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Starting with last week’s lectionary readings, we have begun looking at some of 
what are referred to as the “I AM” statements of Jesus.  The gospel of John 
reports that Jesus made seven such statements.  Last week you read that Jesus 
said, “I am the good shepherd;” this week Jesus says “I am the true vine.”  John 
reports that Jesus also said he was the door for the sheep, the light of the world, 
the living bread, the resurrection and the life, and the way, the truth and the life.   

It was not a coincidence Jesus made seven such statements.  The number seven 
in the Bible is used to symbolize completeness or perfection, beginning in 
Genesis, when God completed creation in seven days.   

We all know that when Jesus spoke he used images that the people in his time 
would easily understand.  The vineyard is something that would have been well-
known to people living in agricultural communities.  But it had a broader scriptural 
meaning as well.  A vineyard was often used to represent God’s relationship with 
the people of Israel.   Psalm 80 says, “You brought a vine out of Egypt; you drove 
out the nations and planted it.  You cleared the ground for it, and it took root and 
filled the land.” (Psalm 80:8-9) That vine was the God’s chosen people, but, of 
course, we know things didn’t go as God had planned.  In the prophecies of Isaiah, 
this is how God laments the disobedience of Israel: “I will sing for the one I love a 
song about his vineyard: My loved one had a vineyard on a fertile hillside.  He dug 
it up and cleared it of stones and planted it with the choicest vines. He built a 
watchtower in it and cut out a winepress as well. Then he looked for a crop of 
good grapes, but it yielded only bad fruit.”  (Isaiah 5:1-2)  

So when Jesus says, “I am the true vine,” the people would have understood that 
Jesus was not simply giving them a “word picture,” he was announcing a 
completely different relationship between them and God.  Of all Jesus’ “I AM” 
statements, this one of the richest, and I would like to spend some time talking 
about that metaphor with you and seeing why this is the case. 

God is the gardener who lovingly tends the vine.  Jesus is the vine, the thing that 
holds it all together, and gives the branches their sustenance and vigor.  God 
carefully prunes to ensure that each branch is bearing fruit.  It’s easy enough to 
understand what Jesus means by “bearing fruit.”  If our faith is bearing good fruit, it 
means that we are doing things that promote the Kingdom of God.  We are 
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engaged in acts of piety toward our creator – things like worship, and prayer – and 
we are doing acts of mercy, compassion, and service to others.  We are bringing 
Christ’s love to the world.  We also know what it means to bear bad fruit – or no 
fruit at all. 

There are some interesting observations we can make about Jesus’ metaphor if 
we look at an actual vineyard.  I don’t know how many of you have had a chance 
to do that, but as you look at vines, one of the first things notice see is that the 
branches are so profuse and tangled and covered with leaves that without careful 
examination it is difficult to tell one branch from another.  It’s almost impossible to 
tell where one ends and the next one begins.   

But that doesn’t mean that the branches are expected to be just identical and 
interchangeable parts.  Jesus is not inviting us into some kind of mindless 
conformity.  One of the interesting facts of the science of viniculture – grape-
growing – is that when a branch of a certain variety of grape is grafted onto a vine 
of a different variety, it still produces the same grapes.  A chardonnay branch 
grafted onto a zinfandel vine will yield chardonnay grapes.  A cabernet branch 
grafted onto a concord vine will produce cabernet.  What that means is that even 
as part of the same vine, nobody expects us to be exactly alike.  We don’t all have 
to be doing the same thing.  We can have different interests, passions, and 
abilities, and our fruits may be very, very different.  But the one thing they will all 
have in common is that they will all be things that witness to the world that we are 
connected to the true vine. 

Connection – that’s the key to what Jesus is talking about today.  Jesus says, 
“apart from me, you can do nothing,” and it’s easy to see how that is literally true in 
the metaphor of the vine.  A branch of any variety of grape, or forsythia, for that 
matter, that is not connected to a plant will not only not produce anything, it will 
very soon dry up and die.  So the meaning of being branches on the vine goes 
much deeper than being the sheep of the flock.  Sheep can wander away from the 
flock and survive quite nicely.  But the connection between the vine and the 
branch means much more than comfort and protection for the branch – it is the 
very source of its being.  It is the thing from which the branch draws its life force.  
Jesus’ point is that staying connected to the vine is the only way we can 
experience the abundance of life that God promises. 

Jesus uses a very special word to describe this connection.  In Greek, the word is 
meno, which your pew Bibles translate “remain.”  But those of you who grew up in 
the “King James generation” probably remember a different word that I like better.  
It is an archaic, but beautiful word: “abide.”  John’s Jesus uses the word to 
describe the most intimate of relationships.  Jesus invites us to abide in Him, as 
He abides in us. 

Notice, too, that it’s a two-way connection.  There’s an important combination 
between divine and human initiative described by the image of the vine.  For it’s 
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true that the branches cannot produce fruit unless they are rooted in the vine.  But 
it’s also true that vine can’t produce fruit by itself.  It needs the branches.  We are 
Jesus’ agents in the world – his hands and feet.  And that’s why Jesus makes 
clear that God is working tirelessly to help us to thrive. 

This leads us into the unpleasant part of Jesus’ metaphor – the part about pruning.  
You all know what pruning is.  It’s when the gardener cuts off the less productive 
parts of branches to prevent them from taking sustenance and energy away from 
healthier parts.  Plants flourish when they are carefully pruned.  Jesus says that 
God will do that to us.  God will prune each branch that bears fruit so that it is even 
more fruitful. 

The thought of God moving through the vineyard with a big knife to get rid of 
things he’s not pleased with is not exactly the stuff of “feel-good religion.”  And 
although real self-discovery can be painful, if you think about it, that’s what 
growing up is, really.  Maturing, whether as a person or a Christian is a process of 
growing and being pruned.  Our parents pruned us.  Our schools did, too.  And if 
we’re serious about being mature, healthy people, we’re allowing ourselves to be 
pruned, every day.  We’re actively getting rid of fruitless and harmful parts of our 
lives. 

And if we’re really honest with ourselves, we will admit that those parts exist.  We 
can see the ways we regularly put our energies into unproductive things – into 
things that would hardly produce the “good fruit” that Jesus is talking about.   
Sometimes those things have to do with holding on to grudges, with being envious 
of others, with attitudes that are less-than-loving, or attachment to things that just 
draw our attention from Jesus.  Can anyone honestly say there are not things we 
would change about ourselves if we could?  Well, with God’s help, we can.  The 
tender and attentive pruning of those things that disrupt our rootedness in the true 
vine is not something to be feared and avoided.  It is God’s gift to us. 

That’s really Jesus’ point.  We are at our best and healthiest selves when we abide 
in him – when we are connected to the true vine.  The gospel lesson today is 
about being intentional about doing the things that nurture and strengthen our 
relationship with Christ.  That is the way that we will be nourished and 
strengthened.  Staying connected means worshiping, praying, regularly seeking 
God in the Bible, being in communion with other Christians, and being willing to 
reach out to others in love.  If we do those things, good fruit will follow.  But if we 
neglect that connection, we can try as hard as we want to devote our lives to doing 
good, but apart from the true vine, the source of our vitality, we can’t sustain it.   


