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Connected to Jesus 

 
John 15:1-8 

 
 Few things are more beautiful than a grapevine overflowing with bunches of healthy, 
fat, juicy grapes.  And, of course, there is the added excitement of what happens to many of 
those grapes, which are made into fine wine.  It is a miracle the way the grapevine can 
produce such foliage and such fruit.  When you first plant a grapevine, you have to wait about 
three years for it to bear fruit. Even a mature grapevine doesn’t look like much.  Typically, 
they look weathered and beaten up.   
 
 Grapes require a lot of care.  Many of the branches have plenty of leaves but no 
grapes.  And if those are allowed to stay, they will suck nourishment away from the branches 
with the grapes.  So they have to be cut off and thrown away.  Even on the branches that do 
bear grapes, there are extraneous little stems and shoots.  These also have to be pruned off, 
so as to allow the grapes to flourish.   
  
 It is this knowledge of grapevines that is in the background in our Gospel reading from 
John 15 today.  We’re at the Last Supper, and Jesus is speaking to the disciples.  “I am the 
true vine, and my Father is the gardener,” He said.  The Jewish people had come to see 
themselves as a grapevine.  A grapevine was engraved on their coins.  There was a golden 
grapevine above the entrance of the Holy Place in the Temple.  The Prophets Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Hosea all refer to Israel as a grapevine. (Isaiah 5:1-7; Jeremiah 2:21; 
Ezekiel 15, 19:10; Hosea 10:1)  But the interesting thing is that all those references express 
God’s disappointment in the vine.  It is either bearing bad fruit, or degenerating into a wild 
vine. 
 
 With all this in mind, Jesus’ imagery comes to life for us.  He began by telling them “I 
am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener.” (John 15:1)  Israel is not the vine, He is 
saying.  “I am the true vine.”  The vine is the part of the plant on which everything depends.  If 
God’s people think of themselves as the vine, the foundation for the plant, the source of 
nourishment, the connection to the soil, they are mistaken.  For as Jesus goes on to say,  
 

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.  (John 15:5) 
 

 The vine belongs to the gardener.  He is the one who prunes it, so that the plant will do 
what it is intended to do.  We hear about two kinds of pruning in verse 2.  The first is a radical 
kind of pruning.  Jesus says the gardener cuts off every branch that bears no fruit.  Here on 
the eve of his death at the hands of the leaders of God’s people, Jesus is saying that those 
who reject Him will be cut off because they bear no fruit.  They are not the vine.  He is the 
vine.  And, the branches were expected to bear fruit. 
 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+15:1-8
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 Jesus was not simply indicting the people of the past.  He was pointing forward as 
well.  The Church, which He was establishing as God’s family on earth, was expected to bear 
fruit.  It is to be a family with a mission.  He would address this again a few weeks later when 
He had risen from the dead and was about to ascend into heaven.   
 

• “You shall be my witnesses...to the ends of the earth.”  (Acts 1:8) 
   

• “Go into all the world and preach the Good News to all creation.” (Mark 15:16) 
 

• “...go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have 
commanded you.” (Matthew 28:19-20)   
 

 And if you are in the way, if you are sucking nourishment from the branches that are 
bearing fruit, you will be cut off and thrown into the fire.  Radical pruning. 
 
 The other kind of pruning Jesus talks about in verse 2 is the pruning of the branches 
that are bearing fruit.  We might call that therapeutic pruning.  He is talking about the 
extraneous and distracting twigs that grow on a branch and inhibit the full flowering of the 
grapes.  Here, he is looking at each member of the vine.  And each of us has such twigs in 
our lives. 
 

• Our sins 
• Our ungodly obsessions 
• The trivialities that distract us 
•  Our laziness 
• Anything we value more than we value our relationship with Jesus 
• Anything that keeps us from discerning His will and answering His call 

 
 The gardener goes to work on us.  He comes at us with His clippers and snips at those 
things so we can bear good fruit for the Kingdom. 
 
 We don’t like to be pruned.  Christians have often balked at these words.  We often try 
to soft-sell them.  But we serve a living Lord who does not soft sell anything.  His offer to us 
and His expectations of us are clear and demanding. 
 

• Pick up your cross and follow me. (Luke 14:27) 
 

• In order to gain life, you must lose your life.(Matthew 10:39) 
 

• You must put me first, before your family and friends. (Luke 14:26) 
 

• You must enter through the narrow gate, for wide is the gate and broad is the road that 
leads to destruction. (Matthew 7:13) 
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 Jesus did not hide any of that when He called us to follow Him.  He didn’t have to.  
What He was offering was such a treasure that anything we have to give up and anything we 
have to endure will be as meaningless blips on the screen.   
 

• He promises us He will overcome all that comes against us, 
• and that He will always be with us. 
• He promises to hear our prayers. 
• He promises us intimacy with the Father. 
• He promises us eternal life. 

 
 For all that, it is worth it to be pruned so as to do God’s work effectively and bear good 
fruit.  Jesus never put any of the hard part in small print. 
 
 Contrast that with Satan’s way.  All the good things Satan offers us sound great to our 
ears.  But there is small print.  As John Piper put it in a recent daily devotional, “...on the back 
page in small print—so small you can only read it with the magnifying glass of the Bible—it 
says: “And after the fleeting pleasures, you will suffer with me forever in hell.” 
(http://solidjoys.desiringgod.org/en/devotionals, May 23, 2014) 
 
 Satan is the source of all those distracting and destructive twigs that grow on us as 
branches, and Jesus tells us the gardener will prune those so we can be what God made us 
to be, and so that we can enjoy the blessings He promises us. 
  
 In verse 4, Jesus says,  
 

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.   
 

 Jesus is talking about an organic connection between Himself and His disciples. 
   

• He is not just a historic figure whom we believe truly existed. 
• He is not just a good idea. 
• He’s not just somebody we admire. 
• He is the source of all our blessing,  
• our refuge and our strength.   
• He is the Bread of life.   
• He is the living water that quenches our thirst for God. 

 
 Here at the Last Supper, Jesus was telling the Disciples, as He tells us His disciples 
today, I will remain in you if you remain in me.  I will never forsake you.  I am there for you 
every hour of every day.  I never fail to hear your plea.  So remain in me.  Abide in me.  Live 
in me. 
 
 A refrigerator won’t work unless it is plugged in.  It can be brand new, right out of the 
box.  The house can be buzzing with electrical current.  But if the device isn’t plugged in to 
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receive the current, nothing will happen.  And it will work only as long as it is plugged in.  So it 
is with Jesus and His disciples.  We have to be connected to Him.  We have to seek Him out.  
We have to pray and stay in touch with Him.  We have to continually seek His wisdom and 
His guidance in the Bible.  We have to be with others who know Him and to  worship Him 
together.  We have to pay attention to what He is doing in our midst and acknowledge that 
without Him, we would be able to do nothing.   
 
 Let’s take a look at what Jesus has been doing here at St. Stephen’s.  It is easy to be 
caught up in the anxiety people are feeling about building a church.   It’s easy to let that make 
us fearful about the future.  But it is critical that we step back and look at the marvelous things 
Jesus has done with this congregation, and the amazing fruit He has grown from us as one of 
His branches.   
 
 Always in the background is the courageous stand this congregation took on the 
authority of scripture back in 2006.  But that is history, and Jesus did not bring us through that 
for our benefit.  He did it because He wants this branch to bear fruit.  And our bowing to the 
authority of God’s Word remains as a seal upon our hearts, as we stay organically connected 
to Jesus, our vine. 
 
 Two and a half years ago, we published our vision.  In that vision, we see ourselves as 
a resource for other Christian congregations in our area to help them equip the saints for 
ministry.  In other words, we use the gifts God has given us to help other Christian branches 
to bear fruit.  I have seen that happening here. Let me just highlight some fruit we have 
borne in four areas. 
 
 About four years ago, Tad de Bordenave offered the first Perspectives class at St. 
Stephen’s.  He visited pastors in many local congregations to invite their members to come.  
Perspectives is about teaching a global understanding of what God is doing in the world 
through His disciples.  In the course, we studied the Bible, walked through the history of world 
missions, met historical missionary figures, learned concepts that have been used to spread 
the Gospel, and we were challenged to become directly involved.  The course was offered 
again at two venues in 2012.  Jesus has given this congregation an amazing worldwide 
focus.  We have missionary connections in Nigeria, India, Uganda and Egypt.  We have sent 
thirty-some of our members on short-term mission trips.  We support missionary 
organizations financially.  And we have a board member of Anglican Frontier Missions in our 
midst.  There is no way to know all the fruit that will come out of the work we have done. 
 
 A high value for us has always been to teach children and youth how to be true 
disciples.  We have sent kids off to college well prepared to face the world and to hang onto 
their faith in the face of challenges.  We have been through periods when we had quite a lot 
of children, and periods when we had very few, as is the case now.  But even when we have 
had few, we have ministered to children outside our congregation.  Our latest work in that 
area is the Good News Club, an after-school program that fifty or sixty children attend each 
week during the school year to be built up as disciples of Christ.  Again, we are working with 
several other congregations.  The fruit of such work is incalculable. 
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 A ministry that has begun to flourish in the last year is something we are calling the 
Christian Worldview Institute.  It began as a study group that gathered weekly to discuss the 
challenges people throw at the Christian faith, and how to answer those challenges.  And 
from that has grown a seven-week course that is now in its fourth session.  We have run 
close to sixty people through that course from eleven congregations.  The Lord has begun to 
grow this work in ways we did not expect.  We now have a Christian Worldview Institute 
website, and through it we make a package available to any church anywhere in the country 
that wants to offer a similar course.  And the team is now working on an exciting new project: 
an afterschool club for high school kids to bring their questions about the faith and discuss 
them with their peers and with trained leaders.  This week we met with some people who 
have been doing this on college campuses, and who have a vision for starting these clubs in 
high schools.  They were very encouraging.  We seem to have found a great need at just the 
right time. 
 
 We also are reaching out to our community with the Gospel.  We have visited 600 
homes over the last six years, sharing the Gospel, telling them about our congregation, and 
offering to pray for them.  We reach people through our thrift shop and the prayer box we 
display there.  This Friday evening, the Women’s Ministry will be showing the Jesus Film, 
here in O.A. Brinkley Hall.  This film has been seen by over a billion people throughout the 
world, and has been responsible for bringing millions of people to faith in Jesus Christ.  We 
are planning to show it outdoors some time in the next few months. 
 
 These are just a few examples of the fruit our branch has been bearing.  There is 
much more I could report if I wanted to keep you longer.  
 
 All of the interest God has shown in us tells us that He has wonderful plans for us.  
And that means that He will continue to prune us to make us healthy Christians and a 
productive family of believers.  Being pruned is not something to be feared, but to be 
welcomed.  For being part of a well-pruned branch of Christ, the true vine, is the greatest of 
blessings.  
  
 As we live into our vision and expand our mission, as we build a house of worship and 
a center for our ministries, may we always remain in Jesus, and He in us.  For without Him 
we can do nothing.  But with Him, we can ask Him whatever we wish, and He will do it for us. 
(John 15:7)  As He said that night at the Last Supper, this is for His Father’s glory, that we 
bear much fruit, showing us to be His disciples. (John 15:8) 
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