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Sermon “Jesus, the True Vine”
*John 15:1-17
“I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower.  He removes every branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to make it bear more fruit.  You have already been cleansed by the word that I have spoken to you.  Abide in me as I abide in you. Just 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. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.  Whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a branch and withers; such branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned.  If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask for whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.  My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples.  As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love.  If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father's commandments and abide in his love.  I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete.”  

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.  No one has greater love than this, to lay down one's life for one's friends.   You are my friends if you do what I command you.  I do not call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father.  You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name.  I am giving you these commands so that you may love one another.”  
Introduction: The Scripture we have just heard is all about being connected and staying connected. Talk about ways persons stay connected today. Cell phones, texting, facebook, tweeting, etc.  
If Jesus was sitting here among us, in the flesh, this very day, he might use a metaphor such as this to get his message across. But having told the metaphor almost 2000 years ago, he chose something the people of that day could relate well with—something that had to do with agriculture—vines and branches—and what the people envisioned with most likely grape vines in particular. This was something the people of that day could “get a grip on.” [expound about land of Israel] 
So, how does this metaphor work? And does it still work for us today—those of us who rarely see grape vines and buy our grapes at the supermarket? Our Scripture is before us. Let’s take a closer look…
To those who dwelled in first century Palestine, 

this metaphor of the vine and the branches would have made sense. 
The fruit that grape vines produced

were a major source of livelihood 
for the people of that time. 
It is entirely possible 
that one or more of the disciples 
may have even owned a vineyard, 
or at least have worked in one 
at one time or another in their lives. 
With this thought in mind,

we can see 

how the metaphor of the vine and branches
could have been the perfect follow-up 
to the meal Jesus and the disciples had just completed. 
When Jesus spoke the words of this morning’s Scripture,

they had all drunk from a cup that was filled 

with the fruit of the vine. 

And this is when he proclaimed 
that this outpouring 
symbolized the outpouring of His life 
--they way in which he would prove 

his sacrificial love for them. 
This part was new to them.

And they most likely didn’t understand what Jesus was saying it at the moment.

But a closer look at the setting in which the disciples grew up 

reveals that the symbolism itself

--of the vine and grapes
was not new to God’s chosen people…

In fact, 

every time they entered the Temple 
they saw the symbol of the vine carved upon its gates. 
It was an ancient symbol 
that represented all of Israel: 
They were the vineyard of God. 
Many times, 

the great prophets had referred to the nation of Israel 
as "the vineyard of the Lord.," 
Unfortunately, 
however, the symbolism of the vine in the Hebrew Bible 
was rarely used apart from the notion of degeneration. 
The prophet Jeremiah, for example, 

complained that Israel had turned into 
a "degenerate plant on a strange vine." 
And then, 

speaking on behalf of God 
(which is what the prophets did), 
Jeremiah also said, 
"I planted you as a choice vine, from the purest stock. How then did you turn degenerate and become a wild vine?" 
Well, 

it was against this background. 
with which Jesus' disciples would be very familiar, 
that Jesus described himself as 
the "true vine." 

And what an astonishing claim this was! …
…For in effect, 
what he was saying was this:

"I am Israel, the people of God, compressed into One. I am the Servant of the Lord promised by the prophets who were before Me." 

It was a very bold statement indeed!...

considering that is was for saying something like this 
that the people of his hometown 
had tried to throw Him off a cliff! 
Even so, 
Jesus made the statement, 
proclaiming: 
"I am the true vine," 
The true vine.

As it was used here, 
the word “true” 

is the exact word a banker would have used 
to contrast a real dollar bill from a counterfeit one. 
So by claiming that he is genuine and real, 
Jesus was claiming 
that he is the ultimate disclosure 
of what God intended God's people to be. 
Now, it appears,

that up to this point in time, 
the nation of Israel 
considered themselves to be 
God's pets 
more than God's people: 
But now,

 God had sent a certain someone into the world 
who would draw unto Himself 
all of the hopes and dreams of God's people. 
And what an astounding claim this was!

It changed everything.



Now they were going to have to work



at being the people of God.

Not only were many of them going to have to get connected.
They were going to have to work at staying connected…


which is really nothing new. 
Some years ago, in the city of Belfast in Northern Ireland, the Presbyterian Church decided to take a religious census among some 2000 homes in their district. When the results were in, the pastor of the church found himself seated at his desk, confronted with a huge heap of reports, and he began to note the findings and especially any comments made at the bottom of the page. One remark that occurred again and again was, “Used to be a Presbyterian; now belong nowhere.” Or, “Our children go to Sunday School, but we aren’t interested.” And then his eyes fell on one unusual comment at the foot of one of the pages which startled him. It read simply, “Presbyterian, but disconnected.” 

“Disconnected.” 

I can’t help but wonder how many “disconnected” Methodists there are out there—

statistics show that there are probably some 
right here in our own community…
As those of you who have had a chance to read Jim’s Annual Conference report

--which was included in our August Newsletter,

current statistics reveal 

that the average attendance of our Conference

is down by 1,169 persons.

This is disturbing to me, 
because I believe 
that the people of The United Methodist Church 



have much to offer others.

And as our founding father John Wesley put it, 
"The New Testament knows of no such thing as solitary Christianity." 
By definition, 

to be a Christian 
is to be in relationship 
with others. 
And it is through Jesus Christ,

that every person who is connected to him 
is connected to all other persons.

Together, 

we are called to bear fruit

and the way we do this

is by bringing others into this connection. 

And this is why Jesus gave the disciples this command 

in his farewell discourse, saying: 
"I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing." 
[pause]

Apart from Jesus, 


we can do nothing.

And this is why we need to stay connected.
I believe that the following story illustrates this truth well:

For Christmas one year, a particular woman had asked for a specific vacuum cleaner, A Rainbow Vacuum. These vacuums use water to trap the dust. They had seen a demonstration and were absolutely floored by what this vacuum could do. But since it was a high priced vacuum (about $1,000) the woman decided to ask her family to purchase it for her. 

About a week before Christmas, the vacuum was delivered and everybody agreed that it would be good to give it to mom early so they could use it to clean the house for the Christmas gathering. Believe it or not, they were all almost as excited as she was. This vacuum was a wonder. It did everything you can imagine a vacuum cleaner can and more. 

The next day, mom got it out. She set it all up, plugged it in and began to vacuum the family room. The vacuum purred quietly. She was so pleased. You could actually see the difference in the carpet even though the carpet had been vacuumed the day before with the old vacuum cleaner. She was very pleased. But then, all of a sudden, that pleasure ended. The vacuum just quit. One minute it was working the next minute it was off. She flipped the switch two or three times and then all of a sudden it was on again. 

She kind of shook herself, thinking that was weird, and went on. 

But then it vacuum went off again. So she jiggled the switch again. Sure enough, the vacuum came back on again. So she thought to herself, there must have been a short in it or something. And about that time, the thing shut off again. Now she was mad. 

She hunted down her husband in the garage and vented her frustration on him. "You just bought me a brand new vacuum cleaner, and it's already on the fritz! The crazy thing keeps going off and on, off and on. There has to be something wrong with the switch. There has to be something wrong someplace." 

It was obvious to the husband that his wife was about to implode in frustration so he went in to see what was wrong, listening to her complain about the piece of junk he had bought her. When he got in the house, the vacuum was still going on and off, on and off. He couldn't figure it out either. So he decided the best thing to do was take it back and exchange it. 

So, he went to unplug it and that's when he solved the problem. It seems that in her excitement and haste, his wife had plugged the vacuum cleaner cord into the Christmas tree blinker outlet. 
Well, 
vacuum cleaners don't work well that way. 
And neither do we. 

Just as we are dependent upon the power of electricity 
or some other source of physical energy 

in order to function in our physical lives, 
we can do nothing apart from Jesus, 
who is the source of our spiritual life.
 “Abide in me,” 
Jesus says to us today. 
“Abide.”

It’s one of those Bible words 
that you and I rarely, 
if ever, 
use in our daily conversations. 
It comes from a Greek word that means "mutual indwelling." 
and this tells us

that to abide requires more than just one person. 

Jesus wants to come and abide in us,


and he wants us to abide in him. 
And why would he want to do this? 
…simply because it is in the nature of love itself

to want to be united with the beloved. 
Jesus want to abide with us

--not because we are perfect… 

for he knows us through and through, 
but because of who we are. 
This is the miracle of grace, 
as Charles Wesley captured in one of his hymns:  

O come and dwell in me, 

Spirit of power within; 

And bring the glorious liberty, 

From sorrow, fear and sin. 

Hasten the joyful day 

Which shall my sins consume, 

When old things shall be done away 

And all things new become!

Christ has told us that he wants to be in relationship with u

--and not a loose relationship. 
He wants us to be his "friends." 
He has promised to never abandon us

and he does not want us to ever abandon him.

He has given us clear instruction on how to do this 
--on how we can stay connected to one another, saying: 
"This is my commandment, that you love one another 
as I have loved you.” 
Jesus has made it very clear to us.

Through his metaphor of the vine and the branches 
he stresses that we are not designed to "go it alone" 
in this world or the next. 
There is a lesson that illustrates this truth well.

It came out of a certain person’s curiosity 

about why Canadian geese fly in the "V" formation: 
The question was handled by some specialists in aerodynamics and by two engineers who calibrated in a wind tunnel what happens in that "V" formation. 
It so happens that each goose, in flapping its wings, creates an upward lift for the goose that follows. When all the geese do their part in the "V" formation, the whole flock has a 71 per cent greater flying range than if each bird flew alone. Each, then, depends upon the others to get to its destination. They found something else also. When a goose begins to lag behind, the others "honk" him back into place. 

This provides for us a useful metaphor for the Church. 
As we live and breathe and move out into the world, 

we are like birds in flight,

flying in a "V" formation, 
each of us strengthening the other. 
Unfortunately, 

it would appear 

that we aren’t doing very good job 
of "honking" one another 
back into line, though. 
In today’s world, 

people can drop out of the formation 
without anyone noticing, 
without being missed.

Nobody takes the time to check to see 
whether they might be having some special needs. 
"That's the minister’s job," 
some people say, 
forgetting that each and every Christian, 
by virtue of his or her baptism, 
is a "minister" of Jesus Christ. 
We all need to work together on this.

In order to live a faithful Christian life 
we must fly as a flock 
rather than trying to go it alone.
The truth is, 


none of us can survive spiritually



if we become disconnected from the church




--who is 

the body of Christ. 

A member of a certain church, who previously had been attending services regularly, stopped going.  After a few weeks, the pastor decided to visit him.
It was a chilly evening. The pastor found the man at home alone, sitting before a blazing fire.  Guessing the reason for his pastor's visit, the man welcomed him, led him to a comfortable chair near the fireplace and waited.The pastor made himself at home but said nothing.  In the grave silence, he contemplated the dance of the flames around the burning logs.  After some minutes, the pastor took the fire tongs, carefully picked up a brightly burning ember and placed it to one side of the hearth all alone then he sat back in his chair, still silent.The host watched all this in quiet contemplation.  As the one lone ember's flame flickered and diminished, there was a momentary glow and then its fire was no more.  Soon it was cold and dead.
Not a word had been spoken since the initial greeting.  The pastor glanced at his watch and realized it was time to leave.  He slowly stood up, picked up the cold, dead ember and placed it back in the middle of the fire.  Immediately it began to glow, once more with the light and warmth of the burning coals around it.
As the pastor reached the door to leave, his host said with a tear running down his cheek, 'Thank you so much for your visit and especially for the firey sermon. I will be back in church next Sunday'.

It is here at our Sunday morning worship services 

and in our weekly Bible Studies 

that we stay connected to Jesus and to one another.

Each time we come together we are nurtured in the Spirit


--through the singing of hymns,



through prayer




and through the study of the Bible,





God’s written word.  

Have you ever wondered what would happen 
if we treated our Bible like we treat our cell phone?
 What if we carried our Bible around in our purses or pockets?
What if we turned back to go get it if we forgot it?
What if we used it to receive messages?
What if we treated it like we couldn't live without it?
What if we gave it to kids as gifts?
What if we used it on our travels?
What if we used it in case of emergency?
What if we flipped through it several times a day?


These questions should make us go....hmm....
where is my Bible?

Oh, and one more thing.

Unlike our cell phone, we don't have to worry about being disconnected.
No dropped calls!
Let’s stay connected… 
remembering at all times

the One who is our source of power 

and staying connected to Him. 

 
We need Christ, 
and we need one another. 
Let us respond to the undeniable truth by singing together, 

a certain beautiful old hymn 

that some of you may remember…

The hymn is provided on the yellow insert in your worship bulletin.
and it speaks Jesus’ exact words to us:

“I am the vine, and ye are the branches.”




Let us sing…

