
Fruitfulness
John 15:1-8

This morning we are going to consider Jesus’ statement in John 15, “I am the vine, you 
are the branches.”  This is a very well-known and well-loved passage, and for good 
reason: this is one of the most memorable and powerful images in the Bible.  

But sometimes a familiar passage can lose its impact and come to have little more than 
sentimental value in our lives.  But the goal is to experience this amazing teaching of 
Jesus.  Toward that end we’ll first work our way through this passage to gain an 
understanding of what Jesus is teaching.  Second, we’re going to run the core teaching 
this passage through a simple model of spiritual transformation that can help us actually  
experience what Jesus is teaching.  We’ll use Dallas Willard’s model of Vision/Intention/
Means.  Hopefully we’ll leave here today with some sense of how we might pursue 
experiencing the power of Jesus’ teaching in this passage.  

Jesus’ statement in John 15 is the last of seven “I am” statements in the gospel of John.  
Seven times Jesus made statements about His own identity by saying, “I am. . .”  Here 
they are:
• “I am the bread of life.”  (6:35)
• “I am the light of the world.” (8:12)
• “I am the door/gate.” (10:7, 9)
• “I am the good shepherd.” (10:11, 14)
• “I am the resurrection and the life.” (11:25)
• “I am the way, the truth, and the life.” (14:6)
• “I am the true vine.” (15:1)

These seven statements provide invaluable insight into who Jesus is and therefore how 
we should relate to Him.  When Jesus said, “I am the true vine,” we learn something 
very significant about fruitfulness.  What we learn is that Jesus expects us to be 
fruitful and provides everything we need to be fruitful.  We’ll see that our fruitfulness 
flows from our relationship with Jesus.  We begin in John 15:1.  

1 “I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser. 

Israel was commonly depicted as a vineyard in the OT, usually to emphasize that she 
wasn’t bearing the fruit that God expected.  When Jesus says “I am the true vine,” He is 
saying that He fulfills the role that Israel had failed to fulfill.  He was the true vine who 
bears good fruit.  

Jesus carries the image farther by saying, “and My Father is the vinedresser” (or simply 
“farmer”).  This designation of the Father provides a clue that this imagery is going to 
stress fruitfulness because the main thing that a vinedresser cares about is the fruit.  I 
understand this from my experience as a backyard gardener.  I’ve grown tomato plants 
that were 7-feet tall but produced only a handful of tomatoes - very disappointing.  A 



gardner or a farmer or a vinedresser doesn’t merely want large plants; ultimately s/he 
wants fruit.  

When Jesus speaks of His disciples bearing fruit, I think He’s talking about fruit in a very  
comprehensive sense:  the fruit of the Spirit (“love, joy, peace, patience, etc.”), good 
works that we do (serving, praying, giving, etc.), as well as the influence we have in the 
lives of others (encouraging others, leading people to faith in Christ, helping them grow, 
etc.).  This type of fruitfulness reflects the life described throughout the NT for all those 
who follow Christ (not merely “the elite”).

2 “Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit, He takes away; and every 
branch that bears fruit, He prunes it so that it may bear more fruit. 

Jesus is describing what any good vinedresser does.  First, he cuts off the branches 
that bear no fruit.  A branch that doesn’t bear fruit consumes valuable nutrients that 
could be used by the rest of the plant.  Since the goal of a vinedresser is the fruit, he 
takes it away.  Jesus here says that this is what the Father does with “every branch in 
Me that does not bear fruit.”  

The fact that Jesus says, “every branch in Me . . .” has sparked much debate.  Some 
will inevitably ask the question, “Does this mean that you can be ‘in Christ’ and then lose 
your salvation if you don’t bear fruit?”  To demand that this verse answer the question of 
eternal security is really asking too much.  I would agree with those who say that given 
the imagery Jesus is using, if you’re going to have branches that don’t bear fruit, they 
have to be “in the vine” (where else would it come from?).  

In this imagery, if you are a branch that doesn’t bear fruit, you aren’t a genuine disciple 
and no amount of pruning will make any difference.  In this imagery, you need to be 
“taken away.”  In the immediate context, Judas would be an example of someone 
closely associated with Jesus (i.e., “in Me”) who didn’t bear fruit and was “taken away.” 

Second, like a good vinedresser, God also “prunes” every branch that does bear fruit 
“so that it may bear more fruit.”  Notice again that the Father desires for disciples/us to 
bear “more fruit.”  Down in verse 8 Jesus will say that the Father is glorified when we 
bear “much fruit.”  Just as a vinedresser prunes a branch, so too the Father strips away 
those things that will keep us from bearing fruit (a relationship, a job, pride, selfishness, 
etc.); sometimes even good things can keep us from bearing fruit.

The author of Hebrews said a similar thing when he wrote this (Hebrews 12:10–11):

10 For they disciplined us for a short time as seemed best to them, but He 
disciplines us for our good, so that we may share His holiness. 11 All 
discipline for the moment seems not to be joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those 
who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the peaceful fruit of 
righteousness.
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God’s discipline (and pruning) is motivated by love, so that we will share His holiness 
and so that we will experience the peaceful fruit of righteousness.  Even though 
discipline (and pruning!) isn’t enjoyable, it’s necessary.  

It’s vital that we not misinterpret the hard things in our lives as evidence that God 
doesn’t love us or that He doesn’t care about our well-being.  Rather, we should assume 
that God is using the hard things in our lives to prune away whatever keeps us from 
bearing fruit, that He is disciplining us for our good, that we might share His holiness.  
[By the way, you don’t have to figure out, “Did God bring about this difficult situation or 
was it my own fault or someone else’s?”  That question is usually beyond our scrutiny.  
We don’t have to figure it all out because ultimately it doesn’t matter; God will use 
anything to discipline us.  We just have to submit to His discipline and not miss a thing 
He’s trying to do in our lives.]

In verse 3 Jesus deviates a bit from the imagery of vine and branches:

3 “You are already clean because of the word which I have spoken to you. 

Here Jesus speaks to His disciples and lets them know that they are “already clean” - 
something that He told them earlier when He washed their feet (13:10).  Being the Word 
incarnate (John 1), everything Jesus said and did constituted “the word” which He had 
spoken to them.  The word He had spoken to them had been effective; it had made 
them clean.  Ultimately Jesus is giving the disciples that assurance that they are 
branches that bear fruit.  

Beginning in verse 4 Jesus explains the disciples’ responsibility in bearing fruit.  

4 “Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself unless it 
abides in the vine, so neither can you unless you abide in Me. 

Jesus speaks of a mutual abiding between Himself and the disciple.  The word abide 
simply means to “remain” or “stay.”  In this context, to abide in Jesus means to remain/
stay in the closest possible relationship with Him so that His life flows through you.  The 
second sentence in this verse clarifies this.  We are to have the mindset of a branch that 
wants to draw nourishment from the vine; the branch knows that unless it remains in the 
vine it will not bear fruit.  The disciple who remains in Jesus understands, “Unless I 
continually draw nourishment and strength and wisdom from Jesus, I’ll never do His 
will.”  Notice how Jesus restates Himself in verse 5:

5 “I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me and I in him, he 
bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do nothing. 

Again, the mindset is, “My ability to bear fruit is completely dependent upon abiding in 
Jesus.  If His life isn’t flowing through me, I can do nothing of eternal value.”  That’s a 
radical line of thinking.  We tend to think, “I need to stick close to Jesus when I’m in 
trouble or when I’m doing something especially spiritual (like leading a Bible study).  In 
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general, I’m competent enough to do what I need to do (work, family, church), but I’ve 
got Jesus on speed dial just in case.”  Jesus is saying something radically different:  
“Remain/stay/abide in Me because apart from Me you can do nothing.”  Paul stated the 
same thing in positive terms in Philippians 4:13 when he said, “I can do all things 
through Christ who strengthens me.”  

In verse 6 Jesus restates the ultimate result of not abiding (and therefore of not bearing 
fruit).

6 “If anyone does not abide in Me, he is thrown away as a branch and dries 
up; and they gather them, and cast them into the fire and they are burned. 

In the imagery Jesus is using, this is what you do with branches that have dried up after 
having been thrown away: you put them in a brush pile and burn them.  This is actually 
an image of judgment taken from Ezekiel 15 in which the fruitless vine (representing 
Israel) was burned. 

In verse 7 Jesus further explains what He means by abiding in Him.  

7 “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, 
and it will be done for you. 

Abiding in Jesus includes allowing His words to abide in us.  If we are going to remain in 
the closest possible relationship with Jesus, our hearts and minds need to be saturated 
with His teachings so that we progressively think like He thinks, and therefore we 
progressively speak as He speaks and act like He acts.  If you feel stuck in your spiritual 
growth, it may be the case that you are not allowing the words of Christ to abide in you.  
It may be that other voices besides that of Jesus dominate your thinking.  If that’s the 
case, it’s really not a mystery why you aren’t growing in Christ.  

In 1 Corinthians 2, Paul explained how the Holy Spirit is uniquely qualified to teach us 
the word of God and of Christ.  His summary statement was this:  “. . . we have the mind 
of Christ.”  Those who allow the Holy Spirit to infuse their thinking with the words of 
Christ can legitimately be said to have the “mind of Christ.”  If you are walking around 
with the mind of Christ, you are in a great position to bear fruit, doing the works of Christ 
(as Jesus said we would in 14:12).  

Not surprisingly, Jesus says, “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask 
whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.”  You initial reaction to this statement is 
probably, “Hold on a minute. . . That sounds dangerous.  Can Jesus really be saying, 
‘Ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you’?”  Here’s how I think about it.  God 
could easily have made this promise to Jesus, right?  We can easily imagine God 
saying to Jesus, “Ask whatever You wish, and it will be done for You.”  [When Jesus was 
about to be arrested and Peter lopped off the servant’s ear, Jesus even made the 
comment, “Don’t you realize that I could appeal to My Father and He will at once put at 
My disposal more than twelve legions [3,000 to 6,000 troops] of angels?”  Jesus didn’t 
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make that request because He was more deeply committed to doing the will of God 
than of being rescued.]  But because He had the mind of God, He didn’t ask for 
everything He could have.  

In the same way, if Jesus’ words abide in us and we have the mind of Christ, we won’t 
ask for everything that pops into our minds or even everything we want.  We’ll ask for 
those things that further the will of God in our lives and in our world.  We will be the type 
of people who will pray “in Jesus’ name” (14:13) and who pray “according to the will of 
God” (1 John 5:14).  

8 “My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit, and so prove to be 
My disciples.

Jesus says that when we bear much fruit, two things are true.  First, His Father is 
glorified.  Since His Father is the vinedresser, the amount of fruit produced is a 
reflection on His skill and aptitude in caring for the vine (or in this imagery, the branches 
on the Vine).  When we bear much fruit, it enhances the reputation of God the Father.  
People will look at your patience or kindness and see how good a Father He is and how 
skillfully He disciplines His children.

Second, when we bear much fruit, it proves that we are Jesus’ disciples.  Remember 
that a disciple is someone apprenticed to Jesus to learn from Him.  By bearing much 
fruit, we confirm that we are actually Jesus’ disciples; we prove that we are actually 
learning from Him how to live our lives.  

A Model of Spiritual Transformation: VIM  Dallas Willard has developed a model of 
spiritual transformation he calls “VIM” - Vision, Intention, Means.  These three things are 
necessary for almost any type of personal transformation.  He uses the example of 
learning another language.  

If you want to learn Spanish, for example, you would first need a “vision” of what your 
life would be like if you could speak Spanish fluently.  Imagine how fulfilling it would be 
to communicate with someone from a Spanish-speaking country, the satisfaction you’d 
get, etc.  Such a vision provides motivation and direction.

Then you’d need “intention”; you won’t make any progress unless you settle, “Yes, I 
intend to do whatever it takes to learn Spanish.”  You don’t just wait around hoping that 
you somehow learn Spanish; you actually intend to pay the price to learn the language.

Finally, you’d need a “means” of actually learning Spanish.  You might enroll in a course, 
you might immerse yourself in a Spanish-speaking culture, find a conversation partner, 
etc.  Without these means, vision and intention don’t mean much.  With a clear vision, a 
strong intention, and effective means, over time you can be transformed into a person 
who is fluent in Spanish.  Willard argues that this pattern holds true for spiritual 
transformation as well.  
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Vision for bearing much fruit.

Many times we have very little vision for our lives.  Instead of looking at Scripture and 
gaining God’s vision for our lives, we look at what we feel like we can reasonably expect 
to pull off in our own strength and shoot for that.  But what about adopting Jesus’ vision 
for our fruitfulness?  Imagine being characterized by the fruit of the Spirit - love, joy, 
peace, patience. . . self-control. . .”  Think about self-control, for example.  Self-control is 
simply the capacity to control yourself, instead of being “out of control” or at the mercy 
of your flesh.  The Spirit Himself wants to give us this capacity to control how we live our 
lives.  Spend thirty minutes brainstorming what your thought life would be like if you had 
self-control over what you think, what your relationships would be like if you had self-
control in what you say, what your work/study habits would be like if you had self-control 
over what you do, etc. . . and you’ll gain a vision that just might compel you to abide in 
Christ.

You could do something similar in terms of fruitfulness associated with influencing 
others.  A vision for how God might use you in the lives of others will give you motivation 
for abiding in Jesus.  Sometimes we don’t expend the energy the energy necessary to 
abide in Christ because we honestly don’t think it will matter one way or another.  A 
vision for fruitfulness could change all of that.  

Intention to abide in Christ, submit to God’s pruning, pray in Jesus’ name, etc.

The idea here is that we actually need the intention to pursue this vision for bearing fruit.  
We decide ahead of time to submit to the process described in this passage.  For 
example, this coming week you will experience some sort of difficulties/trials.  When that 
happens, rest assured that God, being the good Father that He is, will use that situation 
to discipline you - to train/teach you something; being the good vinedresser, He will use 
that situation to prune you.  The question is, “Do you intend to submit to that discipline?”  
If you have a vision for fruitfulness, you’ll say. “Of course!”

Tomorrow morning (or at noon or whenever you have the time), do you intend on 
drinking deeply from the words of Jesus so that “His words abide in you”?  For me, if I 
don’t get out of bed intending to spent time in the Scriptures, 9 times out of 10 I’ll dink 
around doing other things.  Intentions are critical when it comes to spiritual 
transformation.  It’s usually not a mystery why we get stuck in predictable patterns: we 
simply haven’t decided to do any different.  It’s not raw willpower, but our wills have to 
be engaged.  

Means of abiding in Christ (habits or disciplines to practice)

We need to adopt specific habits/disciplines that over time will train our minds and 
bodies to abide in Christ.  Obviously, disciplines associated with the Scriptures will be 
important: reading Scripture, memorizing Scripture, studying Scripture.  This will be 
invaluable.  Unless you are immersing yourself in the teachings of Jesus, you will 
probably miss how God is trying to discipline/train you.  You may basically be a 
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miserable person because you are obsessed with the faults of others.  But if Jesus’ 
words abide in you (e.g., Matthew 7), you may find yourself thinking, “Instead of being 
so judgmental/critical toward others, I need to take the log out of my own eye.”  You 
would be a radically different person if you submit to the Father’s discipline in that way.  

When you practice these things as disciplines, you do so very intentionally - with a view 
to training yourself in the ways of Christ.  Periodically we offer a class called Habits of 
Maturing that helps you discern which specific disciplines might be most beneficial for 
you.  At different times in your life you’ll need to change up which disciplines you 
practice (for all you P90X people, this is spiritual muscle confusion).  

I hope you can see how this model of spiritual transformation might work.  We need a 
vision for bearing fruit, the intention of abiding in Christ, and the means of doing so.  
Listen again to John 15:5.

5 “I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me and I in him, he 
bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do nothing. 
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