The Consequences of Unfruitfulness
Steven R. Cook, D.Min., M.Div.

Introduction

The purpose of this lesson is to examine Jesus’ teaching in John 15:5-6
concerning the believer’s responsibility to abide in Christ, bear spiritual fruit, and
avoid the consequences of unfruitfulness. Jesus twice commands His disciples to
abide, first in Him (John 15:4) and then in His love (John 15:9), both of which
require willing obedience, with consequences for failure to obey. Particular
attention is given to five interpretations of the discarded and burned branches,
evaluating each in light of the immediate context and the broader teaching of
Scripture. The goal is to demonstrate that Jesus was warning genuine believers
about the consequences of failing to abide in Him, including divine discipline and
possible premature physical death, rather than the loss of eternal salvation.

Exposition of John 15:5-6

In John 15:5, Jesus declared, “I am the vine, you are the branches; he who
abides in Me and I in him, he bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do
nothing.” Jesus used the analogy of a vine and its branches to explain the believer’s
dependence upon Him for spiritual fruitfulness. The vine is the source of life and
nourishment, and the branches bear fruit as they remain connected to it. The Greek
verb meno (Lévw), translated “abide,” means to remain, continue, or dwell. In this
context, abiding refers to the believer’s ongoing fellowship with Christ, maintained
through obedience to His word, dependence upon the Holy Spirit, and faithful
application of divine truth (John 15:7, 10; Gal. 5:16). The command to abide
concerns the believer’s spiritual life and experiential sanctification. Spiritual fruit
includes Christlike character, obedience, love, joy, good works, and effective
Christian service (Gal. 5:22-23; Col. 1:10). When Jesus said, “apart from Me you
can do nothing,” He emphasized the believer’s complete dependence upon Him for
spiritual productivity. Human effort, intelligence, sincerity, and religious activity
cannot produce the spiritual fruit God desires. Fruitfulness requires ongoing
fellowship with Christ, submission to His word, and dependence upon the Holy
Spirit. The believer who consistently abides in Christ will bear spiritual fruit,
glorify the Father, and experience the blessings associated with faithful
discipleship (John 15:8-11). In John 15:6, Jesus warned, “If anyone does not abide
in Me, he is thrown away as a branch and dries up; and they gather them, and cast
them into the fire and they are burned.” Several interpretations have been proposed
concerning the discarded and burned branches.
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First, the loss-of-salvation view understands the burning as eternal
condemnation experienced by believers who cease abiding in Christ (John 15:6).
Adam Clarke, a Wesleyan-Arminian theologian, understood John 15:6 as teaching
that genuine believers can lose their salvation through failure to abide in Christ.
Clarke argued that a person can be genuinely united to Christ and subsequently be
severed from Him because of spiritual unfruitfulness. According to Clarke, such a
person is “cut off from Jesus, having no longer any right or title to him or to his
salvation.”! He further explained that being cast into the fire means separation
from God, while being burned means the person “is eternally tormented with the
devil and his angels, and with all those who have lived and died in their iniquity™
Thus, Clarke interpreted the burning branches as formerly saved individuals who
ultimately experience eternal condemnation in hell. This interpretation conflicts
with Christ’s promises of eternal security (John 10:28-29; Rom. 8:38-39).

Second, the false-professor view, commonly held by Calvinists, identifies
the branches as unbelievers who possess an outward association with Christ but
lack genuine spiritual life. Their burning represents eternal judgment (Matt. 25:46),
with Judas Iscariot sometimes cited as an example (John 13:10-11). Edwin Blum
takes this view, saying, “The ‘burned’ branches refer to professing Christians who,
like Judas, are not genuinely saved and therefore are judged.” John MacArthur
agrees, saying:

The fruit or evidence of salvation is continuance in service to Jesus and in
His teaching. The abiding believer is the only legitimate believer. Abiding
and believing actually are addressing the same issue of genuine salvation ...
The imagery here is one of destruction. It pictures the judgment awaiting all
those who were never saved.*

This interpretation takes the fire imagery seriously but must explain why
Jesus describes these branches as being “in Me” (John 15:2), language that
indicates genuine union with Christ (John 14:20; 15:4-5). Furthermore, Jesus
commands His disciples to abide in Him, making continued fellowship and
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spiritual fruitfulness dependent upon the believer’s volition and obedience, not
something that automatically happens when a person is born again (John 15:4, 10).

Third, the public-disgrace view understands the burning as the public
ridicule, rejection, and disgrace experienced by genuine believers who fail to abide
in Christ and consequently damage their Christian testimony. According to this
interpretation, the branches are discarded and burned by other people, particularly
unbelievers who observe the Christian’s sinful conduct and use it as an occasion to
ridicule both the believer and the Lord he professes to serve. The burning is
therefore figurative, representing the destruction of the believer’s public testimony
rather than eternal condemnation or physical death. Such disgrace is a consequence
of sinful living and may accompany divine discipline, though the emphasis falls
upon the believer’s damaged reputation and diminished effectiveness as a witness
for Christ. David provides a biblical example, for his adultery and murder gave the
enemies of the Lord an occasion to blaspheme (2 Sam. 12:14). William
MacDonald takes this view, saying:

We believe that this person is a true believer because it is with true
Christians that this section is concerned. The subject is not salvation but
abiding and fruitbearing. But through carelessness and prayerlessness this
believer gets out of touch with the Lord. As a result, he commits some sin,
and his testimony is ruined. Through failure to abide in Christ, he is thrown
out as a branch—not by Christ, but by other people. The branches are
gathered and thrown into the fire, and they are burned. It is not God who
does it, but people. What does this mean? It means that people scoff at this
backslidden Christian. They drag his name in the mud. They throw his
testimony as a Christian into the fire. This is well illustrated in the life of
David. He was a true believer, but he became careless toward the Lord and
committed the sins of adultery and murder. He caused the enemies of the
Lord to blaspheme. Even today, atheists ridicule the name of David (and of
David’s God). They cast him, as it were, into the fire.

Though this view rightly recognizes that sinful believers can damage their
Christian testimony, it reads public ridicule into a passage that makes no explicit
reference to disgrace, reputation, or unbelievers mocking Christians. Furthermore,
the imagery of gathering, casting into the fire, and burning suggests a more severe
judgment than public embarrassment and is better understood as divine discipline
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resulting in the loss of usefulness and potentially premature physical death (1 Cor.
11:30-32; 1 John 5:16).

Fourth, the loss-of-rewards view interprets the burning as the destruction
of worthless works at the judgment seat of Christ, where the believer suffers loss of
reward while remaining eternally saved (1 Cor. 3:12-15). According to this
interpretation, the fire represents divine evaluation of the believer’s earthly life, in
which works lacking eternal value are consumed, while the believer himself
remains secure in Christ. Tony Evans takes this view, saying, “the burning is a
reference to the consequences of a loss of both fellowship with God and rewards
from him.”® M. S. Mills agrees, saying, “I understand John 15:6 as explained in 1
Cor 3:11-15: the nonfruitful branch will see ‘his works burned up, and he shall
suffer loss, but he himself will be saved, yet as though through fire.””” Although
this interpretation finds theological support in Paul’s teaching, John 15:6 describes
the burning of branches rather than works.

Fifth, the divine-discipline view understands the discarded branches as
genuine believers who fail to abide in Christ and consequently become spiritually
unproductive. Their removal and burning symbolize divine discipline, loss of
usefulness, and potentially premature physical death. Throughout Scripture, we
observe several examples of believers who were put to death by the Lord for sinful
disobedience (Lev. 10:1-3; Num. 11:33-34; 1 Ki. 13:20-26; Acts 5:1-11; 1 Cor.
5:5; 11:30-32; and 1 John 5:16). The New Testament establishes that God
sometimes disciplines disobedient believers through physical suffering and even
premature death, as Paul explained concerning the Corinthians, “For this reason
many among you are weak and sick, and a number sleep” (1 Cor. 11:30).
Similarly, John wrote, “There is a sin leading to death” (1 John 5:16), which refers
to physical death as the ultimate form of divine discipline for a persistently
disobedient believer. Such discipline concerns the believer’s earthly life and
fellowship with God, not the loss of eternal salvation. Warren Wiersbe states:

Jesus was teaching one main truth—the fruitful life of the believer—and we
must not press the details too much. Just as an unfruitful branch is useless,
so an unfruitful believer is useless; and both must be dealt with. It is a tragic
thing for a once-fruitful believer to backslide and lose his privilege of
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fellowship and service. If anything, John 15:6 describes divine discipline

rather than eternal destiny. “There is [for believers] a sin unto death” (1 John
5:16).8

Though the loss-of-rewards view has much to commend it, the divine-
discipline view makes the most sense contextually and biblically, especially when
understood as a severe warning concerning the consequences of failing to abide in
Christ. Jesus was addressing His disciples concerning fellowship, obedience, and
spiritual fruitfulness (John 15:3-5, 8-10). Divine discipline, loss of spiritual
productivity, and possible premature physical death are consistent with the broader
teaching of Scripture. The believer’s eternal salvation remains secure, while his
fellowship, fruitfulness, usefulness, and rewards are conditioned upon faithful
obedience to Christ.

Conclusion

John 15:5-6 emphasizes the believer’s dependence upon Christ for spiritual
fruitfulness and warns of the serious consequences of failing to abide in Him.
Though several interpretations have been proposed concerning the burning
branches, the divine-discipline view best fits the immediate context and the
broader teaching of Scripture. Jesus was addressing His disciples concerning
fellowship, obedience, and fruitful Christian living, not the conditions for receiving
or retaining eternal salvation. The believer who consistently abides in Christ, obeys
His word, and depends upon the Holy Spirit will bear spiritual fruit that glorifies
God (John 15:5, 8; Gal. 5:22-23). Conversely, believers who neglect their spiritual
lives become unproductive and expose themselves to divine discipline, which may
include loss of usefulness, physical suffering, and even premature death (1 Cor.
11:30-32; 1 John 5:16). Eternal salvation is secured by faith alone in Christ
alone, but spiritual fruitfulness is conditioned upon continued fellowship and
obedience. The warning is serious, not because the believer might lose eternal life,
but because he can forfeit the blessings, usefulness, and rewards associated with
faithful discipleship. God desires that His children abide in Christ, grow to spiritual
maturity, and bear much fruit for His glory.
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