Ascension Lutheran Church

Pastor Godkin’s Sermon for the week of May 2, 2010
Branches Rooted in the Vine (John 15:1-8)

Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father a nd from the Lord Jesus Christ.
Amen. Our text is from the 15" chapter of the Gospel according to St. John:

Jesus said, ™I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedress er. Every branch in me
that does not bear fruit He takes away, and every b ranch that does bear fruit He prunes,
that it may bear more fruit. *Already you are clean because of the word that | ha ve
spoken to you. “Abide in me, and | in you. As the branch cannot bea r fruit by itself,
unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unle ss you abide in me. °I am the vine; you
are the branches. Whoever abides in me and | in him , he it is that bears much fruit, for
apart from me you can do nothing. °If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away
like a branch and withers; and the branches are gat hered, thrown into the fire, and
burned. If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it
will be done for you. ®By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit and so
prove to be my disciples.”

This is the text.

Dear sisters and brothers in Christ, the Word of Go d is full of imagery. This imagery
depicts the relationship of Jesus and His Baptized believing people. In Scripture we find
the picture of Jesus and His Bride, the Church; we find the picture of Jesus as the head
and we as His Body; there is the picture of Jesus t he Shepherd of the sheep; and, in
today’s text, of Jesus the vine and all who are uni ted to Him in faith as the branches.

Now what happens to a marriage where the husband an d wife are not united? What
happens to a body that's separated from its head? W hat happens to the sheep without
a shepherd? What happens to branches that do not re main in the vine?

We have been joined to Christ by faith, as branches are joined to a vine. The vine,
Jesus, is the source of our life and the fruit that we bear. But that life and fruit is not for
us alone; it’s also for our neighbour.

Friends, this union we have as branches united to t he vine is all God’s doing and His
design. Jesus said, “I am the true vine, and my Fat her is the vinedresser. He gives us
life and prunes us so we can bear more fruit.

And yet, sinful man is always trying to redefine Go d’'s good designs. God says marriage
is the union of one man and one woman, but sinful m an wants to apply marriage to
whatever relationship he creates. God says that Jes us alone is the way and the truth
and the life, but sinful man finds no problem mixin g in a little bit of New Age spirituality.
God says that children are to honour their father a nd mother, but somehow, sinful
parents would rather be their child’s best friend.

The way God orders our lives is good, but our attem pt to tailor His designs to fit our
sinful wants is not good. God has united us to Chri st in Holy Baptism for our good, and
yet we more live as if we are not united to Christ— as if we are not branches living from
the vine.
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If we look at branches when the fall from the trees , it doesn’t take long before they get
dried out and withered. Apart from the trunk of the tree it simply cannot survive. In the
same way a branch that is removed from the vine soo n withers and dies. This is what
happens if we begin to drift from Jesus, we lost co ntact with the source of life.

We can claim to be Christians and tout our church m embership or show our
confirmation certificate, but apart from the life-g iving nourishment of God’s grace in
Christ Jesus (the vine), we cannot live or bear any fruit.

Now a good work in the eyes of God is different fro m a good work in the eyes of the
world. The difference is in the reason behind our g ood works. If an atheist gives to a
charity it is a good work to the world because it h elps other people. That is fine but a
truly good work before God requires faith. As it sa ys in Hebrews 11, “Without faith it is
impossible to please God.” And why is this? Because things done in faith are done out
of love for God and trust in Christ for the forgive ness of sins. It is done out of the desire
to give God the glory in light of what He has done for us.

Jesus uses some black and white language in our tex t. He says, “Apart from me you
can do nothing”, which means that without Christ we can do nothing that pleases Him.
God is not discouraging good works, not by any mean s. In fact, He commands that we
do what pleases Him and serve our neighbour out of love. But we have to be careful not
to put the cart the cart before the horse. You cann ot make a tree from the fruit. The
fruits grow from tree that is already good and heal thy.

God doesn’t need our busy work. If we think we can get in God’s good graces by doing
more things we need to re-evaluate. God’s grace in Christ is what ought to motivate and
spur us on to good works. Anything else is like a b ody losing connection with the head.
There is no life.

But when the branches are in union with the Vine, t he branches live and they bear good
fruit. The sap that flows from the vine nourishes t he branches. We confess that our very
lives sprout from our Creator God, and that by our sin, we have cut ourselves off from
the source of our life. Yet, by His grace through t he blood of His Son, shed on the cross
for the sin of the world, we have been reconciled t o God.

As branches, we have been grafted back into the tru e Vine. The life that flows from the
side of the crucified and resurrected One now nouri shes us with his Life and
forgiveness, so that by faith we might live in unio n with Him.

Now the branches bear fruit for our neighbour. By t he nourishment that the Vine
provides, the branches bear fruit. St. Paul speaks of the fruits of the Spirit; this fruit is
also called fruits of repentance and fruits of fait h. The fruits are “love, joy, peace,
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal 5:22-23).
These are, above all, characteristics of our Saviou r in His relationship with us. He is
perfectly loving of us; He rejoices over us; He is patient, kind, and good to us; and so
on.

People ask, “If God is good then why is there suffe ring in the world; Why is Christ
waiting so long to come back and save us?” The trut h is that God’s compassion for the
world is bigger than we can imagine. He is waiting for people to return to Him. He is
patiently waiting for His rebellious creation to tu rn to the way of life. As 1 Peter says,
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“God doesn’t want anyone to perish but everyone to come to repentance” and as 1
timothy 2:4 says, “He wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the
truth?” And in the meantime until Jesus returns He continues to care for our needs, our
food, our home, our clothes, our families and frien ds, and offering us spiritual
nourishment through His Word and Sacraments.

And of course Christ showed the full expression of His love when He allowed Himself to
be crucified on a horrible cross for our sins and w hen He rose to victory to share His
eternal life with us.

By being so loving, patient, and kind to us, Christ the vine creates in us the same fruit of
the Spirit. Through His Word, as we grow we become more like Him, more loving, joyful,
peaceful, patient, kind, good, faithful, gentle, se If-controlled.

This fruit then gives life to our neighbour. Christ the vine produces not only these fruits
in our lives for our benefit, but also for our neig hbour. We bear the fruit of the vine in this
world so that our needy neighbours can pick our fru it and benefit from our fruit.

Christ the vine nourishes our spouses with the love and faithfulness that we bear
through His Word. Christ the vine strengthens our ¢ hildren with the peace and patience
that we bear. Christ the true vine benefits our fel low man with the goodness and self-
control that we bear. Ultimately, Christ the vine u ses these fruits to give life to our
neighbour, for these fruits lead and enable us to s hare the word of His cross and
resurrection with him or her.

Indeed, Christ is the true vine; we are the branche s. We can doing nothing without Him.
Everyday He nourishes and strengthens us with the f orgiveness of sins He earned for
us on the cross. And that is a beautiful relationsh ip.

I’'m sure each of us has felt at one time that we ar e just running on empty, that we have
given all we can give and we feel drained and out o f gas with no more fruit to give. It's
especially in these times that we remember that we are connected to the never-ending
source of life. Christ says, “Come to me all who ar e weary and burdened and | will give
you rest.”

As an old hymn says, “From Him we draw the juice of life, for He supplies His winery —
With fruit from which true joys derive. Vine, keep what | was meant to be: Your branch,
with your rich life in me. Amen. The peace of God t hat surpasses all understanding,
keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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