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THE TRUE VINE (John 15:1-8) 

 

This is a passage that reminds us powerfully that God wants us to live fruitful lives.  

He can therefore shape our lives in the way a gardener would shape a vine by pruning 

it. Become part of my vine – say Jesus – let my spirit run like sap through you - and 

God will prune you like a gardener will prune fruit bearing branches so they will 

produce yet more. Don’t become part of my vine and you will be pruned like a dead 

branch and thrown away. ‘Whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a 

branch and withers; such branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned’. 

Some people have taken this literally as a reference to the hellfire that awaits non-

believers, but commentators usually point out this verse is not meant to be taken 

literally. It is just an analogy. It’s saying if we don’t let God shape our lives we make 

our lives worthless.  

 

Jesus was speaking at a time when he had been rejected by the people of Israel and he 

knew he was shortly to face crucifixion. There are a number of Old Testament 

passages which refer to Israel as a vine that was not bearing fruit. The prophet Hosea, 

for example, says Israel was ‘an empty vine’ and Jeremiah describes how it had 

become ‘a degenerate plant’. Jesus says he is the true vine. Even though he faces 

death, he knows his spiritual presence will continue to nourish and sustain his 

disciples just as the roots and trunk of a grape vine nourishes and sustains its branches 

while they develop their fruit.  

 

I think there are two key statements in this passage from John’s gospel. The first is 

Apart from me you can do nothing. 
 

St Paul once famously bemoaned the fact that he so often failed to say and do 
what he knew was right. It’s a problem we can all identify with. Why do our good 
resolutions so often come too nothing?  When I was a student at university I used 
to love the Snoopy cartoon strips in the newspaper. Its characters often 
bemoaned their inability to change. The dog Snoopy for example comments in 
one cartoon strip: “Yesterday I was a dog. Today I’m a dog. Tomorrow I’ll 
probably still be a dog. There’s so little hope for advancement.” In another 
Charlie Brown announces his determination to change his character: “I’m going 
to be firm and strong!”, but Lucy replies: “Forget it! You’ll always be wishy-
washy”. “Why can’t I change just a little bit?” says Charlie, “I’ll be wishy one day 
and washy the next”.  

The simple answer as to why we find it hard to keep to good resolutions is, of 
course, that we are sinful. Sin is not just what we say or do, it is what we are. It is 
a part of human nature. Some of you may know the story of the man who 
appeared at heaven’s gate and was told by a angel that entry required a thousand 
good points. ‘Tell me about yourself”, said the angel, ‘so that I will know how 
many points to give you’. The man smiled and said, ‘Well, I’ve been going to 
church every Sunday all my life’. ‘Excellent’, said the angel, ‘That will give you 
three points. What else?’  The man was somewhat taken aback. ‘I was a church 
steward for a time and a youth group worker for a while’. Very Good. Another 
three points.  ‘I tried to be a good neighbour’. ‘Very good’, replied the angel, ‘That 
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will give you ten points’. By this stage the man was horrified. ‘At this rate’, he 
said, ‘I’ll never get enough points.’ ‘Exactly’, the angel said, ‘Now you recognise 
that, come on in. No-one enters heaven except through the merciful grace of 
God.’  
The grace offered through Christ is God’s answer to sin. The original Greek 
word for grace is charis and it meant a divine gift or favour that was given 
undeserved, something freely bestowed. And God’s grace is not just about 
salvation in the future. It’s also about our life NOW.  The Greek word ‘Charis’ also 
implied something beautiful and that is why we use phrases like ‘the graceful 
flight of a bird or ‘the graceful movement of a ballerina’. God’s grace is something 
which makes life beautiful.  
In effect Jesus is saying we cannot become the best that we can be without God. 
We need God ‘s grace every day if we are to live beautiful lives. William Barclay 
had this to say about God’s grace: 

“We need one grace in the days of prosperity and another in the days of 
adversity. We need one grace in the sunlit days of youth and another 
when the shadows of age begin to lengthen upon life. The Church needs 
one grace in the days of persecution and another when the days of 
acceptance are come. We need one grace when we feel we are on top of 
things and another when we are depressed and discouraged and near to 
despair. We need one grace to bear our own burdens and another to bear 
one another’s burdens. We need one grace when we are sure of things 
and another when there is nothing certain left in the world. The grace of 
God is never static but always a dynamic thing. It never fails to meet the 
situation. One need invades life and one grace comes with it. That need 
passes and another need assaults us and with the other need another 
grace comes. All through life we are constantly receiving grace upon 
grace.’ 

 

How do we acquire this continuous grace of God? The 2
nd

 key statement is ABIDE 

IN ME 

 

I was told a story recently of a dad who asked his son: “What did you learn on 
your first day of school?” The boy replied: “Not enough! I’ve got to go back again 
tomorrow.” It reminded me of my first day at school. The school I went to was 
just a short walk away from my home. My mother walked me to my classroom 
and left me with my first teacher. She thought I was very brave because I did not 
cry or make a fuss about being left. However, to her surprise, I turned up at home 
at lunchtime.  I had not stayed to have my lunch because I thought that was the 
end of school. Not only that, I thought I had done all my schooling. I had not 
realised that school was something I was going to have to attend for many years. 
Now, all these years later, I’m still in one sense at school because I’m still 
learning. I now understand that education is not a phase you go through but a 
continuous lifelong process – and that’s true equally of our faith. 
Faith does not begin and end with the point at which we become a Christian. Nor 
does it grow simply by attending church once a week.  Faith is a life-long process 
and that is why Jesus expected his followers to remain as closely connected to Him 

as the branches of a vine are connected to its stem. ‘Abide in me’ he says. That word 

abide is sometimes translated as to ‘continue,’ or ‘dwell,’ or ‘remain’ in Christ— all 



 3 

these terms refer to maintaining fellowship with God through Christ every day of our 

lives. To abide in Christ signifies that our heart is constantly engaged with him, that 

we have a daily active faith. The famous hymn “Abide with me’ says in one of its 

verses: 

 I need Thy presence every passing hour;   

 What but Thy grace can foil the tempter’s pow’r?   

 Who, like Thyself, my guide and stay can be?   

 Through cloud and sunshine, Lord, abide with me. 

 

One way of thinking about the significance of Jesus as the true VINE is to take the 

four letters that make up that word: 

 

V of VINE is for Virtue 

  

A virtue is a habitual and firm disposition to do good – that’s what being part of the 

true vine gives us. Virtue allows a person not only to perform good acts but to give 

the best of himself or herself. The virtuous person pursues what is good and the goal 

of a virtuous life is to become what God wants us to be.  

 

Traditionally the Church has talked about three theological virtues and four cardinal 

virtues. The three theological virtues are:  

 Faith: Firm belief in God and in all that He has said and revealed to us  

 Hope: Desire for to see the kingdom of God on earth and in heaven, knowing 

we can rely not on our own strength, but on the help of the Holy Spirit. 

 Charity: Loving God and loving our neighbour above all things  

These theological virtues are what are infused into the souls of the faithful by abiding 

in Christ: they are the virtues that make us capable of being God’s children and 

meriting eternal life. 

 

The four cardinal virtues are:  

 Prudence: this is the gift that enables us to discern what is the right thing to 

do. When Jesus says: ‘If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask for 

whatever you wish, and it will be done for you – that is not a guarantee that 

we can have anything we ask for. It’s a guarantee that, when we know what is 

the right thing to ask, we will be given it.  

 Justice: this is the gift that enables us to be fair and to give what is due to both 

God and our neighbour 

 Fortitude: this is the gift to be firm and constant in times of trouble 

 Temperance: this is the gift obtaining the right balance in our life between 

pleasure and responsibilities and of being enthusiastic about faith without 

becoming ruthlessly fanatical. 

These are the virtues that bear most fruit. Paul describes in his letter to the 

Galatians the fruits of the Holy Spirit as being  ‘love, joy, peace, patience, goodness, 

kindness, gentleness, faithfulness, and self-control’. 

 

 I of VINE is for IMAGINATION 

 

The nineteenth century American preacher Henry Ward Beecher used to say that 
imagination was – and I quote – ‘the divinest of our mental faculties’ because it 
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was ‘God’s self in the soul’. He wrote: ‘All our other faculties seem to me to have 
the brown touch of earth upon them but this one carries the very livery of 
heaven.’ Why did he say that? Because it is  

 God-directed imagination that enables us to see God as the creative force 

behind this world 

 God directed imagination that enables us to see the difference what matters 

and what does not matter 

 God directed imagination that enables us to put ourselves in the situations of 

others and empathise with their needs and see them as more important than 

our own 

 God directed imagination that enables us to see that things don’t have to be the 

way they are and that things can be better than they are, the imagination to see 

what could be and not just what is.  

If we don’t abide in Jesus then our God directed imagination dies. The great poet 

Wordsworth bemoaned the fact that he had allowed the world, too much of what he 

called ‘getting and spending’, to erode his imagination: 

  

There was a time when meadow, grove and stream, 
The earth, and every common sight, 
To me did seem 
Apparelled in celestial light, 
The glory and the freshness of a dream. 
It is not now as it hath been of yore; - 
Turn wheresoe’er I may, 
By night or day, 
The things which I have seen I now can see no more 

 
We forget at our peril that possessing the right kind of imagination is our 
passport into God’s kingdom. 
 
N of VINE is for New Life   
 

The preacher Leslie Davison in his book “Sender and Sent” described the impact 
on the disciples of meeting the Jesus in these words: 

To be with Him was to rise to a new level of humanity, His level, and to 
sense that this was how life ought to be lived… Here was a life lived on a 
new ethic, one which defied systematisation, yet could be reduced to one 
word – love. Here was a well of sympathy for all, for the lonely, sad, 
forgotten, and helpless. Here was a courage that could take on Church and 
State and outface them, transforming the ignominy of crucifixion into a 
triumph of redeeming love. Here was a man who lived for others in 
selfless devotion… who lived for others because He lived for God. 

Jesus is able to offer us (as he did the first disciples) compassion and 
understanding for the evils we face, forgiveness for the many mistakes we make, 
and strength to enable us to make a fresh start. By abiding in Christ we can be 
“reborn” so that our lives develop along the loving and caring lines that God 
originally intended. 
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E of VINE is for Empowerment 

 

I’m told the famous golfer Arnold Palmer used to have  a plaque in his home 
which gave the secret of his success: 
 
   If you think you are beaten you are; 
   If you think you dare not, you don’t; 
   If you like to win but think you can’t 
   It’s almost certain that you won’t; 
   Life’s battles don’t always go  
   To the stronger woman or man, 
   But sooner or latter, those who win 
   Are those who think they can. 
 
Not all people have that kind of dedication. I think it was the industrialist 
Carnegie who said that “most people operate on 25% or less of their capacity and 
the world takes off its hat to those who operate on 50%”. Jesus wants 100% but 
is prepared to offer his support in that process. Some of you may know the story 
of the small boy who was trying to lift a heavy stone and couldn’t budge it. His 
father said: “Are you using all your strength?” “Yes, I am”, the boy replied. “No, 
you’re not”, said his father, “Because you haven’t asked me to help you”.  
 
Though not a Christian, Gandhi was much inspired by Jesus’ life and teaching and 
on one occasion he said to his followers: ‘Be the change you want to see in the 
world’. That is what Christ empowers us to attempt because we know we can 
rely on God’s help. In the famous words of Helen Keller: I cannot do everything, but 

still I can do something. I will not refuse to do the something I can do. 

 ‘By their fruit you will know my true followers’ says Christ in Matthew’s gospel. 

Only if we abide in Christ can we produce fully the fruits of the Holy Spirit. Only if 

we abide in Christ can we become the people that God would have us be.  May we in 

taking the fruit of the vine at communion ask that we may abide in his love and permit 

God to continue to shape our lives, making them fruitful to his purposes.   
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