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MISSIONAL METAPHORS:  YOU’RE A VINE BRANCH              JOHN 15:1-17 
 
Last week the Trumbos were with us – a missionary family who’ve been in China 
and are now transitioning to a ministry to international students here in the United 
States. Jared shared with us how he’s tried hard to eliminate the “M” word from 
his vocabulary.  The “M” word?  Yes, “M” as in “missionary” because Chinese 
government officials don’t want Christian missionaries in their country.  It 
occurred to me that many of us have, in a sense, dismissed that word from our 
own personal vocabulary, too, particularly in the sense of any personal 
application.  “I’m not a missionary, am I?  Those are especially godly, gifted 
people who go to another country to tell people about Jesus.  I haven’t done that, 
so I’m not a missionary, right?”  Well, if you’re a follower of Jesus, you are indeed 
a missionary believe it or not; like it or not; accept it or not.  The real question is 
not whether you’re a missionary, but what kind of a missionary are you?  
 
But to avoid confusion, we’ve been using the word “missional.”  What does that 
word mean:  “missional”?  Being missional simply means being available to point 
people to Jesus for salvation and transformation with your lips and your life every 
day and in every situation.  The Bible is full of metaphors that describe followers 
of Jesus.  Many of those metaphors point to the fact that we’re called to be 
missional.  This summer we’ve been looking at several of these missional 
metaphors:  you’re a farmer, you’re an ambassador, you’re a letter, you’re a 
messenger of hope.  Today, I want us to consider yet another missional 
metaphor:  you’re a vine branch.  Let’s read about it just now.   
Jesus spoke these words in a major teaching section here in the Gospel of John.  
This is one of the well known I AM passages where Jesus proclaims His deity but 
also reveals how His deity affects our humanity. “I am the Bread of Life… I am 
the Good Shepherd…  I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.”  Here, Jesus says, 
“I am the True Vine.”  Grapevines were very common in Jesus’ day and time.  
Now, here’s the meaning of the metaphor.  God the Father is like a gardener.  
God the Son or Jesus is like the main vine in a vineyard.  An individual follower of 
Jesus or a local church (let’s remember that the Bible is far less individualistic 
than American culture) is like a vine branch.  And spiritual results or “fruit” are like 
the actual grapes that a vine branch produces.  What’s the missional message in 
this metaphor?  Well, I would suggest that, first of all, it’s a call to…  
 
GET CONNECTED. 
 
Jesus’ metaphor implies or assumes that you are spiritually dead without a 
personal relationship with God.  Imagine with me a vine branch cut off from the 
vine and just lying there all by itself on the ground.  What’s going to happen?  
Very soon the leaves begin to turn brown and look withered.  If something 
doesn’t happen soon, that branch will die.  But what if you had the expertise and 
knowledge to pick up that dying branch and graft it back into the vine branch?  
Before long, the water, nutrients and chemicals would flow from the main vine 
into that dying branch and it would be restored to life and health.  That’s a picture 



 2 

of what happens at the point you receive Jesus as your Lord and Savior.  It’s as if 
God picks you up, grafts you into Jesus and, then, the life force of the Holy Spirit 
flows from Him and into you.  You begin to live spiritually!   
 
Now, Jesus makes it plain here that God took the initiative to have a personal 
relationship with you.  “‘You didn't choose me, remember; I chose you, and put 
you in the world to bear fruit, fruit that won't spoil.….’”  (John 15:16 MSG)  Of 
course, the metaphor underlines that truth. What could a dried up, withered, 
almost dead vine branch ever do to save itself?  Unless someone intervenes and 
rescues that branch, it’s all over.  It’s the same with you and me spiritually.  You 
may think you were seeking God first, but the Bible makes it clear that none of us 
would ever seek God if the Holy Spirit wasn’t already working in our lives.  Before 
you ever reached out to God, He has already reached out to you.     
 
Jesus’ metaphor clearly assumes, however, that you must respond to God’s 
initiative.  You must get connected.  You must repent of your sins and place your 
trust for this life and eternity in Jesus, your only Savior and Lord.  That’s the only 
way those spiritual nutrients, chemicals and life-giving water of the Holy Spirit 
can restore you to life.  Before getting connected, you were just an old dead stick 
– to push the analogy.  You must get grafted into Jesus or connected into Jesus.  
What’s the missional message in this metaphor?  Secondly, you must also… 
 
STAY ATTACHED. 
 
Can a vine branch produce anything on its own?  Of course not!  It can’t make its 
own leaves and it can’t push out even one grape by its own efforts.  A vine can 
survive without the branches, but the branches can’t survive without the vine.  
They must stay attached.  What’s the point?  That’s just as true of your 
relationship with Jesus – you’ve got to stay vitally attached to Him day after day, 
week after week, month after month, and year after year.  Jesus can survive 
without you; you can’t survive without Him. 

Now, how do you do that?  How do you stay attached to Jesus, spiritually 
speaking?  Well, it certainly demands your effort and passion.  Throughout the 
passage we read, Jesus uses the word “remain” a great deal. For example, 
“‘Remain in me, and I will remain in you.  For a branch cannot produce fruit if it is 
severed from the vine, and you cannot be fruitful unless you remain in me.’”  
(John 15:4 NLT)   I counted the word “remain” 11 times in these 17 verses.  What 
does it mean – to “remain”?  My first reaction is to think of something restful, 
relaxing and kind of passive.  But the actual meaning is quite the opposite.  
You’ve heard someone say something like this, “Oh, Billy is really into baseball 
right now” or “All of a sudden, Mary is really into about gardening.”  What’s the 
meaning?  Baseball and gardening have become matters of focused interest and 
passion in Billy and Mary’s lives, respectively.  When you are into something, 
you’re committed to it in every way imaginable.   
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To remain in Jesus is to be into Jesus.  Jesus becomes and is the controlling 
passion of your life.  Everything every day revolves around knowing Him, 
following Him, serving Him, and being influenced by Him.  Every conceivable 
area of your life – your energy, your time, your skills, your interests, your 
ambitions, your relationships, why you get an education, how you go about your 
job, how you pursue your career, how you handle your money – is dominated by 
Jesus.  You might say, “Well, that’s all well and good if you’re a full time pastor, 
or a church staff member or a missionary.”  No, this is the normal life of a healthy 
vine branch – any and every vine branch – that’s attached to the vine. 

An older couple was out for a leisurely Sunday afternoon drive in the country.  
Before long, they came up behind another couple with what looked like a young 
couple in the car.  This young couple was sitting very close to each other. The 
woman was in the middle of the front seat all cuddled up to her honey!  Every 
time they stopped at a traffic light, she reached up to grab his neck and give him 
a little kiss.  Funny… he never ran a yellow light once!  The older woman in the 
car behind them turned to her husband and said, “Herb, just look at them. 
They’re so in love. We used to ride like that!  Why don’t we sit close like that 
anymore? What happened to us?” Herb didn’t respond immediately, but then he 
observed, “Well, I didn’t move!  I’m still right here behind the wheel where I’ve 
always been!”  God hasn’t moved.  He is still a passionate about you as He’s 
ever been. The question is, are you passionate about God? Are you into Jesus? 

How do you stay attached to Jesus?  Well, it certainly requires your obedience. 
Did you hear that in Jesus’ words?  “‘When you obey my commandments, you 
remain in my love, just as I obey my Father’s commandments and remain in his 
love….  You are my friends if you do what I command.’”  (John 15:10, 14 NLT)  
Yes, you can indeed be Jesus’ friend, but it’s a friendship unlike any other 
friendship.  Friendship with Jesus is contingent on your obedience to Jesus.  To 
be sure, it’s important to have correct beliefs about God, the Bible and the 
Christian faith.  But it’s far more important to do what the Bible says.   

Staying attached to Jesus – the True Vine – has incredible benefits.  Jesus says 
you’ll experience an intimate relationship with God.  He becomes your 
companion in all of life.  That’s what Jesus was getting at here when He says, 
“‘I'm no longer calling you servants because servants don't understand what their 
master is thinking and planning. No, I've named you friends because I've let you 
in on everything I've heard from the Father.’”  (John 15:15 NLT)  Your hunger for 
truth gets satisfied, you discover your purpose and mission in life, you grow into 
your full potential as a child of God, and you start to make an eternal difference in 
the lives of others.  All that comes from an intimate relationship with God.  Jesus 
says you’ll also experience joy.  “‘I've told you these things for a purpose: that my 
joy might be your joy, and your joy wholly mature….”  (John 15:11 MSG).  When 
you stay attached to Jesus, you always move from withered life to wonderful life.  
Jesus says you’ll experience love.  "‘I've loved you the way my Father has loved 
me. Make yourselves at home in my love.”  (John 15:9 MSG)  Perhaps the 
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greatest benefit of staying attached to Jesus is simply that you’ll glorify God. 
“‘When you produce much fruit, you are my true disciples. This brings great glory 
to my Father.’”  (John 15:8 NLT)  Get connected.  Stay attached.  What else is 
the missional message in this metaphor?   Thirdly, you must… 

BEAR FRUIT. 

The purpose of a grapevine branch is to produce grapes.  It’s the expected and 
inevitable result of getting connected and staying attached to the vine itself.  If, 
for some reason, that branch just produces beautiful leaves but no grapes 
season after season, the gardener is going to cut off that branch eventually.  Why 
waste all those precious nutrients and chemicals on a non-producing branch?  
Off it goes!  You mean, God expects to see some kind of spiritual result in your 
life because you’re connected and attached to Jesus?  Evidently….  Jesus says 
here, “‘When you produce much fruit, you are my true disciples. This brings great 
glory to my Father….  You didn’t choose me. I chose you. I appointed you to go 
and produce lasting fruit….’”  (John 15:8, 16 NLT)   

So what are grapes or fruit, spiritually speaking?  Well, it helps me to think of 
them as simply spiritual results.  If you’re truly connected to Jesus and staying 
attached to Jesus, there ought to be some observable spiritual results in your life. 
Like what?  First, there will be godly character development.  The Bible talks 
about the “fruit” of the Holy Spirit.  It says, “But the Holy Spirit produces this kind 
of fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self-control….” (Galatians 5:22-23 NLT)  I really like how Eugene 
Peterson has paraphrased that same passage in The Message. “But what 
happens when we live God's way? He brings gifts into our lives, much the same 
way that fruit appears in an orchard—things like affection for others, exuberance 
about life, serenity. We develop a willingness to stick with things, a sense of 
compassion in the heart, and a conviction that a basic holiness permeates things 
and people. We find ourselves involved in loyal commitments, not needing to 
force our way in life, able to marshal and direct our energies wisely.” 

There are other kinds of spiritual results, too, such as good works.  Jesus said, 
“‘In the same way, let your good deeds shine out for all to see, so that everyone 
will praise your heavenly Father.’” (Matthew 5:16 NLT)  Acts of kindness and 
compassion towards others, helping those who are hurting, welcoming the 
stranger, living honestly and with integrity even when it costs you something to 
do so, treating others with respect and dignity even if you don’t agree with their 
behavior – all that and more are examples of good works.  Sometimes, I think we 
can unintentionally disparage good works and their value because we want to 
make sure that we and others know that they don’t get us into Heaven. No, they 
won’t get you or anyone else into Heaven, but they’re very important.  They’re 
spiritual results.  Spiritual fruit.  They’re the product of getting connected and 
staying attached to Jesus.  They should be showing up in your life and mine. 
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There’s another kind of spiritual result that I believe is implied in Jesus’ 
metaphor.  It’s being ready to give a life or lip witness that leads to spiritual 
transformation in others.  Before Jesus went back to Heaven, He said, “‘But you 
will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you. And you will be my 
witnesses, telling people about me everywhere—in Jerusalem, throughout 
Judea, in Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’” (Acts 1:8 NLT)  A person looks 
at your life – how you live day in and day out, how you treat people, how you act, 
how you speak, how you handle problems – and says, “There’s something 
different in that person that I want to have in my life.”  Or, perhaps you initiate a 
spiritual discussion with that person and patiently and lovingly point him or her to 
Jesus and what He’s done at the cross and the empty tomb. 

The fact is that the more you experience the presence of God in your life – that 
Holy Spirit sap that come to you from the True Vine, Jesus – the more His 
compassion and concern for others begins to flow in and through you.  People – 
even lost, broken, busted up people – matter so much to Jesus.  It’s why He 
came, why He died, and why He rose again.  And what matters to Jesus matters 
to His followers.  What matters to the True Vine matters to the vine branches.  
The job of a vine branch is to bear fruit.  Once you get a hold of this missional 
metaphor – or better yet, once it gets a hold of you – you recognize the 
implications sure enough.  You were born again to bear fruit.  One of those 
spiritual results will be a growing passion at any and every opportunity on any 
and every day to point other people to Jesus with both your life and your lips. 

You can be a vine branch as an individual believer and also as a local church.  At 
the beginning of this year, our Long Range Planning Team spent considerable 
time in prayer and discussion asking God to show us how He wanted us to be 
involved in mission to the Northland community.  We asked, “Where was God 
already working and how could we join Him there?”  We began to recognize that 
God was opening up doors of opportunity with children and youth in our 
community.  We began to focus on our Wednesday Clubs ministry because 
God’s been bringing more and more kids to that program without any intentional 
effort on our part to attract community kids.  So, we began to ask, how can we 
improve and enhance that ministry?  We realized that the clubs themselves were 
doing fine, but we could make the atmosphere before, during and after much less 
chaotic and far more relational.  So, we’ve been working hard the last several 
months to recast and re-launch that ministry this coming September. 

We don’t really need more teachers at the moment.  What we need is an army of 
volunteers to offer a weekly ministry of hospitality, friendship and caring:  like 
greeting parents and kids on Wednesdays when they arrive, helping to sign kids 
in and out to provide a safe environment, acting as table hosts during our dinner 
time, offering to pray with parents, making visits on children in their homes and 
more.  Many of these kids come to us from pretty tough home situations.  Our 
hope and prayer is that ministering to kids will also allow us to get to know 
parents and families.  Our ultimate hope is to see families here on Sunday 
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morning with us who have been transformed by Jesus Christ and to know that 
the initial point of contact was our Wednesday night ministry.  

Can you imagine that with me today? Here’s a family sitting over there in this 
empty spot where Mom and Dad were headed straight to divorce, but Jesus 
found them, saved their souls, saved their marriage and saved their family. Over 
there in that empty spot sits a single mom who was struggling with life, with bills, 
feeling alone and overwhelmed.  But she brought her kids here because she just 
wanted something positive for them.  We showed love to her and them; she 
opened her life to Jesus and now, by His grace, she’s doing well.  There’s 
another family sitting just about there in that empty spot from another country 
who found out about our Wednesday ministry and enrolled their kids.  That family 
felt alone, homesick, frustrated, but they found here a place of warmth, love and 
acceptance. That led them straight to Jesus and spiritual transformation.   

You might have said to yourself, “There’s nothing happening on Wednesday 
night that can help me grow spiritually.”  I understand.  But I want you to see 
Wednesday not as a time to get your own spiritual needs met, but as an 
opportunity for our church to do mission in and to our community.  Will you help 
us?  Will you serve?  Will you help us to be fruitful?  The only reason this church 
deserves to exist is if it’s involved in helping people find spiritual transformation 
through Jesus Christ.  If we fail that test, I believe God will ultimately close these 
doors and rightly so.  That truth is found in Jesus’ metaphor as well, isn’t it?  
What happens if a vine branch doesn’t produce any fruit?  It gets cut off.  In other 
words, fruitlessness invites disaster.  You’ll be hearing more about our 
Wednesday mission as September gets closer, but I simply wanted to get that 
out there this morning.  Today’s message has been all about bearing fruit for 
Jesus.   Please help us to bear fruit as a congregation by finding and filling a 
place of ministry on Wednesday nights this fall.   

Some years ago Mercedes Benz put out a TV commercial that shows a car 
colliding with a cement wall during a safety test.  Someone then asks a company 
spokesman in the commercial why they don’t enforce their patent on the 
Mercedes Benz’ energy absorbing car body – a design that was evidently copied 
by other car companies because of its success in protecting passengers..  The 
spokesman replies kind of matter of factly, “Because some things in life are too 
important not to share.”   

The message of Jesus is too important not to share. It’s intended for every man, 
woman, boy and girl in every part of our community, in every part of our country, 
in every part of our world. It’s our privilege as a church to share in that task here 
in Northland and throughout the world.  You were born again to bear fruit.  And 
this church was born to bear fruit, too. It will only continue to exist and flourish as 
it bears fruit for the Lord Jesus Christ.    


