
I AM THE TRUE VINE: 

How Spiritual Life and Change Happen 

John 15:1-8 

 

EASTER 

 

Christ Community, we have a huge task in front of us. 4 weeks from 

now we will have our Easter services, and if you’ve been here for a 

while you know that Easter is always a big day for us because it’s one 

of our biggest evangelistic outreaches of the year.  

 

We’ve said this before, that Christ Community Church isn’t just a 

place to come a receive religious services, it’s a people—a movement 

on a mission in our city. That mission is to seek those who are far from 

God, disciple them into people who follow Jesus, and then to send 

disciples into the world to be on the same mission we are on for the 

glory of God. 

 

Easter is a big deal because it’s a day we all, together practice two of 

those. We are all sent out into our neighborhoods, and streets to seek 

those who are far from God, who don’t have a church family, who 

have no hope, who’ve just moved here and don’t have relationships. 

We’re sending ourselves out in order to seek.  

 

Specifically, we have 1,500 business card invitations. They’re on a 

table in our lobby. Starting today we’re all going to take a few and 

hand them out to neighbors, friends. When we leave a good tip at the 

restaurant, put one in there. Don’t do it if you won’t tip at least 20%. 

 

Here’s how we’re going to do this. For each of the next 3 weeks 

leading up to Easter we’re going to be in the Gospel of John. If you 

have you Bible you can turn to John 15. We’re going to be looking and 

listening to the words of Jesus. What did Jesus have to say about 

himself? Specifically, in John’s gospel Jesus makes these great “I am” 

statements.  

 I am the bread of life. 

 I am the good shepherd. 

 I am the door. 

 I am the true vine. 

We’re going to press deeply into his words, we want to hear him speak 

to us, and the result of that is we’re going to be more on mission for 

him. Each week leading up to Easter he’s going to direct the moments 

of our life so that we come into contact with the exact people he wants 

us to invite to our Easter services-- because on Easter Sunday we’re 

going to see Jesus say, “I am the resurrection and the life.” And what 

message is there that’s better than that? What other message does your 

family, your neighbor your co-workers need to hear? 

 

Ok, so 3 weeks until Easter. We want to see and treasure Jesus so that 

we might be bold and courageous sharers of his hope as we invite 

people to Easter.  

 

The mini-sermon is over. Let’s go to John 15 and look at the first of 

Jesus “I am” statements. 

 

SERMON 

 
1 I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. 2 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. 

 

Jesus uses the metaphor of gardening to describe what our relationship 

with him is like. He’s the vine, really, the trunk or root. He’s the 

source. The Father, he says acts as the vinedresser. Now—one of the 

big questions you’re going to have today is, “What does it mean that 

God prunes us? What does it mean that he cuts us back?” I don’t have 

time to dive deep into that but let me give you a few thoughts.  

 

I’m not a vinedresser, I’ve done some gardening and when we think of 

pruning we typically think of snipping out a few branches of dead 

wood. But it’s totally different with grape vines, which is our context 

here.  

 

When the vinedresser goes through the vineyard and prunes, to the 

untrained eye it looks like he’s destroying the vine. To me and you, he 

looks like he’s attacking the plant. Branches are falling off left and 



right. The knife is hard against the vine. He’s not just cutting 

deadwood, he’s taking off green leaves and limbs. He’s removing even 

some grape clusters. 

 

But the vinedresser is trained and know exactly what to cut off and 

what to leave. By removing parts of the plant and leaving other’s he’s 

making the plant better than it could have ever been on its own. 

 

 3 Already you are clean because of the word that I have spoken to you.  

 

Jesus says the primary way that God does his vine-dressing is through 

his Word. 

 

As we come to know the love of God and the law of God through his 

word God transforms us.  

 

Now, the big question, that we don’t have time to answer is this: what 

does all that mean? Does God allow harm to come to me in order to 

change me? How can I know when God is pruning me? 

 

Let me make three comments and then we just have to move on, ask 

me later. 

1. The gardener is good. He only takes that which would be a 

gain to lose and a loss to keep. 
2. Pruning should always cause us to press deeper into the life of 

the vine.  

3. If you lose everything in this life but Jesus, you have 

everything you need. If you gain everything you want in this 

life, but don’t have Jesus, you have nothing. 

 
4 Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, 

unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. 5 I 

am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, 

he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing. 

 

The essence of the Christian life is contain in those verses: abide in 

Christ. We’ll come back to that in a moment.  

 
6 If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away like a branch and 

withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and 

burned.7 If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever 

you wish, and it will be done for you. 

 

Again, another verse that we won’t have time to talk about much, but 

essentially here’s what Jesus is saying: 

 

If you were able to fully abide in me, you would pray for the exact 

things that I am already doing in your life.  

 

This isn’t a verse saying, “Get closer to God and then he’ll change to 

accommodate you.” It’s almost the opposite, “If you got close enough 

to God to know his will, you’d start accommodating everything he’s 

bringing into your life.” 

 

 8 By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit and so prove 

to be my disciples. 

 

All of this results in fruit in our life, and glory directed towards God. 

 

There’s a lot going on in this passage but if we’re really going to see 

Jesus clearly, to the point where he’s changing us and growing fruit in 

our lives I want you to see 2 truths from the passage: 

 

1. Spiritual life is internal rather than external. 

2. Spiritual change happens organically rather than mechanically. 

 

1. SPIRITUAL LIFE IS INTERNAL RATHER THAN 

EXTERNAL 

Think for a moment of how we use the word spiritual: 

“He became spiritual.” 

“She’s a very spiritual woman.” 



What we typically mean by that is that such a person has adopted a 

new set of external behaviors.  

 He prays. 

 She reads her Bible. 

 He’s always sharing his faith. 

 He lifts his hands in worship. 

 Their family sacrifices time and money. 

None of these are bad things, but according to Jesus they are not the 

essence of what it means to be a spiritual person.  

Let’s say that we leave here this morning and drive over to Lowe’s and 

buy a rose bush. We take it home and throw it in the garage. We give it 

no light, no water. A couple years later we remember that we own that 

rose bush and we take it out of the garage, it’s cracked, dry, dusty, and 

mostly black at this point.  

We dig a hole, plant it and then because it’s dead, we know it won’t 

grow any blooms or flowers. So, we go inside the house, grab some 

pink construction paper and start cutting out flower shapes. Then we 

grab out staple gun and start tacking these things to the rose bush.  

Bam, there’s a flower. Bam, there’s a flower. 

What’s the problem? The plant is dead. The flowers aren’t real. 

This is exactly what happens when we think of spiritual life in external 

terms. We’re stapling on the flowers of pray, Bible reading, singing, 

giving, sacrificing, but the plant is dead. 

Look back at verse 4: 

4 Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, 

unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. 

Jesus says that the essence of spiritual life isn’t external. Write this 

down if you’re taking notes: 

 

The essence of spiritual life is a vital connection to a person. 

 

Jesus says, if you want spiritual life you must be vitally connected, or 

united with me. With my person. Spiritual life is internal rather than 

external. 

 

That’s what the word “abide” means. It’s a continuing connecting. It 

means, to be with him, to be in him. To find yourself inside of him.  

 

But it’s not just a continuing connection. It’s a vital connection. The 

metaphor is of the vine and branches. You’ll see this in the coming 

weeks, but this “I am” statement is more intimate than the rest. 

 

 Jesus says, “I am the bread of life.”  He’s something that we 

take into ourselves. 

 Jesus says, “I am the door.” He’s something we pass through to 

get to pasture. 

 Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd.” The shepherd holds and 

even sleeps with the sheep. 

 

There’s closeness in all of those. But, this statement is different. 

There’s an intimacy here that you should never lose.  

 

Jesus says, I’m the vine, and you are the branches. What happens 

when a branch is cut off from the vine? It dies. In order for the 

branch to live, it must be grafted into the vine so that they become 

one, and the life of the vine transfers into and becomes the life of the 

branch. 

 

What Jesus is saying, is that spiritual life is unity with him. 

 

1 John 5:11-12 

 

And this is the testimony, that God gave us eternal life, and this life is 

in his Son. 12 Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does not have the 

Son of God does not have life. 

 

These words of Jesus tell us that the only way we have spiritual life 

is through an internal, continuing reception of his life into ours.  



 

Here’s another way to put it: most people think Christianity is living 

for Jesus. It’s not. At its most basic, Christianity is not living for 

Jesus.  

 

Too many Christians live for Jesus, but they don’t live with Jesus. 

They live for Jesus but they don’t live in Jesus.  

 

Remember back in verse 5 when he says, without me you can do 

nothing? He doesn’t mean literally nothing. There are plenty of people 

who are outside of Jesus who are trying to do things for Jesus.  

 

Plenty of religious people staple on external behavior but their hearts 

are as withered as that dead rose bush. They try to obey the 

commands, and keep the laws, and change their behavior, but they 

don’t abide, and commune with and have a vital connection to Jesus. 

 

What Jesus means is that even if you have all of the externals, but you 

aren’t abiding with him, it means nothing. It has no significance. 

 Are you vitally connected to Jesus?  

 Are you abiding in him as your source of life?  

 Do you need him like a branch needs a vine?  

 Do you have the sense that if you were cut off from him you’d 

shrivel and die? 

 

The essence of Christianity isn’t obeying Jesus, or following Jesus, it’s 

being in Christ. 

 

Spiritual life is external rather than internal. 

 

2. SPIRITUAL CHANGE IS ORGANIC RATHER THAN 

MECHANICAL. 

 

Now, there are two ways you can try to change your life. Most people 

try to change mechanically. 

 

A week or so ago I had tires put on our Honda Element. It’s the little 

green SUV that looks like a bread truck out there. I had noticed when I 

was driving it around that if I let go of the steering wheel it drifted off 

to the right. 

 

So I’d have to manually force the steering wheel to the left to make the 

car go straight. I had to apply mechanical force to turn the car 

where it needed to go. But no matter how much pressure I applied, or 

how long I held the wheel guess what happened when I let go? 

 

That’s right, it went right back. The car was out of alignment. It didn’t 

naturally drive straight.  

 

This is exactly how our lives work. All of us are out of alignment. We 

don’t naturally go the direction we should. We don’t naturally love the 

things we should. We veer. 

 

And most of us only try to use mechanical force to change. The 

problem is that mechanical force never really changes us at the core. 

 

The moment I let go of the wheel of the car it veers back to the 

right. 

 

This is like the husband and wife that come into our office a church. 

She’s saying, “I’m done. I want out of the relationship. He never 

listens to me. He always does what he wants. I get no input in family 

decisions, and I’ve had it!” 

 

The husband has heard her say these kinds of things for years but he 

never knew she was this serious so he looks at the pastor, then at her 

and say, “I didn’t know, I’m so sorry. I’ll change.”  

 

And he does. The fear of her leaving applies a kind of mechanical, 

external force to him. He starts to listen to her. He comes home on 

time from work. He stops making decisions without her. But he 

doesn’t love her more. His fear isn’t that he’ll lose someone he loves. 

And I know that because, eventually, the threat of her leaving the 

relationship goes away, and what happens? He goes right back. Now 

that the mechanical force of fear is gone he stops listening, he goes 



back to the old patterns. His behavior was forced in a direction, but his 

heart was just as far from her. 

 

That’s because deep lasting change at the level of the heart is 

never done mechanically.  

 

Look back at verse 5: 

 
5 I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in 

him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do 

nothing. 

 

Now, what does fruit mean? Well, when the Bible talks about the fruit 

of our life, it’s talking about changed behavior. The classic example of 

this is in Galatians, known as the fruit of the Spirit: 

 

 Love 

 Joy 

 Peace 

 Patience (forgiveness) 

 Kindness (you don’t blow up in anger) 

 Goodness 

 Faithfulness 

 Gentleness 

 Self-control 

All of these are qualities of life change. 

 

In verse 5 Jesus says, 

 

 How does a vengeful person become loving? 

 How does someone who always picks a fight become someone 

who makes peace? 

 How does a bitter person forgive? 

 

That kind of change only comes organically by connecting with 

Christ. 

 

And here’s where most Christians get it wrong. Most Christians think 

that the gospel, this union with Christ through his sacrificial death is 

the starting line. They think of the gospel as something that saves then 

and once they are in Christ they move on from the gospel to other 

things. 

 

The gospel is good for salvation, but if I’m going to change my life I 

have to get busy with obedience, and sanctification. And so in most 

churches, the gospel is something that non-Christians needs, and once 

you’re a Christian you need something else. 

 

That’s what makes what Jesus says here so radical. When Jesus says, 

“Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for 

apart from me you can do nothing,” he’s saying that you never change 

by getting beyond the gospel. 

 

Spiritual change in our lives doesn’t happen because we move past the 

gospel. Spiritual change happens as we grow deeper in the gospel. 

As we continually and organically connect with Jesus on a heart level 

he begins to change us from the inside out. 

 

How does a vengeful person become loving? As she presses deeply 

into the truth that in Christ God has loved her and set her free from a 

heart that seek revenge. 

 

How does someone who always picks a fight become a peacemaker? 

When he continually connects with the Jesus who though he could 

have brought judgement, instead came to make peace between him and 

God. 

 

How can a bitter person forgive? Let’s be honest—some of you have 

people in your life that have hurt you to such a deep level that you’ve 

said to yourself, “I could never forgive that! Even if they begged I 

could never forgive that.” 

 

My friend, your sin nailed the Son of God to the cross. He bled and 

died for you out of love though you never once begged for it.  And the 

Father has nothing but forgiveness for you. Isaiah says that he was cut 



off from the land of the living. That it pleased God to crush him for 

our sin.  

 

Isaac Watt’s captured the kind of meditation on Christ that changes us 

when he wrote: 

 

Alas! and did my Savior bleed 

And did my Sovereign die? 

Would He devote that sacred head 

For sinners such as I? 

 

Was it for crimes that I had done 

He groaned upon the tree? 

Amazing pity! grace unknown! 

And love beyond degree! 

 

If he would do that for me, how could I not forgive?  

Will I be stingy with my money, when he has given himself as my 

security and true wealth? 

Will I nurse my pride when he emptied himself of his glory? 

 

How can I treat Jesus like that? 

 

It’s not the mechanical fear of God’s judgement, or pride of God’s 

promised blessings that leads us to repentance and genuine heart 

change. 

 

What leads you and I to genuine heart repentance is coming into 

an organic, living contact with the kindness of God in Christ 

Jesus; when we don’t just know about his gracious death, we see it 

before our eyes, and stand ever present before the God who was slain, 

and who now lives.  

 

Let’s Pray 

 

INVITATION: 

Today for our invitation time we’re going to have a moment to 

contemplate and walk through a few questions: 

 

1. Have you thought of spiritual life primarily as internal or 

external? 

2. What good deeds have you been tacking on to make yourself 

up? 

3. Have you been living for Jesus, but not with Jesus? The 

Christian life is communion with Christ. 

4. What parts of your life have you been trying to change through 

fear or pride? 

a. Fear says, “Do this or something bad will happen.” 

b. Pride says, “Do this and you’ll be rewarded.” 

5. In the next few moments, instead of trying to figure it all out. 

How can I change? How can I ever get back on track? What 

can I do? Would you just stand and look to Jesus? We’re going 

to sing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


