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Life on the Vine

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and

from the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.

Everything that follows in this fifte�eenth chapter

of the Gospel according to St. John happens before Good Friday.  He addresses the 

disciples a�er He rose from the supper to go into the garden.  At this moment He is 

preparing them for His death.  He has washed their feet, spoken of His betrayal, 

predicted Peter’s denial, and told them of the coming Holy Spirit who will guide and 

direct them in the Church He will leave with them.  Perhaps this all begs the question:

why are we spending time again going back to before the events leading up to our 

Lord’s Passion now that Easter is in the rear view mirror?  Thee answer is that all these

things are given for our consolation.  You see, Jesus was doing more than preparing 

His disciples for His death.  He was also preparing them for His life – His resurrected 

life.  So He offeers them a picture of this life in Christ as vine and a vinedresser.  In 

these words, Jesus offeers His disciples, and all of us, a promise, that He will live and 

dwell in all who bear His name.  Theis is life on the vine.

Now, I’m certainly no one's idea of a gardener.  I can mow the lawn, I can trim bushes 

1



and wack weeds and generally try to keep things looking tidy.  But when it comes to 

picking the right plants for the right conditions and nurturing them for optimal 

growth I possess near total incompetence.  But I do understand the concept of how 

pruning certain kinds of plants and trees actually makes them betteer.  Theis is certainly 

the case with vines, for example with grape vines that are used in producing the fruit 

to make wine.  Vines need to focus their energy on producing good quality grapes 

rather than lots of second-rate ones.  Vines also need to grow towards light rather 

than getteing in a tangled mess.  Le� to themselves they produce a lot of wasted 

growth, and all those extra branches then need to be cut offe if the vine is truly to be 

what it’s capable of.

Theis is the picture Jesus gives us for the Christian life.  Theis is life on the vine, and the 

vine is Jesus Himself.  At the beginning of His Gospel St. John reveals that God has 

chosen to dwell among us.  He writes, “And the Word became fleesh and dwelt among 

us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace 

and truth.”1  Here is the miracle of the incarnation, that the almighty, holy God of all 

creation would condescend to dwell among His people.  Theroughout the Gospel 

narrative we see this story unfold.  Jesus enters into places and engages with then in 

conversation, He brings them His word, He heals them and restores them.  He shares 

the joy of a wedding and the grief of a funeral.  Theat God would dwell with us in the 

person of the Son of God is a wonder.  Theough we are lost in sin, He comes to you, He

come to fiftend you in grace.  Wherever you are, whoever you are, Jesus brings 

1 Jn 1:14.
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forgiveness.  He has come to dwell among us, so He might call you to this life of 

discipleship, to speak to you in Grace, to guide you in the world.

For life on the vine is about bearing fruit.  Jesus says, “Every branch in me that does 

not bear fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it 

may bear more fruit.”2  But how do we get on the vine in the fifterst place?  Perhaps we 

want to think that our own effeorts have put us on the vine, that we dwell with Christ 

and He with us because of all the fruit that we have born in our lives.  Theat’s just 

putteing the cart before the horse.  You can’t bear fruit unless you are on the vine, and 

you can’t be gra�ed on the vine by yourself.  How do you get there?  How does this 

happen?  Therough the Word.  So Jesus says to the disciples, “Already you are clean 

because of the word that I have spoken to you.”3  Here we lose something in the 

English language because the word for prune and the word for clean are very similar 

in the original Greek.  And that’s the point, that the vinedresser – God the Father – is 

the one who is doing the pruning, and the vinedresser is the one doing the cleansing.  

We are not on the vine by virtue of our own good works or merit, but rather we are 

there because we have heard the Word of God, and in faith we have believed it.  

Luther says this littele verse, “Already you are clean because of the word that I have 

spoken to you,” is the content of Christ’s entire message to the disciples.  Theink about 

it: Christ has been sent by the Father to redeem us from sin, death and hell.  He has 

come to reconcile us with the Father, that all who believe in Him might not be 

damned and lost but have remission of sins and eternal life for His sake.  Thee Word 

2 Jn 15:2.
3 Jn 15:3.
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makes clean, the Word prunes and gra�s, when the heart grasps hold of it in faith.  

Thee Word added to water in the Sacrament of Holy Baptism cleanses not the outer 

person, but one’s soul.  Christ is the vine, He is with us, and He “loved the church and

gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the 

washing of water with the word.”4

So you are gra�ed onto the vine of Christ by grace through faith, not through your 

own effeorts.  Thee purity and righteousness of Christ are given to you, as perfect and 

complete as it is in Christ.  All of this happens through the Word and the Sacraments 

when they are heard and received in faith.  Thee pruning has already begun in your 

Baptismal waters!  And then, when you lay hold of this faith through the means of 

grace that the Holy Spirit freely offeers, it creates a new heart, new thoughts, for as St. 

Paul writes, “ if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. Thee old has passed away; 

behold, the new has come.”5  And so life on the vine also is about abiding in Christ, for

Jesus says, “As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, 

neither can you, unless you abide in me.”6  “Abide” is probably not a word that we 

hear very much in modern language.  It simply means to remain, or to stay on, to 

continue with the present situation.  Jesus means to tell us that now that we have 

been cleaned/pruned and are on the vine to bear fruit, we need to stay there, for to fall

offe the vine means that we will wither and dry up like a cut-offe branch.  Thee 

vinedresser will have nothing to do with those who are separated from the vine.  You 

4 Eph 5:25–26.
5 2 Co 5:17.
6 Jn 15:4.
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might be thinking, “Well that is all fiftene and good pastor but if I look at the world 

around  it seems like there are many who aren’t atteached to the vine, and they seem to

be doing prettey well.”  And it’s true, sometimes outward appearances would seem to 

contradict the idea that life and salvation is only found on the Vine which is our Lord 

and Saviour.  But think about what happens if you cut a branch offe – the leaves don’t 

instantaneously fall offe and turn brown.  In fact its’s hard to tell that a branch has 

been cut offe right away, but instead it takes time.  But eventually the branch will dry 

up and wither and only be good for kindling a fiftere.  So perhaps we see the same thing 

in the world around us, for a time things appear to be healthy and alive, but we can 

know that underneath there is only death and decay because the world is separated 

from the vine, because of sin.  So though the fruit you bear is good because it comes 

from and is of God, Jesus is saying that if you want to continue bearing good fruit see 

that you remain on the vine, see that you remain in Christ through faith and do not 

fall back on relying on your own righteousness.  You see, branches on the vine have 

no life of their own.  Life fleows  only from the vine.  

So too, we have no life of our own, but our life fleows from Jesus.  And yes, even 

though we are gra�ed onto the vine which is our life, in this life we are still apt to 

want to fall offe the vine and try it on our own, to seek life offe the vine, or worse, life 

atteached to some kind of menacing weed that seeks to drown out the light and 

smother us in darkness.  But as long as we abide in Christ, and He in us, these sins are

no longer held against us.  Theey are no longer able to harm you, for you are on the 

vine of Christ, and the fruit of repentance comes from turning back toward the One 
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who has given us what we need to hear: your sins are forgiven.  Thee resurrection of 

our Lord from the dead has revealed that He and He alone is the source of all life.  

Theough we die, we too shall live.  He has defeated sin, and death, and nothing can 

separate us from His love.  So we must abide in Him, we must remain on the vine.  

But the life He gives is not just life a�er death.  It is also life now in the world, in the 

unfolding of the Kingdom of God among us.  Jesus says, “Theese things I have spoken 

to you, that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full.”7  Life on the vine 

means that joy, peace, forgiveness, fullness, all this fleows to us from Him.  Theis life 

fleows to us when we abide in Him, and this life fleows through us to others, welcoming

them in to join us in vine-living.

Jesus is the vine.  You are the branches of the vine.  You are gra�ed onto Him in faith 

and His grace and mercy fleows to you.  And along the way you are going to be 

pruned.  God wants those who are on the vine bearing fruit to bear more fruit.  Thee 

way vine dressers make this happen is that they take sharp implements and get to 

work snipping and cutteing.  Ouch.  Christ wants us therefore to have a view of the 

suffeering and affliiction that we will experience in this world in this way, that our 

Heavenly Father molds and shapes us out of his grace and fatherly love, not out of 

wrath and punishment, and that all these things must serve our welfare – even 

though it sure doesn’t feel like it at times.  Luthers says, “God portrays Himself, not as

a tyrant or a jailer but as a pious Vinedresser who tends and works His vineyard with 

all faithfulness and diligence, and surely does not intend to ruin it by fertilizing, 

7 Jn 15:11.
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hoeing, pruning, and removing superfleuous leaves. For He does not let His vineyard 

stand there to be torn to pieces by dogs and wild sows; He tends it and watches over 

it.”  If there ever was a vine pruned and cultivated surely that is Christ, our True Vine, 

who willingly endured the cross for our sake.  He became sin who knew no sin in 

order that we might become the righteousness of God.  Thee punishment doled out 

onto Christ was actually for our benefiftet.  Likewise all the clippers and sharp tools of 

this world that would seem to destroy the branches actually are building them up.  

Theis is our hope in the face of all the things that torment us in this world, as our 

bodies give way to age and sickness and we experience loss and grief.  Our hope is 

grounded in the death and resurrection of our Saviour, to whom we are joined.

Life on the vine is about bearing fruit, which comes about through the Word, and 

through the gracious pruning of our Heavenly Father.  When the vine produces fruit 

the Father is glorififteed.  When the branches prove to be the disciples of Christ the 

Father is glorififteed.  Thee vine-dresser is never closer to the vine, and to the branches, 

then when he has the pruning knife in his hand.  Let us abide in the vine, and let us 

bear the fruit of that pruning until the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.

And now the peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and your 

minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.   Soli Deo Gloria✠
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