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He di vine,  
we da branches 

John 15:1-8 
Readings: Isaiah 5:1-7; John 15:1-17 

 
Of the many images that are used in the Bible to describe the life of faith I 

wonder which one it is that you find most powerful and helpful. 
The soldier was certainly a favourite of mine in my youth, when I liked anything 

to do with soldiers.  It is found throughout Scripture, is part of the baptism service and 
celebrated in books, many hymns and even computer games.  There are other 
images, the Shepherd and the sheep from Psalm 23 and John 10, celebrated in 
hymns and artwork through Christian history.  There is the pilgrim as featured in 
“Pilgrim’s Progress”, “To be a pilgrim”  Others like the image of the athlete although it 
has never really worked for me. 

The image from John 15 of the vine and branches whilst famous doesn’t seem 
to have really caught on.  In a less than exhaustive search I couldn’t find any hymns 
that celebrate this idea, and only one fairly saccharine chorus.  Perhaps the image is 
too static to fire the imagination of the song writer and is certainly unlikely to inspire a 
computer game. 

This is a pity because in Jesus use of the vine imagery we have one of the 
most powerful and helpful metaphors of the Christian life.  One that, if we take it to 
heart, has the power to transform our Christian life and make us truly fruitful.  It is 
because of this that I am unrepentant in using the rather awful pun in the title:  He 
divine, we de branches.  If it will help you remember this powerful image then it will 
have served its purpose.  We will look at Jesus claim, at what it means to be a 
branch, and finally look at the rather painful issue of pruning. 

I AM THE TRUE VINE (1-4) 

The image as we will see gains a lot of its power from its simplicity but Jesus’ 
statement has a lot going on in the background.  This vine has deep roots. 

The vine, or the vineyard, is quite a common image of Israel in the OT.  God 
plants this vineyard (Psalm 80) and it is supposed to bear fruit of justice and 
righteousness, but it failed.  Israel was the vine, but a bad one. 

Jesus is doing more here, then, than using a nice viticultural image, he is 
making an enormous claim.  Jesus in claiming to be the vine is taking upon himself 
the task of Israel.  All of God’s saving purposes for creation which were to come 
through Abraham’s family find their focus in Jesus.  It is through him that the fruit of 
justice and righteousness will come and God’s purposes of bringing blessing to the 
world will be fulfilled. 

Furthermore Jesus is declaring that if you want to be associated with God’s 
purposes in this world, if you want to be God’s person in this world it must be done 
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through him, by being in connection with him.  This means that to be part of the 
people of God is no longer defined nationally, to be part of national Israel but by being 
associated with Jesus who is the true vine the true people of God. 

Whilst this is a big claim ultimately it is not about glory for Jesus but God, the 
vine remains Father’s he is the gardener, and the vine is to produce the fruit for his 
glory 

Jesus is calling us to recognise if “he divine we de branches” then it is in him 
and only through him that we are part of the true people of God who are to bear fruit 
for the glory of God. 

BEING A BRANCH (5-8) 

The idea of fruitfulness dominates this passage, it is used 7 times in 8 verses, 
but the passage does not say “Bear fruit” but rather the command is “remain in me”, a 
phrase which is used 8 times in the same verses.  The role of branch is to bear fruit, 
but it can only do that if it remains in the vine, and then it does not need to try to bear 
fruit, it is a natural by-product of remaining in the vine. “If a man remains in me and I 
in him, he will bear much fruit.” (v5) 

BEING A BAD BRANCH 
But the same verse continues “apart from me you can do nothing.”  Perhaps 

this point doesn’t need to be illustrated as it makes its own point.  But I worked in an 
office in London which twice called out a technician to fix our fax machine, and both 
times all he had to do was plug it into the power.  Without being connected the fax 
machine was useless, a glorified paperweight. 

If a branch becomes disconnected from the vine it is useless and it will wither 
and it certainly will not bear fruit.  Branches of a vine are no good for anything else 
apart from bearing fruit, you can’t carve with it, make a table out of it, the only thing 
you can do is burn it.  That is the natural fate of unproductive branches (5b-6).  A 
branch can only be fruitful if it remains in the vine. “No branch can bear fruit by itself; it 
must remain in the vine.  Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.” (4) 

BEING A GOOD BRANCH (5A, 7-8) 
If being a bad branch means trying to do things apart from Christ, then being a 

good branch means remaining in him, and in whom Christ remains (5).  This all 
sounds good but we can rightly ask what does it mean to remain in Christ? 

Firstly we need to capture the point of the image, our absolute dependence on 
the vine.  The branch is dependent on the life giving sap of the vine, it is nothing 
without it.  Likewise we are utterly dependent on Jesus.  We are only branches, we 
cannot produce God glorifying fruit on our own, only in connection with the true vine.  
If we try to be anything else other than a branch we will not bear fruit. 

Let me ask you do you think about Jesus that way, or is he one you call only 
when you are in trouble, or you touch base with once a week?  All too often we try to 
do things only in our own strength, in our own power and we seem to carry all the 
weight of the world.  Jesus did not choose us to be walking sticks, we are not 
designed for that, but branches of the vine.  If we continue to try and be walking sticks 
we will are likely to break and be of no use to anyone.  Please remember “He divine, 
we de branches.” 

Jesus’ Words & Commands 
Secondly there is a clue in v7 as to how we remain in Christ. There is a 

connection between remaining in Christ and having his words remain in us which will 
lead to fruitfulness.  Remaining in Jesus then involves remembering his teaching and 
continuing to obey it.  Just as in the Old Testament the way you stayed part of God’s 
people was to keep the commandments, so it is here and the command is one of 
love. 
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If we were to read on we would come to the famous command to love one 
another as Jesus has loved us. 

There are many things that we may think of as how we would remain in Christ: 
regular church attendance, faithfulness in prayer and Bible reading, growing in the 
faith.  All of these are good but they are not what Jesus says; rather it is to love each 
other.  We cannot overestimate the importance of love.  In one sense it is both the 
means of remaining in Christ and the fruit of remaining in Christ.  Without this we may 
be a beautiful stick, but we are not a fruitful branch. 

Love is the nature of the vine 
But if we are connected to the vine who gave his life for the us, revealing the 

deep amazing love God for us it is unthinkable that a branch from this vine would not 
love.  It is God’s love in Jesus that enables us to love, we love because he first loved 
us. 

More than one branch 
Furthermore the Christian community is the community of those that are in 

relationship with Jesus, the one true vine.  We should never behave as if we are the 
only branch, we are connected to each other through the vine.  If we do not love the 
other branches it can only cause pain to the vine.  So not only does the example of 
Christ inspire us, his love creates a community of which we are a part, and we close 
the loop by loving each other, hence it is his command. Do we love each other, do we 
act in service towards our fellow Christian believer?  This is both the test and result of 
remaining in the vine. 

Fruit is for others 
It is worth pondering the image a little further, who benefits from the fruit the 

vine produces?  It is certainly isn’t the branch.  Fruit is of use to others as they eat, or 
even drink the fruit, and it brings glory to the vinedresser.  The whole image focuses 
on others and thus on love. 

Joy from the Fruit 
More than this the fruit of the vine brings joy, from grapes comes wine, and 

from wine come joy.  Is that how you think about the Christian life, something that 
brings joy.  I really am glad that Jesus did not say I am the brussel sprout plant, he is 
the vine and he came to bring joy as we do that which we were made for, love. 

BEEN PRUNED LATELY 

I hope that you can see that while the image of the vine and the branch may 
not be the most exciting of images, without the natural attraction of the soldier or the 
athlete, it captures something absolutely fundamental about the Christian life: our 
complete dependence on Christ.  He divine, we de branches.   

However there is one aspect of the image that I have not touched on yet but 
which I would like to develop.  The idea of pruning. v2 tells us that even fruitful 
branches will be pruned.  I am no gardener but I am reliably informed that this is the 
way to ensure ongoing fruitfulness.  It doesn’t sound like a very comfortable process 
for the branch but it is good for it in the end, so that there will be more fruit.  . 

Jesus in v3 tells how God the vinedresser does this pruning, it is through the 
words of Jesus.  There is a play on words here as “prune” is the basically the same 
word as “clean”.  The very means by which we remain in Christ is the same as the 
means of pruning us.  As we listen to his words we are grafted into the vine, but they 
continue to prune/clean us so that we will be fruit.  As with the branch this may not be 
a pleasant process.  Becoming a fruitful branch, a faithful disciple of Christ will mean 
having some things cut off.  As we read the scriptures, as we ponder the words of 
Jesus we will find that they challenge us and there is the difficult process of changing 
to be more Christlike. 

BEEN PRUNED LATELY 
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Let me ask you have you been pruned lately?  Have you let the light of Christ 
show up your darkness, reveal some blind alleys you may be tempted to follow.  We 
find it much easier to listen to the parts of the Scriptures that build us up, that 
encourage us but they can also be shears that prune us, clean us.  I wonder if this is 
the reason that the image of the vine and branches does not come easily.  Other 
images have a sense of achievement about them but here we are faced with the 
scalpel.  Our very response to the image perhaps shows how much we need to be 
pruned so that we are thinking more about God’s glory than our own comfort. 

AREAS TO CONSIDER 
The sermon already may have had God’s shears out.  The idea of absolute 

dependence is a confronting one as we always try to go solo.  We will only be who we 
are supposed to be in God when we utterly depend on Jesus. 

There may be areas in our lives which we know do not fit with what Jesus has 
taught and commanded.  There may be relationships, hobbies, time commitments, 
computer games that need to be pruned.  This may be painful but this is the way to 
fruitfulness and joy. 

It might be that you hadn’t realised that you were supposed to be fruitful, that 
by your life you would point people to Christ, but fruitfulness is not a option for the 
branch that is in Christ.  We all have fruit to bear that will bring glory to God. 

CONCLUSION: PRAYER 

Perhaps the main way to ponder as we think about our dependence is to think 
about our prayer life.  It is in our prayers that we show our dependence our Jesus.  
We recognise that he is the vine we are just the branches that are only fruitful through 
him. 

There are some remarkable promises of answered prayer in these verses, but 
what kind of prayers does this passage encourage us to bring to God.  Surely they 
would be prayers that we would remain in Christ, that we would be fruitful and so grow 
in love 

Let me encourage you to pray these prayers.  We can be sure God will hear 
and answer. Let us then see what fruit the good branches of the Cathedral can bring 
forth to the glory of God as we remember he de vine we da branches. 

 
 

Richard Humphrey 
Dean of Hobart 


