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May 3, 2015 

1 John 4:7-21 

John 15:1-8   Abiding in Love While Still being Pruned 

 

In case you were wondering, the largest grapevine in the world is at 

Hampton Court Palace in England. I know because I googled it. I was 

looking up interesting things about grapevines on the internet and there 

it was: a grapevine large enough to fill an entire greenhouse, the official 

World Record holder. And how’s this for a name: The Great Vine. It 

was planted at Hampton Court Palace in 1769. Its trunk currently 

measures 12 feet around at the base. It produces about 600 pounds of 

grapes every fall. And to get this enormous vine to produce, the staff 

must fertilize it and water it and prune the heck out of it. First, in the 

spring, they reduce the number of buds without pity. Then a few months 

later, when the grape clusters appear, they mercilessly remove a 

significant number of clusters. Then within the clusters themselves, they 

ruthlessly thin individual grapes. Then later in the summer, they trim 

back the leaves without sympathy so that the grape clusters can get some 

sun. And then, as if that isn’t enough pruning, after the harvest in the fall 
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when the plant goes dormant, they cut the branches back again showing 

no sensitivity to all the vines that have grown. 

It seems as if pruning is all that you do when you grow grapes. You are 

constantly trimming and snipping and cutting the vines, and removing 

old growth so there will be new growth and better fruit. And if God is a 

vine-grower like those at Hampton Court Palace, then God must be busy 

all the time with us, pruning and trimming constantly; not once in a 

while or every so often, but many times, over and over, every season. I 

am the vine, says Jesus, you are the branches. And God must prune us. 

Our branches must be trimmed. So God can produce a good harvest in 

us. So be prepared for God to cut away the excess and the useless and 

the unruly and the junky, dead weight in us. It’s for our own good. God 

wants us fruitful.  

Prepare to be pruned. That’s Jesus’ message today from the gospel of 

John. ‘I am the vine, you are the branches,’ he says. My life is in you 

and your life is in me. Our life is together. And we are meant to bear 

good fruit. Not mediocre fruit. Or meh fruit or bleh fruit. But good fruit. 

So we have to get rid of the things that don’t get us there. Old habits. 
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Old grudges. Old ways of doing things. It means letting go. It means loss 

and sacrifice. It means giving up on growing every which a way, and 

doing every blessed thing there is to do. So that we can grow for the 

sake of the Kingdom. Because God wants us to bear good fruit. 

This lesson comes up all the time in the Community Garden. Every 

spring, we plant lots of seeds. And then a few weeks later, we have to 

thin out all the little plants that come up. There aren’t many of us that 

like that part. Yesterday, a group of us were out there. Zac Blaydes was 

doing a fantastic job attacking the weeds with a hoe. So Sally and I 

reluctantly set to work thinning out the radishes. I don’t think any of us 

like doing it. I feels kind of mean. But if we don’t, then all the plants 

suffer. None of them grow very well or produce like they should. So we 

are learning that if we want our garden to be fruitful, then we have to 

prune and cut back and let fewer things grow. I wonder how that’s true 

for me and for you and the things growing in our lives. 

Jesus says, f your lives are in me, and my life is in you, then you should 

expect to be pruned. God wants us to bear fruit. And then Jesus says 

something that gets my attention. If you do not bear fruit, if you do not 
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live or grow or abide in me, you will wither and fade. And you will be 

trimmed off the vine and gathered up and thrown into the fire. If you 

don’t produce, you will get cut off. I am the vine and you are the 

branches. Our job is to bear fruit.  

I like how Jesus starts out in this passage with the nice image of vines 

and branches and growing and abiding but then it takes a dark turn 

towards cutting and slashing and burning. Stay connected, Jesus says. Be 

faithful and abide in me. Or else. I hear a warning here. A wake-up call 

from Jesus. About how I might not be bearing the fruit God expects. 

About how my life is going in too many directions. How I am withering 

and I am drying up. How I am failing to abide in Jesus. And I am not 

bearing the fruit of love and joy and peace. But the thorns and prickles 

of grouchiness and resentment. 

These words from Jesus are hard for me to hear. And I imagine they 

were hard for the first disciples to hear too. I imagine they were really 

hard to hear since Jesus spoke these threatening words during a 

threatening time. It is his last supper with his disciples. It is the night 

before his crucifixion. The darkness is gathering. The enemies are 
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circling. The soldiers are about to come and Jesus is about to be betrayed 

and arrested and handed over to die. These are some of Jesus’ last words 

to his disciples. This is his last chance to help them understand things 

because soon they will be without him. He pleads with them and warns 

them: Abide in me. In this difficult time, stay faithful to me. In the years 

to come, remember me, every time you eat bread and drink wine. And I 

promise, I’ll be in you and you will be in me. We will still have life 

together. But if you don’t, if you don’t abide, if you leave me or forget 

me, if you cut yourselves off from me, this will all be broken. Your 

connection in me to the Kingdom of God will be lost.  

It was a threatening time for Jesus and his disciples. And also for the 

first Christians reading this gospel. Some scholars say that the gospel of 

John was written for a Jewish Christian community. They were Jews but 

they recognized Jesus as Lord which other Jews thought was blasphemy. 

These Jewish Christians lost their friends, their neighbors, perhaps their 

businesses, maybe even their families. Important parts of their lives were 

pruned from them because they followed Jesus. And we see the division 

and the conflict and the great cost of following Jesus, as Jesus and his 



6 
 

followers are rejected over and over by their community. And we hear 

Jesus warning his disciples that this is what life will be like for them, if 

they are in him and he is in them. They must be prepared for it. 

I am the vine, you are the branches. Abide in me and you will bear fruit. 

Cut off from me and you will be thrown into the fire. Jesus’ words are 

harsh and uncompromising. And you can find lots of sermons on the 

internet that affirm that. Believe me, I googled it. And I think it’s 

because Jesus’ words tap into our fear. Our fear of others. Our fear of 

change. Our fear that we aren’t really good enough for God. That God is 

just waiting to get rid of us. That God is THIS close to snuffing out the 

big sinful world out there. And we imagine God hovering over us with 

gigantic pruning shears. Or worse, we start to take up the pruning shears 

ourselves. We take on the vine grower’s job, nipping and cutting at 

others; lopping them off, throwing them away. How often do we as 

Christians put our energy into judging and criticizing and cutting apart 

others? How often is our fruit self-righteousness and pride?  How often 

do we have nothing but harshness and hatred for ourselves because 
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that’s what we think God has for us? Is that really what being in Christ is 

about? 

Abide in me, says Jesus, as I abide in you. This passage is about life. It 

is about growth. And I think for us to truly bear the fruit of God’s Spirit, 

we need to stop living in fear that God will cut us off. Or that the people 

around us are dead branches about to be carted off to the fiery furnaces. 

Jesus says, Abide with me. Remain in me. Dwell in me. That’s what the 

word abide means. It comes from Old English and it’s related to word 

Abode. Be at home in me. And we can’t feel like we are at home when 

we are afraid. The writer of the letter 1 John says it beautifully: “God is 

love. And those who abide in love, abide in God and God abides in 

them. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear.” We love 

because he first loved us. Those who say, “I love God,” and hate their 

brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister 

whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen.” Put 

away the pruning shears. Stop cutting apart others. Stop slicing and 

dicing yourself. God is not out to get us. God loves us. And wants us to 

grow and flourish. Rooted in hope. Nurtured and fed with patience. 
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Trusting the Vine Grower who loves us beyond all measure. Whose joy 

in us surrounds all of us beyond our knowing. Whom we belong to in 

this life and the next. It’s not about us and our love, the epistle writer 

says. It’s not about us and our abilities to produce; it’s about God and 

God’s life-giving love in us. 

If you are like me, you want to be a better branch on the vine. You are 

always trying to do more. Trying to abide better in Jesus. Maybe if I take 

some more classes or read some more books. Maybe if I help enough 

people. Or if I do enough good in the world. Or if I announce my faith or 

my theology loudly enough. Or if I win enough souls.  Maybe if I do 

more. Maybe if I do it better, then I will abide in faith and joy and love. 

Maybe you have voices like that in your head. Do you hear those 

messages that sound like faith but are really about fear? 

Perfect love casts out fear. Abide in me, Jesus says. Be in me. Dwell in 

me. Let your life be in me and you will bear fruit. Let go of the need to 

prove yourself. Let go of your fear of failure. Because according to 

everyone, I failed. To the religious folks, I was cut off from God. To the 

rest of the world, I was an unfruitful branch, lopped off and cast out and 
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thrown into a tomb. But that was not the end. God’s end is life. God’s 

end is love. For me. For you. For creation. Trust me. Trust God. Abide. 

In Baltimore, MD, the city is in conflict. A black man died after 

receiving a spinal injury in police custody. You have probably been 

following the news about how that sparked days of rioting. During these 

dangerous riots, the senior center at Southern Baptist Church was burned 

to the ground. It was about halfway completed. And it included 61 

affordable senior apartments and office space. The pastor Donte 

Hickman said, “For eight years, we’ve been working on this, envisioning 

how we can bring about change in this neighborhood... (We wanted to) 

provide work force development initiatives, behavioral counseling, HIV-

Aids testing, mortgage lending services. We need to see change and 

investment in our community. We were trying to do that. Whoever did 

this, whoever burned down the building, didn’t understand what we 

were trying to do. And I was just like them, (those people who did this). 

They can’t see beyond their anger and frustration. They can’t see beyond 
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their own materialism.” He said, “This fire has lit a fire in us to do even 

more.”1 That is faith rooted in love. 

I am the vine and you are the branches, says Jesus. Those who abide in 

love, abide in God. In spite of the conflict around us. In spite of the 

conflict within us, our life is in of Christ. And God is at work in us, and 

those around us. Sacrificing and self-giving. Pruning away what closes 

us in, what shuts us down, what locks us away in our tombs of fear.  

Patiently making room so that we can grow in love and bear the fruit of 

love and new life. 

 

 

                                                           
1 http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/29/us/baltimore-riots-are-another-scar-on-a-city-battered-by-
neglect.html?_r=0 


