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John 15:1-5 

Today we continue our sermon series for the month of July on the I AM sayings of 

Jesus.  The use of “I am” is one of the main ways Jesus reveals himself throughout 

the Gospel of John.  He deliberately uses these statements to make a direct 

connection with the divine name of God used in the Old Testament, where God 

identified himself as “I am who I am,” and said that this would be God’s name 

forever, throughout all generations (Exod 3:14-15).  By using the “I am” 

statements, Jesus is revealing himself to the people as the One in whom God is 

visible and made known.  

 

Often throughout the Gospel, including our passage for today, the “I am” is 

followed by a common symbol found during Biblical times.  Many of these are 

images of life, like bread, light, gate, shepherd, and way.   Jesus knew these 

examples would speak directly to the people.  Today we will focus on the saying “I 

am the vine.”   

 

This is the last I Am saying for Jesus in the Gospel story.  It’s part of his long 

Farewell Discourse, right after Jesus had washed the disciples’ feet, foretold of his 

upcoming betrayal and denial, celebrated communion, and given the new 

commandant “to love one another as I have loved you” (13:34).  He opens his 

Farewell Discourse by talking about how he is the way to the Father, and telling 

them of the promise of the Holy Spirit.   
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In a way, this whole section in the final hours Jesus has on Earth can be 

considered his last will and testament.  He knows his time is short.  And like 

anyone in this situation, he’s reiterating all that he wants his loved ones to know 

and remember.  He is preparing them for the life they will lead upon his death. 

 

In the sentence before we enter the text today, Jesus says, “Rise, let us be on our 

way.”  So we can imagine at this point, he and the disciples have left the Upper 

Room and are fatefully walking towards the garden of Gethsemane, as he 

continues to share his final words of wisdom. 

 

Hear now the word of God: 

 

15 “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vineyard keeper. 2 He removes any of 

my branches that don’t produce fruit, and he trims any branch that produces fruit 

so that it will produce even more fruit. 3 You are already trimmed because of the 

word I have spoken to you. 4 Abide in me, and I will abide in you. A branch can’t 

produce fruit by itself, but must remain in the vine. Likewise, you can’t produce 

fruit unless you remain in me. 5 I am the vine; you are the branches. If you abide in 

me and I in you, then you will produce much fruit. Without me, you can do 

nothing.  

 

This is the Word of God for the people of God.  Thanks be to God.  

 

Let us pray: 

Gracious and loving Lord, who is the Great I AM, open our eyes, ears, hearts and 

minds this morning, that we might hear your word for us today.  In your most holy 

name we pray, Amen. 
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Sermon 

This is one of my favorite times of the year, when fresh fruits and vegetables 

abound.  My mouth waters just thinking about blueberries, peaches, watermelon, 

silver queen corn, snap beans, etc.  And there is something special about growing 

your own food.  My 6-year old daughter and I plant a garden every year.  This year 

we’ve planted mint, rosemary, basil, bell peppers, cucumbers, and tomatoes.  You 

can often catch us “snacking” right out of the garden.  There is absolutely nothing 

that compares to home grown vegetables.  One of my favorite songs is by Guy 

Clark who sings, “There’s only two things that money can’t buy—that’s true love 

and home grown tomatoes.” And I completely agree. 

 

In our passage for today, Jesus talks about true love using gardening imagery.  He 

talks about vines, branches, pruning, trimming, cleansing, abiding and producing 

fruit.  How he is the vine, and we are the branches.  And he is clear that we bear no 

fruit apart from him.      

 

And yet our society tells us over and over that we should be self-sufficient, self-

reliant, strong and independent.  And that if we aren’t all these things all the time, 

then we’re weak.  And “signs of weakness” are frowned upon in our world.  But 

the problem is that this thought pattern takes out two important factors—our 

humanness and fallibility and our reliance on a higher being.  The first church song 

many of us learned as children was “Jesus Loves Me, This I Know.”  And in this 

most basic song of our faith, one of the first lessons we learn is that we are weak 

and He is strong, and that regardless of our weakness, He loves us always.   Our 

passage for today reminds us of these basics of faith, which even though we 

learned early, somehow we tend to forget over and over.  Using the imagery of the 
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vine and branches, Jesus reminds us that He as the vine is the source of our identity 

and strength and fruitfulness.  Not ourselves.  Without him, we are simply a 

branch.  A stick in the mud with no life-giving purpose. 

 

Jesus is telling us it is okay to feel weak.  We don’t have to be the strong one all 

the time.  That he is the vine that will sustain and nurture us.  Let’s take a moment 

and pull up the poll of what we texted, about all the ways we feel weak.  I am weak 

or I feel weak when…[read poll answers] 

 

Sometimes we feel so alone in our weaknesses.  We feel like we are the only one 

who feels weak in that way.  But I love these polls because it reminds us that we’re 

all in this thing called life together.  We are all human.  We are all weak at times.  

We are all just intertwined branches on a vine.  And at our weakest moments, when 

we feel like we are going to break, it is often another branch that holds us up.  And 

the vine binds us together.  We are all in this together, indeed. 

 

And this is so good for us to remember when we try to rely on our own strength, 

only to discover how weak we are.  That’s exactly what happened to me.  For 

years, I was one of those people who prided myself on those attributes of self-

reliance, self-sufficiency, strength and independence.  These are not bad traits in 

and of themselves, but as I discovered, if they’re all we strive for, or all we hang 

onto, then we could be setting ourselves up for failure and disappointment. 

 

The “American dream” worked for me for most of my formative years.  I found 

that I could set a goal, and with a lot of hard work, determination and grit, I could 

achieve or even exceed each goal.  Physical and academic challenges were fun for 
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me.  In fact, I’m pretty sure I was the only Freshman on Wofford’s campus who 

decided that although I wasn’t in ROTC, that I was going to do their physical 

training three mornings a week at 6:30am for my 1-hr PE credit.  What in the 

world was I thinking?  But it was a challenge, and so I loved it.   

 

But then after 24 years of thriving in various school environments, I hit the real 

world.  And all of sudden, I couldn’t make things happen like I had been able to in 

the past.  But just trying harder was the key, right?  So I pushed to the point that I 

felt like I was forcing things.  And everything just got worse.  I believed in God the 

whole time, but I wasn’t relying on the strength of Christ.  For the next five years, I 

continued to try to muscle my own way through life. I was a branch trying to grow 

out of the ground on my own.  I wasn’t connected to the vine.  And I was getting 

nowhere.   

 

I’ll never forget when I hit the breaking point.  I had been in a bad relationship that 

had ended the previous year, and at 30 years old I began to wonder if I would ever 

find the right one.  I had also just finished an internship with a colleague who was 

extremely difficult to work with.  It was a season of hurt and frustration.  I had 

entered seminary as a second career student a year and a half before, and I had 

taken the recent Fall semester off to work as an intern, because frankly I wasn’t 

even sure seminary was the right place for me.  But I felt compelled to return for 

the Spring semester, and so I drove the 13 hours back to Princeton.  It was a tough 

time.  Life felt full of difficulty and ambiguity and even depression.  Early in the 

semester, in the bleak of that New Jersey winter, I finally hit rock bottom enough 

to relinquish control.   
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I prayed to God, “I can’t do this on my own anymore.  I’ve tried to force 

everything and nothing’s working.  Like your son said on the cross, ‘Not my will, 

but thy will.’  Show me the way, and I will follow.  I will give up trying to force 

my own goals and instead let you lead the way.”  And sure enough, that semester, 

things began to turn around.  In fact, it was the best semester I had in seminary.  

My classes took on a whole new meaning.  I began to find my own unique and 

valued voice in the classroom.  We began a small group in my apartment complex, 

and these women are some of my closest friends to this day.  I also landed several 

part-time jobs with inspiriting1 work and incredible colleagues.  And last but not 

least, I met my future husband that summer.   

 

When I finally “Let Go and Let God,” and abided in Christ, my life began to grow 

in ways I couldn’t imagine.  When I stopped relying on my strength alone, and 

began relying on the strength of Christ, I began to flourish.   

 

Now, this is not to say I’ve never set goals again. I actually believe it’s a healthy 

thing to do if and when you’re checking in with God to make sure your goals are 

aligned.  And sometimes that’s clear and sometimes it’s a little fuzzier.  This is 

also not to say that life has been full of perfect grapes since then.  Some flowers 

haven’t turned into fruit.  And some fruit would frankly be better off as raisins.  

And God continues to painfully prune me as I grow in faith.  But when I remember 

that I am a branch and don’t have to do everything, because I already have a strong 

vine that feeds and nourishes and strengthens me, then I have a sense of peace that 

surpasses understanding, that only abiding in our Lord can provide.   

                                                 
1 Note:  I was trying to type inspiring, but via divine intervention, it came out inspiriting, which is a perfect 

theological description, so I’m leaving it that way. 
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Abiding is a term that is not widely used today, but I love the concept of it as it 

relates to this passage.  The original Greek word as written in the Bible can take on 

so many different meanings, like to continue, dwell, endure, be present and remain.  

There’s this overriding sense of taking one’s time in a place.  It means to 

continually be held and kept.  To remain as one.  The literal translation of the first 

use of abide means “to wait out.”  Endurance is implicated.  All of these meanings 

are such good news for us as we think about abiding in Christ and Christ abiding in 

us.  We’re in it together, through thick and thin.   It’s a place of stability and 

welcome that endures all things.  We are to make a home, an abode, which comes 

from the same root word as abide, in Christ, and vice versa. 

 

In fact, abiding is the central theme Jesus is conveying in our passage for today, 

reminding us that our relationship with Jesus is one of mutuality.  We need Jesus 

for our strength and nourishment.  And Jesus needs us, despite our weaknesses, to 

bear the fruit of the faith, offering it to others.  In order to accomplish the work of 

the Spirit, we must abide in one another.  We must endure and remain.  

Throughout the droughts.  Throughout the floods.  Throughout the diseases.  

Throughout infestations.  When we abide in each other for the long haul, we bear 

fruit.  Some seasons yield more than others.  Some branches take a long time to 

mature.  Some bear so much at once they almost break.  As Ecclesiastes tells us, 

for everything there is a season (3:1).   

 

Our job is to abide in Christ.  To bide our time in the Lord.  To wait for the seasons 

when we will bear fruit.  Jesus tells us later in this passage, “I chose you and 

appointed you to go and bear fruit that lasts.”  Jesus has commissioned us, and he 
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has told us exactly how to carry out this task, which is simply to abide in him.  Abiding 

involves intimacy, connection, rest and trust, which all lie at the core of our faith.  We are 

not weak when we abide in and rely on Christ.  Rather, this is the essence of our strength 

in faith. Those who abide in Jesus are sustained in a relationship of trust, love, and 

oneness with Christ.   

 

In the first sentence of his Farewell Discourse, Jesus called the disciples to ground their 

strength in faith when he said, “Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Believe in God, and 

believe in me” (14:1).  Jesus essentially was saying, “Trust me.  Believe in me. Abide in 

me.  I am the vine, you are the branches.  I will make you strong.  Now go and bear 

fruit.” 

 

To abide in Jesus means to live a life without obsessing about outcomes.  It means the 

how, the abiding, is more important than the what or the when or the where.  This focus 

on abiding in Christ above all else leads to freedom.  Freedom from the grip of targets, 

objectives, goals and everything else in the secular world that keeps us from realizing that 

the Kingdom of God can be realized here and now.   

 

This message is so hard for us to hear in 21st century America, where it’s all about the 

what and the where, and how fast these can happen.  But Jesus says, “Shift your focus, 

my friends, to the why and how.”  The why is Christ.  The how is abiding.  Get these two 

down and the rest will fall into place.  This is a slow food movement.  You will bear fruit 

in due time, and just like the garden fresh produce you brought in today, they will be the 

sweetest, most beautiful vine-ripened fruit you can imagine.  So, sisters and brothers, 

abide in Christ, be strengthened in Christ, and go out and live a fruitful life!  

 

All praise, honor and glory be to God the Father, Son & Holy Spirit, Amen. 


