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Easter 5 ~ Series B ~ May 14, 2006

As the Branch Is to the Vine


The text for today comes from our Gospel lesson, in John 15, particularly verses 5 and 6: “I am the vine; you are the branches.  If a man remains in Me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from Me you can do nothing.  If anyone does not remain in Me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned.”  Here ends the text.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

The University of Michigan’s Institute for Social Research recently conducted a 60-nation survey in which they asked people how often they attend worship services.  When queried, the people in Nigeria claimed the highest weekly church attendance of 89%.  While 44% of the people of the United States say they go to church regularly, the spokesman for the Institute warned that many Americans tell pollsters that they have gone to church, even though they have not.  

Despite such remnants of guilt, many who claim to be followers of Christ believe they do not have to worship regularly in order to remain connected to Christ.  They believe that Jesus is somehow satisfied with a casual, or even a distant, relationship.  It’s like they say: “Don’t call me, Jesus, I’ll call you.  I’ll get along on my own, but if I get in a pinch I know where to find you.”

Now, having a casual relationship with Jesus may sound okay in theory, and hoping to get spiritual life, strength, and encouragement from this casual connection certainly sounds innovative.  But this type of connection can never replace the life-giving connection Jesus wants to have with you.  Christ wants to be connected to you intimately so that He may live inside you with all His life-giving strength and evil-defeating power (Ephesians 1:18-23).  I mean, can you ever imagine treating your best friend or Mom or Dad that way?

Because of sin, we are by nature, separated from Jesus.  But through God’s miracle of Baptism, we are grafted as branches into Jesus, the life-giving Vine.  This is why Jesus says: “I am the true vine, and My Father is the gardener … Remain in Me, and I will remain in you.  No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine.  Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in Me.  I am the vine; you are the branches.  If a man remains in Me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from Me you can do nothing” (John 15:1, 4-5).

You are a living branch on the living Vine when you are a baptized, active member of the body of Christ, the church (1 Corinthians 10:15-17).  When you are connected, Jesus truly lives in you!

Many people are surprised to learn that God actually says Christ lives inside them!  (Galatians 2:20).  They are often even more surprised that Christ comes to live in them—not by their own personal decision or effort—but through His Word.  As Jesus said, “You did not choose Me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit” (John 15:16).  

St. Paul reiterates: Christ does not dwell in you by your choice or your action of inviting Him in.  Rather, He dwells in you only “by grace… through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9).  

What a difference this makes!  When you, by your own effort, try to have Christ live in you, you have no assurance that you have done enough.  You can never be sure you’ve done it good enough.  But when God does everything, you can be sure that Christ continues to lives in you.  That’s where He promises to be; and He always keeps His promises.

Christ doesn’t come only once.  On the contrary, He continuously stands at the door and knocks.  He comes regularly into your heart to “dine with you (Revelation 3:20).  He dines with you both in His Word and also in His Sacrament of the Holy Supper.

Lutherans teach that “in the Lord’s Supper the body and blood of Christ are truly and substantially present and are truly offered with those things that are seen, bread and wine.  We are talking about the presence of the living Christ” (Apology of the Augsburg Confession, X: 4).  “Believers receive [this Supper] as a certain pledge and assurance that their sins are truly forgiven, that Christ dwells and is efficacious in them” (Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, VII: 63).

According to this Scriptural teaching, you do not need to labor and toil to keep Jesus living in you.  In fact, you can’t … anymore than a branch can toil to produce fruit.  Instead, Jesus dwells in you and strengthens you in faith and life through His body and blood in Holy Communion.  You can be certain that “Christ is in you” (Romans 8:10) when you “eat this bread and drink the cup” (1 Corinthians 11:26)!  “It does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy” (Romans 9:16).  “It is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure” (Philippians 2:13).

Once again, the key element is the Word.  Through the Word—whether in written, spoken, or sacramental form—Jesus works faith and gives life.  Through the Word He nourishes and energizes His disciples to live in faith.  Through the Word He cleanses and prunes His followers.  The Word brings us together with Jesus and keeps us together, like a vine and branches.  And, attached to Him, we, naturally, bear fruit.  

A branch by itself cannot produce any fruit; and we by ourselves separated from Jesus, cannot produce fruit, either.  Without Jesus, we are worthless, like a severed branch that dries up and is eventually thrown into the fire and burned.  

Jesus could hardly speak more clearly or emphatically: apart from Him, we can do nothing.  With Jesus, however, we can do anything.  When we remain in Jesus and His words remain in us, we can ask for whatever we wish, and it will happen.  This promise is the same one Jesus gave earlier in John 14:13-14: “I will do whatever you ask in My name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father.  You may ask me for anything in My name, and I will do it.”  It depends on our knowing and believing the teachings of Jesus.

So we need to keep listening to Jesus’ Word and stay close to Him in order to live the Christian life.  We need Jesus if we will do anything God-pleasing.  Through His words, Jesus shapes our wills to coincide with His.  That shaping will show in our prayers and in our works (“fruit”) to the glory of the Father.  So Jesus makes us His disciples through His words, and we show ourselves to be His disciples by our works.

That’s why God warns us in Hebrews 10:25: “[Never forsake] meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”  Why does He say this?  God says this because He knows the dangers you face when you try to live apart from the body of Christ, which is the church that Christ established.

In the church, Christ is the Vine through which His life-giving Word and sacraments flow into His followers, the branches.  So listen carefully to your heavenly Father’s gracious admonition.  Don’t separate yourself from the Vine of Life.  Go to church joyfully.  With His life-giving Word and Sacraments, let Christ’s life-sustaining power flow to and through you, just as life-giving sap flows from the vine to the branch.  From the Vine you have life, even as Christ lives in you.  So let the life-giving juice of Christ flow to and through you!

Permit me to use an illustration from a period of your own life to explain how this works and to drive this point home.  For months before you were born your mother carried you within her womb.  However, it was not your mere presence within her that gave you life.  Your belly button proves that were attached to your mother by an umbilical cord, a “means” through which you received life.  

In the same way, God’s living Word is the spiritual umbilical cord.  It is His “means” by which He attaches us to Himself and through which we also receive LIFE: Jesus Christ and the life-giving power of His resurrection.

Just as an unborn child can be dead while inside his mother, so also you can be without eternal life even while inside the visible church.  If you are not regularly connected to Christ through His life-giving Word and Sacraments, you will have no “means” or spiritual umbilical cord through which to receive life.

The Bible explains that even an entire church may exhibit great religious activity and yet be dead.  “I know your deeds;” Jesus said, “you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead” (Revelation 3:1).  Religious activity is not equivalent to faith.  And the printed words on the pages of a Bible and the audible sounds heard when the Gospel is proclaimed are not in themselves life.  

The Ethiopian eunuch in our first lesson for today found that out.  He needed to have someone to explain the Old Testament prophesy of Isaiah he was reading.  He needed someone to tell him the good news of Jesus.  He needed someone to show him Jesus.  He needed someone to show him how all of Scripture points to Jesus and is able to make you wise to salvation (2 Timothy 3:15).

Within the church, Jesus’ words are the means, the umbilical cord through which God brings to us His creating and recreating Word.  Martin Luther said that “the Word serves as a means, as a hollow reed, through which God can feed us.”  Through that Word, even though you are now living in a world filled with sin, violence, hopelessness, and meaninglessness, you can still be connected to the crucified and resurrected Christ, who guarantees you a living hope.  This is good news for you, too! (1 Peter 1:3).

God’s Word is alive!  It works faith in your heart (John 17:20).  The living Word works regeneration and gives you a new life (1 Peter 1:23).  The living Word directs your thoughts toward heaven (Colossians 1:5).  And God’s living Word works to strengthen you and enable you to face the challenges of everyday living.

None of the above-mentioned blessings are available from the world.  No amount of silver or gold can buy what only God can give you through His living and active Word.  It is a power that accomplishes God’s will in you.

Jesus said, “I have come that you may have life and have it abundantly.”  Jesus also said, “My Words are life!”  The Holy Spirit works through the living Word, bringing God’s creating and sustaining power for living to your life.

So, the next time you hear a sermon, take part in a Bible study, or receive Holy Communion, consider yourself at God’s banquet, receiving the manna of His living Word, which heals your sin and strengthens your faith.  Receive the power of His Word through your eyes and ears and mouth as you read the Word and hear the Gospel proclaimed and feed on Christ’s very body and blood, given in, with, and under the bread and wine of Holy Communion.  

Don’t disconnect yourself from God’s spiritual umbilical cord of life through your indifference or unbelief.  Rejoice that through God’s gift of faith you are enabled to trust in His living Word and life-giving sacraments.  Be connected to Christ and experience the same power for daily living that God used to raise Jesus Christ from the dead.  Launch forth with a courage and joy in life that the devil cannot deter.  Stay connected to God through His umbilical cord of the living Word, and the gates of hell will not prevail against you!  For in these means of grace, you are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  

