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Introduction 

When Jesus uses the image of the vine in John 15 he is drawing on along biblical lineage. In 68-70AD, when 

the Jews rose up against the Romans, they had a brief time with heir own currency. The coins they minted 

had the image of a vine stamped on them. This, too, was because of this strong Hebrew biblical metaphor 

of the vine representing Israel. You see this very clearly in Isaiah 5, but it is in other places as well, for 

example, Psalm 80. The image is Israel as a vine planted in the promised land by God, care for by God, but 

with a mind of its own, prone to grow out of control and consequently becoming unfruitful. 

This is the background well known to the Jewish hearers of Jesus as he said: 

“I am the true vine, and the Father is the gardener (15:1) 

Contained in those words of Jesus in chapter 15 is both a corporate and a personal message. Today I want 

to focus on the personal message applicable to you and me, bearing in mind that if we apply this message 

in our lives it will hugely benefit our life together. 

There are 3 main ideas in the passage: 

 Pruning 

 Remaining 

 Fruit 

Let me deal with each in turn. 

1. Pruning 

Pruning is important for fruitfulness and blooming or, as is a current theme of theological thinking at the 

moment, flourishing (see: Flourishing: why we need religion in a globalized world by Miroslav Volf). 

The one year my apricot tree bore wonderful abundant fruit followed a good autumn pruning. This was 

no accident, I think! 

And so it is that we need things pruned in our lives. 

During our family life we had a pattern of going away each 10 years for exchange ministry and 

sabbatical. In 1989 we went to Canada, 1999 Australia and the USA, 2009 London. Each time I was able 

to let go the inevitable build up of commitment, then upon return choose what to pick up again and 

what to let go! It was like a decadian spring clean! 

I listened to an excellent Ted Talk recently by Dr Lucy Hone, called The 3 Secrets of Resilient People. Lucy 

lives in Sumner. On Queen’s Birthday Weekend 2014 her 12 year old daughter, Abi, was killed in a car 

accident. In working through the grief of this terrible situation, Lucy drew on her doctoral research into 

resilience, weighed up the helpfulness of all the conventional wisdom, and concluded that 3 things have 

been most helpful to her: 

1. Know that suffering is part of life – it is not a question of ‘why me’, but rather ‘why not me’ – this 

stuff happens to all of us at some point. 

2. Directing attention to the things to be thankful for. Psychologists call this ‘benefit finding’. Christians 

call this gratitude. It finds expression in things like focusing each day on what were the 3 best things 

to happen to me today. 

3. Asking yourself: ‘is what I’m doing helping me or harming me?’ 

Lucy gives the example of finding herself pouring over the photos of Abi late at night and getting 

more and more upset. She came to the conclusion that it was better to put away the photos and go 

to bed. 



This 3rd principle is classic self-help pruning – ‘what in my life is helping me or harming me?’ – then 

pruning out the unhelpful stuff! 

However, it is clear that we need to get the pruning right. 

Our resident rose expert, Alan Simson, explained to us at Forum on Tuesday that if you prune a rose too 

far away from a bud your will get dead wood on the end of the branch. ‘Ah,’ I thought, ‘that’s why that 

happens.’ 

Because we can get it wrong! I listened to another fascinating Ted Talk when on holiday last week. It is 

by Robert Waldinger, the director of the Harvard Study of Adult Development, one of the most 

comprehensive longitudinal studies in history. It started 75 years ago tracking 2 groups of men from very 

different backgrounds, and now their children. It studies the things that impact well-being and 

happiness. 

When young, the participants are asked what they think will be the factors that mean living a happy life. 

The common answers are fame and fortune! Yet as these groups of men grew older, those who were 

most happy and well were those in good, loving relationships. A major predictor of unhappiness and loss 

of well-being was loneliness. 

The point is – we don’t always know what to keep and what to discard when it comes to self-help life 

pruning! We could find ourselves keeping the branches of fame and fortune and cutting off the 

branches of relationship, with consequent poor results in terms of the fruits of well-being and 

happiness. 

So, how do we know where to prune? Jesus’ answer is… let the Father do it! Give it over to God. He says 

all we need to do is stay close to him, and he will take care of it. It is not self-help, but rather surrender 

to the will and wisdom of God. He talks about this using the Greek word meno, translated into English as 

abide, or remain, or dwell. 

2. Remain 

This word is repeated 7 times in 8 verses! It is clearly important. 

Abide, remain, dwell, all give the idea of a close connection. For us here it is our connection with God. 

The vine brings this out. Fruit does not grow in isolation. So the connection goes like this – God the 

Father: planter, nourisher, pruner. Jesus as the vine (I think also a case could be made for the Holy Spirit 

as the sap that runs through the vine into the branches. Whilst the holy Spirit is not mentioned int his 

passage, the surrounding verses and chapters major on the work of the Spirit – this is the relevant 

context). And we are the branches, connected and a continuation of the vine, the sap running through 

the vine and into us! 

How do you do this close connection with God? 

Paul talks of it as praying continually! 

He also puts it in terms of abiding in the love of God as in Ephesians 3: 17-19: 

…that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. Then you, being rooted and 

grounded in love, will have the power, together with all the saints, to comprehend the 

length and width and height and depth of the love of Christ, and to know this love that 

surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.  

And John picks this up as well in our second reading in 1 John 4:16: 

God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in them. 

And I think the verse that sums it up for me is Acts 17:28, that says that in God ‘we live and move and 

have our being.’ 



In his commentary on John, Leslie Newbiggin says this requires constant decisions to dwell in God. 

This means a continually renewed action of the will. It is the continually renewed 

decision that what has been done once and for all by the actions of Jesus shall be the 

basis, the starting point, the context of all my thinking and deciding and doing. 

But that feels too hard to me! I had a personal breakthrough in this respect in 1987 at a 7 day silent 

retreat. Previous to this my prayer life tended to be by appointment with God, made by me usually early 

each morning, the 7 days of silence only gave me God to talk to. God was suddenly in my every though, 

decision making, action, dreams and visions… 

I came away from that retreat with deep personal insights into what it means to dwell in God, to abide 

with Him, to remain in Jesus. It is to see all of my thoughts, words and actions as sort of an overarching 

prayer life. God is there in all of it, I just have to recognise that and allow him access! 

And when we abide in this way with God, he works away in our lives. We are giving access to the 

gardener to the branches that need to be pruned! We trust Him to know best and to cut in the right 

places so as to produce the best fruit! 

And what is that fruit? 

3. Fruit. 

The best place to go here is Galatians 5, which says the fruit of the Spirit, this sap which runs through 

our veins when we dwell in God, this fruit is ‘love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness and self-control’. These are all intensely relational values. 

These fruits are not fame, they are not fortune. Dwelling in God does not give us a direct line to those 

thins! But it does give us access to the very values that create the kind of loving relationships that make 

us well and happy in life! 


