substitute and stand 
in our place, Jesus was able to slow down, meet people where 
they were, speak to the root of life, and offer rest. "Come to me 
all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest." This 
is the invitation Jesus offers our exhausted world (Matt. 11:28-
30). Even today, He addresses the longings of our heart, while 
simultaneously making it feel like it’s going to jump out of our 
chest. This is the deep inhale and long exhale that comes from 
knowing "It is finished" and I am loved (Jn. 19:28-30). Jesus often 
spoke this graceful reality to the hearts (or roots) of people, 
which resulted in a myriad of beautiful fruit, obedience, and 
transformation.   

 Replacement = Worship & Rest

IMPROVEMENT THEOLOGY

 Part of the human condition is an infatuation with progress 
and performance. People believe the problems in their lives stem 
from inactivity, and so they’re freshly invigorated to charge ahead 
with doing more. It’s a theology of improvement.

 Sure, we believe Jesus brought us into the Kingdom 
through His death and resurrection, and we believe it is by faith 
alone that we awaken to this new life. Yet, many also believe
we must now get our act together and bear fruit as evidence of 
our salvation. We read passages about being "doers of the Word" 
as if these passages are an island to themselves, independent of all 
that Jesus claimed, independent of the fact "we no longer live."

 It’s a paradigm we see played throughout the land. Our 
faith, which is to be in a Person who is "unseen," is instead sadly 
placed on what we can "see." Our faith becomes about our 
progress or lack thereof (2 Cor. 4:18).

 Sadly, this kind of approach to Christianity makes the 
Christian life the focus instead of Christ Himself. The result? Either 
pride in your discipline and accomplishments, or burn out and 
shame in your failures.   

 Improvement = Pride or Burn Out
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WHAT FRUIT-BEARING IS AND ISN’T

 Christ is our Creator, and by faith in His death for ours, the 
flawed, independent self that has been crucified and replaced with 
the perfect Son becomes our life, our reality. Contrary to popular 
belief, we didn’t need a guide. We needed a Savior. A guide says,
"Go that way." A Savior says, "You can’t, but I did it for you." We 
needed a Savior to rescue us from the propensity of thinking we 
can somehow walk in our own righteousness.

 Seeing this opens our eyes to what we saw in John 19, 
where Jesus announced His Father’s dealings with the sins of this 
world as "finished." This is far different than the idea that His work 
is "to be continued." The sins we personally struggle with, and the 
ones committed against us, have already been bested in Christ.  
In the risen Christ we stand forgiven!
 
 Let’s consider a few questions in light of what we’ve read:

QUESTION #1: How then should we view fruit and progress in the 
Christian life?

 
 Above are two diagrams that illustrate growth in 
righteousness over the timeline of our lives. One imagines spiritual 
progress through the lenses of improvement theology (left), and 
the other through the lens of replacement theology (right).

 On the left, we illustrate the belief that God is at work 
to improve our flesh. The line angling upwards represents the 
journey to bear fruit through obedience in both the mountain top 
experiences and the dreary days in the valley. You begin by faith, 
receive help by the Holy Spirit in the form of something like a 
jet-pack, and over time become more righteous as you bear 
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"better" fruit. This popular illustration is deceiving for a number 
of reasons, but the main one is that it reinforces the heart’s natural 
modus operandi that somehow we are still alive in our own efforts 
to climb the ladder, get better, be better, and make progress. This 
is the opposite of dying. 

 On the right, we illustrate that God’s plan for our flesh 
wasn’t to improve it but to kill it and replace it with His perfect 
Son. We were "...crucified with Christ" (Gal. 2:20). As we 
recognize our death, and daily cling to Jesus as our only hope, 
the Spirit bears perfect fruit through our walking “corpse”. It 
comes from daily dying to the project of self, not striving. In 
fact, our efforts to wrangle the flesh into submission are not only 
useless, they’re sinful.

Two key statements to consider from the book of Galatians:

• 5:6: "For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision [rule keeping] 
nor uncircumcision [rule breaking] counts for anything, but 
only faith [dead to our performance, and looking outside of 
ourselves to Jesus] working through love."

• 6:15: "For neither circumcision [religion] counts for anything, 
nor uncircumcision [irreligion], but a new creation [root]."

 Paul is teaching us the same thing Jesus taught us in the 
parable of the two lost sons, where Jesus contrasted Himself 
with the common understanding of His day that you were either 
a lawbreaker or a law keeper. The scriptures are clear that law 
breaking or law keeping, inactivity or activity, “circumcision nor 
uncircumcision” are worth nothing (Gal. 5:6). Fleshly righteousness 
is a worthless counterfeit for the perfect righteousness of God that 
is born in us by the Spirit of Christ!

 His righteousness is perfect because it is neither ours, 
nor of us. God fulfills His commands, by way of His Son, in us. It's 
been suggested that when real change occurs in our lives (fruit 
of the Spirit) we often don’t even know we are keeping the Law 
when it happens, because our eyes are not on the Law but on 
the Lawgiver. In other words, the fruit of the Spirit (law-keeping, 
obedience), cannot be aimed at in advance but only noticed in 
reverse. This is why Paul, in Galatians 5:23, states, on the subject of 
bearing fruit in the Spirit, "... there is no law" that can produce this.

QUESTION #2: Doesn’t the use of spiritual disciplines help us 
progress in our obedience to God?
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 "We’re all messed up, but we’re working on it" is a 
statement that can be heard in the Church. People tend to see God 
as One who gave "spiritual disciplines" (think rhythms of church 
attendance, Scripture reading, prayer, fasting, and solitude) in 
order to help grow them in their obedience to Jesus. Oftentimes 
the thought process is, "The more we do, the better we get, and 
the more God moves on our behalf." Although this idea is popular,
and these things are good in themselves, they aren’t "disciplines" 
God has told us to aim at so as to progress in the Christian life. 
Instead, they are things we walk in as the Spirit leads. In short, 
Scripture, prayer, fasting, or solitude, aren’t a list to keep, but 
rather a response we enjoy. We walk in them when God leads us 
in them (Eph. 2:10, Phil. 2:13).

 There’s something in us that always wants to shift away 
from Jesus as the perfect connecting point with God. We lean 
toward our performance in the things we believe we should do to 
connect with God or get Him to move in our lives, which leads to 
the opposite of rest. So for all our performance-trusting hearts, 
let’s remember that according to Scripture, God despises our 
attempts to improve ourselves in the hopes of making ourselves 
righteous. To do so is to announce our unbelief in the One who 
has already made us righteous (2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 2:21, 5:1-4).

 By no means does this remove the declaration of 
what is good and joyful to walk in. It doesn’t mean we should 
neglect scripture, prayer, community, fasting, and wrestling with 
temptation. It just changes the posture of our pursuit. Everything 
we do from here on out is done from a place of Spirit led desire 
under the banner: IT IS FINISHED!

QUESTION #3: But if this is true, why am I still struggling with sin?

 Paul wrote in Romans 6 that those who trust in Christ 
cannot "continue in sin" simply because they have "died to sin." 
We read the word "sin" in v. 1 as a verb (the act of sinning) when 
Paul actually used the word te hamartia, which is not a verb at 
all. Instead, it’s a noun referring to our identity! To go on in the 
state of "sin" is impossible because the old Adam (our old lives) 
has been replaced by the new Adam (Jesus, who is our life). Paul 
continues to drive home this reality of our death and the myth of 
an independent "you" (by way of union with Jesus in His death):

• We were baptized into His death.  [v.3]

• We were buried with Jesus.  [v.4]
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• We have been united with Jesus in His death.  [v.5]

• Our old self was crucified.  [v.6]

• We died with Christ.  [v.8]
 
 Paul is trying to tell us we died with Christ! He doesn’t say 
"Sin is dead to us," or "You should die to sin." or "Congratulations! 
You’ve decided to die to sin! Now what?" Sin is very much alive in 
our world and in us, but, according to Scripture, these things have
been disarmed. Our relationship to sin is forever changed; 
our reality has undergone a fundamental shift in Jesus Christ. 
Martin Luther described this reality as simul justus et peccator, 
which means on this side of the veil, we are simultaneously just 
(righteous in Christ) and sinful. One refers to our unchanging 
identity, the other to our temporary struggle.

 Paul is telling us in Romans 6 that we don’t need to worry 
(in an ultimate sense) about sin because Jesus has bested it in His 
death and resurrection, and He brought us along with Him in His 
victory by faith.

 As Gerhard Forde wrote on sanctification, 

Just the sheer and unconditional announcement "You 

have died!" — The uncompromising insistence that there is 

nothing to do now, that God has made his last ‘move’ — just 

that, and that alone, is what puts the old being to death, 

precisely because there is nothing for the old being to do… 

There is no way for the old being to do anything about this 

grace. The unconditional justification, the grace itself, slays 

the old self and destroys its’ body of sin’ to fashion a new 

one. It is all over! Christ being raised from the dead will 

never die again. One can’t go back and repeat it. He died  

to sin once for all, and now He lives to God. Conclusion? 

You can now only consider yourself dead to sin and alive  

to God in Christ Jesus!

QUESTION #4: What about those who aren’t bearing fruit; or those 
who are, but still lack so much?

 Someone in our network had a friend who, on the advice 
of a horticulturalist, planted a peach tree at his house in Chicago. 
In the first season, he and his wife had some delicious peaches to 
enjoy. The following year, there was a harsh winter, and the tree
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didn’t produce any peaches. With a dead tree in the yard, he 
invited his horticultural friend over to take a look.

 After some tests, she said the tree, that looked dead, was 
actually alive. "The tree will bear fruit again," she said. He now had 
three options: 

1. Don’t believe the professional and chop it down. 

2. Buy peaches from the store and tape them to the tree.

3. Trust that one day this tree, that is alive, will bear fruit.
 
 In Jesus, we’re free to stop buying tape. Philippians 1:6 
says "... he who began a good work in you will bring it to 
completion." This is a promise that has nothing to do with 
your ability to see this fruit, or your ability to taste it. For as 2 
Corinthians 4:18 reminds us that our faith focuses "... not on the 
things that are seen [our progress] but on the things that are 
unseen [Jesus' work in our lives]."

PROMISES VS. MARCHING ORDERS
 
 This Midwest peach tree actually reminds us of another 
passage that deals with the issue of fruit. John 15 has been 
a popular passage for many in regards to the topic of fruit, 
sanctification, spiritual progress, etc. Let’s take a deeper look at 
what Jesus is telling us about fruit bearing.

I am the true vine, and my Father is the Vinedresser. Every 

branch in me that does not bear fruit he takes away, and 

every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may 

bear more fruit. Already you are clean because of the word 

that I have spoken to you. Abide in me, and I in you. As the 

branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the 

vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. 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. If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away 

like a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, 

thrown into the fire, and burned. If you abide in me, and my 

words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be 

done for you. By this my Father is glorified, that you bear 

much fruit and so prove to be my disciples. As the Father 

has loved me, so have I loved you. Abide in my love. If you 
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keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as 

I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his 

love. These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be 

in you, and that your joy may be full.” (John 15:1-11)

 Some introductory points should be made:

1. Notice that you and I are branches. In our experience, most 
believers approach their own spiritual progress as if they’re 
in charge of their own spiritual health and progress, but 
branches don’t produce fruit — they "bear" fruit.

2. This point is connected to the first. You and I are not the 
"Vinedresser," the Father is. In fact, since Jesus is the "vine," 
we’re not even the tree. Instead, we’re the “branch” that 
does "nothing” except abide in the “vine." In a very real 
way, we are not in control of what is happening in this field.

 With these simple observations in place let’s take a look 
at the text. In v.2a Jesus says "Every branch in me that does not 
bear fruit he takes away..." Hmmm… what to do with a branch that 
doesn’t bear fruit? This is the worst case scenario for most church 
leaders who think they need to present their churches as spotless 
someday and a fearful consideration for most Christians who 
have been told their whole lives that genuine believers bear fruit 
and false believers don’t. In fact, this passage has been used to 
"prove" this theory.

 A small little thing to point out about this branch before 
getting to the good news: Jesus tells us this branch is a "branch 
in [Him]." We take this to mean what the phrase "in Him" means 
throughout all the Scripture — this branch is united to the 
Vine (Jesus).

 So what does Jesus do with this fruitless branch? Or a more 
pointed question: what does God do with us when we don’t bear 
fruit? Jesus says the Father (Vinedresser) "takes [it] away." Some 
have connected the phrase “takes away” to refer to the judgment 
phrase in v.6 where some branches are "thrown away." I (Tony) 
have taught this in the past, but don’t anymore due to one simple 
detail. The verse 6 branches that are gathered for the burn pile are 
those who don’t "abide." 

 I know we love to attach all sorts of spiritual disciplines 
and rhythms to the word “abide,” but the word simply refers to 
the permanence of our union and relationship with the Vine (by 
faith). The biggest clue for this is in verse 4 where Jesus says, 
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"Abide in me, and I in you." If abiding strictly refers to early 
morning prayer and journaling, I have a hard time picturing Jesus 
abiding in us like that.

 But back to the phrase "takes away." The phrase in Greek is 
airei and it’s better translated "to raise, take up, lift" and refers to a 
common practice in Israeli viticulture.

 In Jesus’ day vines would grow on the ground, not 
suspended in air. In the spring, those caring for these fields would 
carefully "lift" and "raise" the branches off the ground. The reason 
for this is because branches tended to produce hundreds of little 
tiny roots that would sink into the surface of the soil where there 
would not be sufficient moisture to produce anything but little 
sour grapes. But if the workers lifted the branches up off the 
ground, then they would get their moisture from the main vine 
(roots) that went deep into the soil.
 
 In some cases where a branch was struggling to bear fruit, 
vine workers would lift it off the ground and better position it with 
sticks and rocks in order to expose the entire vine to the sun and 
allow air flow underneath, thus controlling the ripening of the fruit.

 In light of this ancient technique, read verse 2 this way, 
"Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit He raises up." What 
is the purpose of the Vinedresser? He goes through the vineyard 
looking for fruit. But here is a branch on the ground, not bearing 
any fruit. What does He do? Cut it off? Throw it in the fire? 
No. He raises it up and cares for it so it will bear fruit! This 
understanding changes everything.

 A few more observations to tie up the loose ends:

1. Believers, at times, don’t bear fruit. Some talk about fruit as if 
we should be producing it like a factory cranks out widgets. We 
find comfort in the organic imagery of viticulture.

2. If verse 2 were intended to be a warning against those who 
don’t bear fruit instead of the promise of our faithful Father/
Vinedresser to care for us, then verse 11 would have to read 
this way "these things I have spoken to you, that you may be 
warned (or challenged)." Instead it reads "these things I have 
spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that your joy 
may be full." Joy comes from good news and promises.

3. Jesus follows up verse 2 by saying "already you are clean  
because of the word that I have spoken to you." He’s reminding 
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them that they are safe, secure, clean, and holy because of a 
declaration of His, not by the amount of fruit they bear.

4. "By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit and  
so prove to be my disciples." In light of all this, we can view  
phrases like this one in verse 8 as promises, not marching  
orders. Jesus is promising us that because of our union with 
with him (by faith) and the faithful care of our Father/ 
Vinedresser we WILL bear fruit.

 In short, God has invited us to live by faith, to be more 
convinced by what He’s said through the Scriptures than by 
what we see in our lives or in the lives of those we disciple. 
We’re thankful for the freedom found in His finished work and 
His promises. It frees us from a radically introspective life that 
constantly is evaluating and scrutinizing our own progress and 
the progress of others. Living in light of grace and promises 
allows me to live a life of total dependence. After all, what else 
can a branch do? "Apart from me you can do nothing."

GRACE IS SUFFICIENT...AND FRUSTRATING

 Some call this constant emphasis on God, His promises, and 
His work in our lives: cheap grace. But grace isn’t cheap at all, it’s 
free. We think Steve Brown said it well, “Cheap grace? Listen, if it 
weren’t cheap, you and I couldn’t afford it. If it cost us one thing — 
our commitment, our obedience, our religious actions, or anything 
else–it would remain in the store on the shelf."

 We understand the frustration of those who cry "cheap 
grace!" They’re fearful it will lead to a careless and lawless life 
(more on that in Reclaim 5). However, the question isn’t about 
whether or not grace is in harmony or opposed to our efforts, 
because the point is grace doesn’t need our efforts nor has it ever 
asked for them. In other words, grace is sufficient. It is enough.

 After passionately pleading with God three times for a 
mysterious "thorn" in his life to be removed, the Apostle Paul was 
met with a surprising answer (2 Cor. 12:8-9). Instead of God taking 
this frustrating thing away or even responding with instruction for 
how to overcome it, God responded by telling him, "My grace is 
sufficient for you…"

 Based on Paul's request, you have to imagine the answer 
he received would have been both unexpected and somewhat 
frustrating. Coming face to face with the "enoughness" of grace 
is a freeing thing, but it will frustrate you before it frees you.
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Realizing that grace is sufficient also comes with the discovery that 
we will never be sufficient.

 Death is and always will be a hard pill to swallow, but 
admitting it and trusting the One whose love is indiscriminate and 
unending will always lead to rest. Jesus offered that rest, not only 
offered Paul in his thorny dilemma, but to us all. Matthew 11:28-30 
will always be a hallmark verse when it comes to rest, and we like 
Eugene Peterson’s version the best. It reads like this:

Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion?  

Come to me. Get away with me and you’ll recover your life. 

I’ll show you how to take a real rest. Walk with me and work 

with me — watch how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of 

grace. I won’t lay anything heavy or ill-fitting on you. Keep 

company with me and you’ll learn to live freely and lightly. 

 We are, in Jesus, truly and actually free (Gal. 5:1). God’s 
grace is enough, and it will always be enough. Rest is being offered 
to us by the One who knows us better than we know ourselves. 

 Grab hold of this good news, friends. Rest.
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