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Psalm 80:8-19 
John 15:1-12 
 
When Jesus rode into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday John makes clear that what hap-
pened, with the palm branches being waved and the hosannas being shouted and 
sung, had quite a lot to do with the raising of Lazarus from death.  He was coming in 
from Bethany, and it was the crowd who had seen Lazarus restored to life who made 
a procession out of it.  Not that Jesus stopped them.  They were acclaiming him be-
cause he had given life, and so he found a young donkey and sat on it, a prophetic 
symbol of peace, and let them shout.  Or that’s how John saw what happened that 
day.  It is true that no two people see or remember an event in quite the same way, 
and the authors of the other gospels, while they agree about the essential facts – 
cheering, crowds, donkey and so on, put a slightly different interpretation on the 
event. 
 
John shows us Jesus letting them shout because they were linking him to life, and, 
as we have seen as we have looked at the things he said about himself, he knew 
that this was right: he was about life: full life, abundant life, satisfying life, eternal life.  
And so, as we come to the last of these I Am statements today, we should not be 
surprised that it too is about life.  “I am the vine.” 
 
We will not hear how radical a statement this is, if we do not know that the Old Tes-
tament scriptures use the image of a vine to stand for Israel.  We saw that today in 
Psalm 80, where Israel is likened to a vine, brought out, or transplanted from Egypt.  
You can find it too in Isaiah, where in chapter 5 the prophet sings a lament over the 
vineyard of the Lord of Hosts, which is Israel.  Vines, which were of course abundant 
in Israel, were always to be a sign and reminder of Israel’s status before God. Jesus 
picks up on this when he tells his parable of the workers in the vineyard, who do not 
give the owner his due and instead kill his messengers and even his son.  He is 
warning his hearers that they shouldn’t count too much upon their accepted status: 
chosen, special. Israel was supposed to be the vine, but Jesus says “I am the true 
vine.” 
 
Jesus is the real thing, he is the true vine.  All the special status which Israel has as-
sumed belonged to it, more truly belongs to Jesus, who is the vine which remains 
planted in the soil of God, who is the vine which accepts pruning, so that he may 
bear fruit. 
 
In the Old Testament references to Israel the vine, either it goes wild and un-pruned, 
as in our Psalm, or else it is pruned but still produces no fruit – which is the indict-
ment that Isaiah utters.  As the true vine, Jesus is going to show his love for his 
friends by accepting the pruning, the suffering that is to come his way, and even die 
for them, and he will do it so that there may be fruit borne, so that there may be fol-
lowers born and made and ripened, so that God may be glorified.  He is the vine, the 



one who has the task that was once given to Israel of bringing all the world to God.  
He is the vine who has been carrying out his task in God’s way, not the world’s way, 
and who will continue on in God’s way, no matter how sharp the pruning knife. 
 
We were looking at this I Am in Messy Church a couple of weeks ago, and as part of 
our activities we blew up a whole lot of purple balloons and I pinned them onto a six 
year-old so that she was covered in balloons with only her head sticking out of the 
top.  She had become a bunch of grapes.  We then considered her.  She was not the 
grapes – they were stuck on to her, and if they had been real, they would have 
grown out of her.  But she also was not the vine, the plant on which grapes grow.  In 
fact, under all these so-called grapes, she was the stalk, or twig, or, as Jesus says, 
the branch. Using this illustration, you could also point out that balloons are filled with 
breath, which is the life-force of a person, and so too, we only can bear fruit if we are 
filled with the life-force of Jesus.  At this point we burst the balloons so that our vol-
unteer could move her limbs and could sit down. 
 
Jesus says that if he is the vine, we are the branches and we are only any use when 
we stay connected to him.  “Apart from me, you can do nothing.”  That is, we can do 
nothing that is about growing God’s fruit in the world.  Wherever you see the fruit of 
God’s kingdom, you know that there is a rootedness to Jesus present, even if it 
doesn’t look like conventional Christian faith and practice.  As Jesus said at another 
time, “By their fruits shall you know them.” (Matthew 7:15-20)  Bearing fruit for God is 
not about saying the right things, or even believing the right things,  but about letting 
him live through us.  It cannot be forced and it cannot be forged.   
 
And this I Am comes with a bit of a warning: staying connected to Jesus is not all 
that it will take for us to be fruitful branches of the vine.  We will also need pruned.  It 
is possible for us to stay connected, to read our Bibles, to pray, to come to church – 
because the image of the vine is definitely communal, not individualistic – and still 
not be fruitful.  It is possible for us to do these things, and still waste much of our ef-
fort in growing in ways which are not what God wants from us as he thinks about his 
mission and the spread of his kingdom, or as he thinks about us and our places in 
his world.  Sometimes God will come to us with the pruning knife, asking us to sub-
mit to his will for us, even if at the time what he is asking of us feels like we are being 
cut back or held back, feels like we are not growing or achieving all that we think we 
can. 
 
A couple of weeks ago, we noted that Jesus did not have a reactive ministry, rocket-
ing around spending his energy by spreading himself too thinly.  He had to be disci-
plined, even if at times that meant that there were those who were not healed, even 
if, as it did, it meant that his friend Lazarus had to die.  But in the end what happened 
with Lazarus and his non-healing was for the greater glory of God than his healing 
would have been – though no one but Jesus could see that at the time.  In the same 
way, we should remember that God is the one in charge of his mission in the world, 
in the whole world and in our small corner of it.  Sometimes his pruning knife will cut 
us back from doing something we think we could do, and at other times as he trains 
his vine’s branches (us) to grow along his framework we will be urged to do things 
which seem difficult or painful to us, which take us outside the areas where we feel 
at home, and which challenge our fears.  Pruning and training, it is all part of life on 
the vine. 
 
In the church we always need to be careful, because once we have got used to do-
ing something in a certain way or at a certain time, once we have established our 



culture – which is just “the way we do things around here”, we can assume that it is 
what needs to be done for all time.  But sometimes the gardener, the grower of the 
vine may think otherwise.  He can look at us in ways we cannot, and can see when 
keeping something going for its own sake is using energy but not producing fruit.  
That isn’t why he gives us his life.  He wants us to bear his fruit – love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness and goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  He 
wants us to bear his fruit, which is being the people and doing the things which allow 
the message of his love to come to others.  He wants us to bear his fruit, which only 
will benefit us incidentally, but which will benefit the world around us immensely. 
 
This is Palm Sunday which is also known as Passion Sunday.  Passion, as in suffer-
ing, Jesus’ suffering.  At the beginning of Holy Week, when we will think more closely 
than many of us like to, about the suffering which Jesus underwent so that he could 
bear the fruit of God’s salvation for the world, we think too about the pruning knife 
which, lovingly, God sometimes has to wield with us.  And so, as we approach Holy 
Week and think of Jesus' death, we should think too of the things which we hold 
most dear, and ask if we are willing to give them up for the sake of remaining con-
nected to the vine.  It might be personal things in our private lives, it might be some-
thing about our church life which is precious to us.  Things, people, dreams, status. 
It may be that God will not ask for your dear things to be pruned, but if he were to, 
what would you say, how would you react?  Jesus said “Without me you can do 
nothing.”    Most of us hold our life most dear, but if we are not connected, our life 
has no real purpose, no real foundation, and what then is its value? 
 
Thinking of Jesus as the true vine, especially at the beginning of Holy Week, cannot 
help but remind us of the other use of the fruit of the vine which he made during that 
week, when he took the blood-red wine and used it to speak of his blood – blood, 
which in Jewish thought was the life-force, the essence of a person.  Every time we 
gather around a communion table – as we will today in St. Bride’s as we will on 
Thursday evening in Laggan - we are remembering that in Jesus we are connected – 
to him and through him to each other.  We are remembering that even Jesus had to 
accept the discipline of pruning from his heavenly father.  Pruning is not because we 
are doing wrong – Jesus did no wrong – but it is closely linked with fruiting.  And as 
we gather around the communion table our action says to God that we are willing to 
accept at his hands whatever will make us most like Jesus and most fruitful for him. 
“I am the vine,” said Jesus, “You are the branches.  Those who abide in me and I in 
them bear much fruit.”  This Holy Week, may our prayer be that whatever it takes, we 
may have Jesus’ life flowing through us so that we may bear his fruit in the world.  
Amen. 
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