John 15:1-9
John 15

The Vine and the Branches

 1 “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 2 He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes[a] so that it will be even more fruitful. 3 You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. 4 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. 

   5 “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. 6 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. 7 If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. 8 This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples. 

   9 “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love.” 

Last fall I was delighted to discover that the grapevines we planted some years ago in our back yard were finally bearing fruit. They’re called “fox grapes,” a wild vine native to the Northeast. The fruit isn’t much to look at (no bigger than a plump blueberry), and I expected them to be sour (remember Aesop’s fable about the fox and the grapes?). To my surprise, they were sweet and delicious, with a flavor like Concord grape jelly. 

Before I found the fruit, I didn’t bother much with the vines. I cut them back now and again, or when they became a nuisance. We have a steady supply of grape leaves for cooking in the summer. Tasting that fruit, however, was a game changer. What was the first thing I wanted to do? Give those grapevines a good hard pruning! If you’re not sure why, I hope you will be as we go through this passage in John 15.
Of course, scheduling the time to keep up with tending vines (and those two apple trees that need pruning) isn’t easy. There always seems to be something else demanding my attention. You know what it’s like – you have the best of intentions, and then life just gets crazy. Our lives are so crowded, so packed with activity, who has time for pruning vines? We struggle just to get the most basic things done, and hope to still have a few moments alone with God to quiet our hearts. Maybe it is our lives that need pruning.

I. What is pruning?

a. Literally, selectively removing dead or excess branches to maximize fruit.
b. Figuratively, pruning is cutting out anything from our lives that needs to go. How do we know what should go and what should stay? Here are some questions to help you decide what goes and what stays:
· Is this activity, pursuit, or relationship congruent with my biblical beliefs and values as a Christian? 

· Does this get in the way of worshiping or serving God?

· Should someone else be doing this (because it is their responsibility or calling)?

· Does this represent well to others what being a disciple of Jesus is like?

· Do I have time to do this in the context of a healthy, balanced life?

· Does this help me grow, or hinder my growth?

· Does it bring godly joy and peace?

· Does this help me develop my gifts?

· Is this bearing fruit, or is it likely to bear fruit, for God’s kingdom (building up the body, drawing others to Christ, or helping others follow Christ?)

Those questions may be helpful in discerning prayerfully what goes and what stays. Making those decisions wisely is as important to your life as knowing how and when to prune is for a gardener. Why does a gardener prune?
II. Why prune?

a. Pruning lets in the light so fruit can grow and ripen. Fruit needs sunlight. When our lives become crowded by too much activity or complicated by sin, we can’t concentrate on hearing and absorbing God’s truth. We need time and space basking in the light of God’s Word for spiritual fruit to ripen. 

· Can you see some branches in your life that are blocking or crowding out the light of God’s Word?
b. Pruning gets rid of dead and diseased wood. Dead wood takes up space that could let in light, or be filled with a fruit-bearing branch. Diseased wood endangers the other branches. 

· Can you identify some dead or diseased wood in your life that needs to be cut away?  
c. Pruning stimulates growth. Pruning is not random cutting or arbitrary trimming. The gardener looks carefully at the shape of the tree, shrub, or vine and examines each branch. An experienced gardener knows exactly when, where, and how to prune the branch for the right effect – bigger blooms, or hardier growth, or better fruit. When the gardener prunes a healthy branch, he does so because he knows it will stimulate even better growth. 
· Can you identify an area in your life where some pruning would stimulate new growth?

d. Jesus told his disciples in John 15:3 “You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you.” The Greek word for “prunes” in verse 2 also means “cleans.” The Father prunes or cleans us so that we can be even more fruitful. Jesus had been teaching his disciples, and his words were like pruning shears. Now that they had been shaped and prepared by his words, what next?

III. The branches that remain

a. “If you remain in me…” “No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine.” When I prune our grapevines, I gather the cut branches and leave them for my wife to take off the leaves for cooking. I’m amazed, though, if I leave them in the sun how quickly the leaves wither and dry. Without that connection to the vine, the branches quickly dry. Jesus’ followers stay alive and fresh, and bear good fruit, when they stay connected to him
b. “…and my words remain in you” Like sap flowing from the vine to the branches, Jesus’ words and his Spirit bring nourishment and life.
c. Ask and receive. When we are filled with the life of God, we want the will of God. We pray kingdom prayers, and God answers in ways that grow the kingdom.
d. Bear much fruit. This is the goal and result of our relationship with God: “If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit.” What is this fruit? We think of fruit as sweet, juicy, nutritious food – for us. Fruit, however, has a basic purpose in the life cycle of the plant. What do we find in the center of every natural fruit? Seeds. By bearing fruit, the plant is trying to reproduce. The fruit is the environment in which the seed develops. When the fruit is mature, the seeds are ready. In the natural world, who plants the seeds? Squirrels, birds, and fruit-eating animals of all kinds. They eat the fruit, and in the process help the plant reproduce.
In a similar way, the fruits of the Spirit help us reproduce spiritually. Consider Paul’s list of the fruits of the Spirit in Galatians 5: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Wrap the good seed of God’s word in love, and what happens? Surround the truth of God with joy and peace, and will people be attracted to that? Show kindness and goodness as you hold out the truth – will that make a difference? Would faithfulness enhance our witness? How much more effective would we be at drawing others to Christ if our witness were characterized by gentleness and self control? By contrast, who will be attracted to the good seed of the word if it is surrounded by sour grapes?  The good fruit attracts others to the word so that it can be planted and reproduce. 

e. Fruit shows our true nature. I’ve also planted blackberry bushes in our yard, and among them are some other thorny shrubs that look similar. I hesitate to pull them up, because I have a hard time telling them from the real thing. So I wait and see. How do I know which are which in the end? The real blackberry bushes bear fruit. Jesus said in Luke 6, 

“No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit. Each tree is recognized by its own fruit. People do not pick figs from thornbushes, or grapes from briers. The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks.” (Luke 6:42-45 NIV)
Bearing good spiritual fruit shows that we are devoted followers of Jesus. 
f. Glorify God. “This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.” (John 15:8 NIV) To glorify God is to reflect his true nature so that others can see what he is like. That is our highest purpose, to reveal God’s nature to others in a way that draws them to worship and serve him, too.
That is a high calling, and a tall order. I take great comfort in the words of Jesus at the beginning of this passage. In  John 15:1 Jesus said “my Father is the gardener.” God is the expert vinedresser who knows just where, when, and how we need pruning in order to bear the best fruit. So we listen, examine ourselves, and seek to discern how he wants to work in our lives, confident that he will show us the way forward.
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