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INTRODUCTION:
  The setting is the upper room, the beginning of Passover, the evening that Jesus was to be arrested, the night before he would be crucified.  The disciples have shared a simple meal of bread and wine with their master.  He has wrapped himself with a towel, and washed their feet.  Judas has gone off to betray him, although the others are not aware of why he left.
  And Jesus has been talking strangely.  He tells them a parable, and the great theme of this parable is repeated again and again throughout these verses.  Jesus’ call to Christians, while we wait for his return, is to remain "In me...in me...in me."
   Isn’t it wonderful how many ways God uses to describe our relationship, our bond with Jesus Christ. Last week we saw how giving your life to Jesus is like  adoption – at the moment we believe and offer ourselves to Jesus, we are adopted as God’s very-own children, a bond that cannot be severed.

  The Bible also uses the image of  marriage. The church, that is, those who have committed their lives to Jesus, is the bride of Christ. We are invited to share with Jesus the same level of intimacy that is shared in a good marriage. And, a good marriage should reflect the same sacrificial love that Jesus showed for his church.

  Another image is that of a  body. Jesus, we are told, is the head of the body, while his followers are the body. The body is made up of many very different parts with different purposes, but together we all form one body with Jesus as our head.

I. GRAFTING

  In this passage, Jesus adds yet another vivid image of his relationship with believers. It’s built upon a common but truly amazing agricultural process called  “Grafting.”

  I was fascinated a few years ago to see a tree that one of my friends had in their back yard.  It was an apple tree, but it was bearing three different kinds of apples.  One third of the tree was covered with big Golden Delicious apples.  One third was filled with deep red Rome apples.  And the final third of the tree had small, tart, Winesaps.  When I asked how one tree could bear three kinds of fruit, he explained to me that it was though the process of grafting.
Jesus said "I am the vine, and you are the branches."  What a vivid way of describing our relationship with him.

  Grafting began as a way of combining strong roots with luscious shoots.  The gardener would look for a fruit tree with a good, solid, root system - often a wild tree.  Then, he would find the trees which produced the best, the most luscious fruit - which often were growing very poorly, because of a weak root system.  He cuts open the trunk with the good root system with a sharp knife, and cuts off a fruit producing branch from the other tree, and binds them together with tape, sealing the wound with wax.
  Eventually, when everything works just right, the sap begins to flow through that joint, between the vine and the branch, and they heal to produce one tree.
  The same process is used in vineyards, matching a fruitful branch to a sturdy vine.

   It is a relationship that benefits both vine and branch.  The branch receives strength and nourishment from the vine.  The vine produces fruit through the branch.  The vine cannot bear fruit if it has no branches. The branches cannot live apart from the vine. Together they form one strong plant.
This is what it means for you to be in a healthy relationship with God.

  Jesus is the good solid vine, with deep roots to hold against the storms of life.  The solid vine, with the nourishing sap of God's word and spirit flowing through him.
  We are the branches, grafted into Jesus Christ out of a world where we had been living on our own. 
  And here we are today, grafted into the very vine of Christ. What does this grafting mean for how we live?

  Well, first of all, as Christians, we receive our nourishment from Jesus.  We are going to live that out in a very dramatic way in just a few minutes as we gather around the Lord’s table. As we eat the bread we will be reminded of Jesus body, broken for us. As we drink the wine we will remember his blood shed for us. And in a very tangible way we will take him into ourselves, being fed spiritual food, to nourish us for our spiritual journey.

  In Jesus we find an anchor against the storm.  In Jesus, we receive our life.  Not just now, but eternally.  In Jesus, we are called to bear fruit, the fruit of God’s Spirit in our lives, the fruit of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness gentleness, patience, and self control.
  So far, all of this sounds pretty good.  Yes, there is a certain amount of pain involved in being cut off from our worldly roots in order to be grafted into Christ, but Jesus is so much stronger; we realize that it is an easy price to pay.  After all, he had to be wounded too, for us to be grafted in. 
But now Jesus introduces another character into this little parable, and things start to get a little bit hairy.  Here comes the gardener - pruning shears in hand.
 He cuts off every branch of mine that doesn’t produce fruit, and he prunes the branches that do bear fruit so they will produce even more.`John 15:2 (NLT)

 II. PRUNING
  I hate pruning, don't you?  It's not that it is physically hard to do.  It is just soul wrenching.
  Here I have tended this tree.  Fertilized and watered it.  And now I have to start cutting it up.  First, I have to know which branches to cut.  The dead ones are easy, but being the amateur I am, deciding which of the living branches to cut back is a real chore. And even then, it's difficult to "Do the dastardly deed."
   But prune fruit vines you must, if you want them to produce good fruit.
  Because there are suckers that grow, and steal away strength from the fruit producing branches.  And some of the branches grow in so many directions that they cannot bear their own weight.  And some branches block off the sun from others.  If you leave it alone, the tree can go wild.  So a good gardener prunes the trees, for the good of both the branch and the vine.
  Jesus tells us that when we are grafted into him, God the Father is our gardener.  And as the gardener, he comes along to clean up the branches, to clean up our lives, so that there is nothing to hold us back from producing the kind of fruit that we can be proud of, and that glorifies his name.  It is a cleansing process that involves cleaning out all of the old dead wood in our lives so that we can be open to the Sonshine.
  He cuts off a bad habit here.  He amputates a relationship that is dragging us down there.  He shears away the suckers that attach themselves in our lives; the sins, habits, and relationships that sap our strength without producing any good.
  And sometimes it hurts.  We are quite comfortable with that dead wood from our pre-Christian life, or even some unproductive spurs we have developed in our Christian lives.
  But as God prunes away those parts of our lives that don't really belong on a healthy Christian, we begin to bear fruit.  Slowly at first, then more and better.  Isn't that the reason for a vineyard?  To produce fruit, good fruit, abundant fruit?  We are stronger for the pruning at the hands of a loving and knowing God.
 II. REMAIN
  Oh, there is one other thing that a vine must do if it’s going to produce good fruit. It has to stay attached to the vine. Jesus puts it this way:

  “Remain in me.” John 15:4 (NLT)

  At our little lake house we were having a problem with our electric service.  99% of the time, everything worked fine.  But once in a while, particularly when there was a lot of wind outside, the power would flicker on and off, the lights would brighten and dim.  One day it was off so long that all of the food in our refrigerator spoiled, and we were fortunate that it wasn’t below freezing outside or our pipes would have burst as well.
  When the electric company came they found the problem in no time at all.  The connection between the house wire and the main had gotten loose. As it got looser, it began to corrode, until it had reached the point where any storm could cause the power to stop flowing through the connection.
  They had to cut the wire, and make a new graft, because a loose connection was useless.
  When a person decides to live outside of Christ, they cease to produce God's good fruit.  They dry up.  They die.  We must maintain intimate contact with the vine, day by day, week by week, year by year.
  In the King James version this verse is translated: "ABIDE IN ME."
  The word Abide is where we get our word Abode.  An abode is a house, a place that you live in.  "Welcome to my humble abode."  So to Abide in Christ is literally to live with him, to live in him.  To make him your partner.  To make him your home.  To abide in Christ is to consciously, by an act of your will, be joined to Christ, and to maintain that relationship in an intimate way. 
  You know how it is.  We don't want to make a commitment.  We want to be connected to Jesus Christ, but only loosely.  Heaven forbid that we should be so closely attached that people would think of us as "Religious." We want to be able to join the vine part of the time, and swing on our own the rest.
  Even though we have been talking about trees, and apples and such, we need to remember that Jesus was talking about grapes. And there is something that you need to know about grape wood. It is useless. The branches of a grapevine, when they are cut off, are brittle.  They have no strength.  They are gathered into a big pile and burned quickly, because apart from a vine, they are good for nothing.
CONCLUSION:
  The vine can bear no fruit if it has no branches, the branches cannot live apart from the vine.
  When Jesus says "I AM the vine and YOU ARE the branches,” he is saying “I live to give life to you.  I will strengthen you with my roots.  I will nourish you with my spirit.  And I’m calling you to live for me, to live in me, for apart from me you can do nothing of eternal worth.  Together, we will bear the fruit of God’s love, grace, and power forever."
  Would you like to live a meaningful, fruitful life, a life with eternal purpose, a life in intimate contact with the power and presence of our loving God?  “Abide in me,” Jesus says.  “abide in me, abide in me, abide in me.”
 This week, in order to live a fruitful life, I will:

