
A Person of the Word
John 15

I don’t have too many “regrets” as a pastor. I tend to be positive and forward-looking. 
But one deep regret I have is that I didn’t pursue a life of prayer when I was younger (in 
my 20s and 30s). If I were honest, if someone asked me, “Steve, how is your prayer 
life?” I would have replied, “I don’t pray very much and I don’t pray very well.” I’ve read 
books about prayer; I’ve preached sermons about prayer; I’ve talked with others about 
prayer. But I hadn’t invested the time and spiritual energy necessary to cultivate a rich 
prayer life. I’m not full of self-loathing and condemnation about this; I’m just trying to be 
honest with myself and with you. 

At the end of last year I came to the conclusion that 2016 would be the year that I 
pursued a life of prayer in a very intentional, direct way. At the Spirit’s prompting, I 
believe, I decided to read through the entire Bible and record in a journal every prayer 
and every reference to prayer. I finished this spiritual exercise this past Tuesday 
morning. I don’t in any sense feel like I have mastered what the Bible says about prayer. 
I can still ask lots of unanswerable questions about prayer. But some things have 
become crystal clear to me. 

I have purposed in my life and in my teaching to dwell primarily on the things about 
prayer that are crystal clear. I don’t want to put my prayer life on hold until I get 
everything figured out; I want to press into the things that I know are true from Scripture. 
And so I invite you to join me in pursuing a life of prayer this fall. I’m not merely saying 
that I’d like you to show up and listen to some sermons on prayer; I’d really like you to 
purpose in your hearts to cultivate a life of prayer. We’re really asking God to raise up a 
prayer movement here at Faith - that we would be “doers of the Word” and not merely 
hearers only when it comes to prayer. 

Over the next seven weeks we hope to lay a solid foundation upon which we can build 
for years and years to come. There are many types of prayer in the Bible (thanksgiving, 
lament, praise, etc.). But this series will focus on supplication, making requests of God. 
My hunch is that “making requests of God” is the most risky type of prayer; but it’s 
advocated everywhere in the Bible, so we must pursue it. 

It appears as if God is raising up a prayer movement here in Manhattan. It looks like 
there will be 15 to 20 churches and campus ministries that will take the first four weeks 
in October to teach on prayer. On the fourth weekend there will be a 24-hour prayer 
event at MCC; believers from various churches will come together to pray for a solid 24 
hours. On Sunday, October 23rd each church/ministry will hold a prayer event (meeting, 
prayer walk, etc.). We’re excited to see how God is stirring up people to pray. 

The first four weeks of this study we will discuss the type of person who prays well: a 
person of the Word, a person of faith, a person who deals with known sin, and a person 
of persistence. We begin today with John 15:1-17 which makes clear that a person of 
prayer is a person of the Word. Please stand, if you’re able, and hear the word of the 
Lord.
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1 “I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser. 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. 3 “You are already clean because of the word which I 
have spoken to you. 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. 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. 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. 7 “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask 
whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. 8 “My Father is glorified by this, that 
you bear much fruit, and so prove to be My disciples. 

9 “Just as the Father has loved Me, I have also loved you; abide in My love. 10 “If 
you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love; just as I have kept My 
Father’s commandments and abide in His love. 11 “These things I have spoken to 
you so that My joy may be in you, and that your joy may be made full. 12 “This is 
My commandment, that you love one another, just as I have loved you. 13 “Greater 
love has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his friends. 14 “You are My 
friends if you do what I command you. 15 “No longer do I call you slaves, for the 
slave does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all 
things that I have heard from My Father I have made known to you. 16 “You did not 
choose Me but I chose you, and appointed you that you would go and bear fruit, 
and that your fruit would remain, so that whatever you ask of the Father in My name 
He may give to you. 17 “This I command you, that you love one another.

We will first unpack the metaphor about fruitfulness Jesus develops using “the vine and 
the branches.” Then we’ll notice the two verses that link our asking and our fruitfulness. 

A Metaphor about Fruitfulness: The vine and the branches. (John 15:1-17)

In the Old Testament, Israel is often depicted as a vineyard that had every advantage. In 
Isaiah 5, for example, God says that He was the vinedresser and Israel was His 
vineyard. He removed the stones from the ground and planted them in fertile soil, yet 
they produced “worthless grapes” instead of the good grapes that God expected them 
to produce. Part of the tragedy of the Old Testament was that it appeared that God 
wasn’t a very good gardener because His vineyard didn’t produce good fruit. God’s 
reputation suffered because of Israel’s failure to bear fruit.

When Jesus declares, “I am the vine and My Father is the vinedresser,” He is saying 
that He would fulfill the calling that Israel failed to fulfill. He will be a vine that produces 
good fruit for His Father. That fruit will be produced through the “branches” (which are 
Jesus’ disciples). As the vinedresser, the Father throws away branches that don’t bear 
fruit; these branches represent people who only have a superficial connection to Jesus, 
the true vine. But the branches that bear fruit will be pruned so that they will bear more 
fruit. These branches represent true disciples who have the life of Christ flowing through 
them. In contrast to God’s vineyard in the old covenant, God’s vineyard in the new 
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covenant in Jesus’ blood will be abundantly fruitful. In various ways throughout both 
testaments, we’re told that Jesus’ death and resurrection wasn’t an experiment that may 
or may not produce conclusive result; no, Jesus’ death and resurrection would bear fruit 
for eternity. 

This doesn’t, of course, mean that God produces this fruit independent of His people 
and their will. Notice in verses 4 and 5 how Jesus challenges His disciples to think and 
act like branches that are supposed to bear 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. 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. 

Because fruitfulness is the goal, Jesus commands that we pursue the closest possible 
relationship with Him. As His disciples, we are already “in Him”; the command here is to 
“abide/remain” in Him. Instead of ignoring Him or wandering away from Him, we remain 
in Him. When we do, Jesus promises a “mutual indwelling” (see Carson, John, p. 516) 
“Abide/remain in Me, and I [will abide/remain] in you.” Ultimately Jesus remains in us 
through the indwelling Holy Spirit. 

Just to make sure His disciples didn’t miss the point, He said in verse 4, “As the branch 
cannot bear fruit of itself unless it abides in the vine, so neither can you unless you 
abide in Me.” A branch that has been severed from a vine cannot bear fruit; it has been 
severed from the vine that provides its nourishment. In the same way, Jesus says, “so 
neither can you bear fruit unless you abide in Me. . . Apart from Me you can do nothing.” 
Abiding in Jesus isn’t just a good idea; it is essential for our life and our fruitfulness.

I think we should understand “fruitfulness” in a rather broad way. In the context of John 
15, fruitfulness definitely includes the mission of making disciples of all the nations. But 
it also includes the fruit of obedience and love and joy mentioned down in verses 9-17.

In verse 7 Jesus makes this staggering promise, adding another aspect of abiding: 

7 “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will 
be done for you. 8 “My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit, and so 
prove to be My disciples. 

We’ll come back to the prayer promise in a few minutes, but notice that He adds, “If you 
abide in Me, and My words abide in you. . .” Instead of Jesus’ words “going in one ear 
and out the other,” we are to let His words (specific sayings/teachings) have a settled 
place in our hearts and minds. The words of Jesus are supposed to have a place of 
prominence in our lives. One of the great challenges of living in “the digital age” is 
allowing Jesus’ words to abide in us. There are so many other words that can clutter up 
our minds that the words of Jesus get crowded out. As we’ll discuss in a couple of 
minutes, letting the words of Jesus abide in us will shape the things we want and 
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therefore the things we ask of God. A person of prayer must be a person of the 
Word.

Interestingly, in John 14 Jesus said that His words were the Father’s words (14:24). And 
He said that the Holy Spirit would bring to mind the words that Jesus had spoken 
(14:26). Consequently, we can conclude that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit all speak 
with one voice. Therefore, what Jesus is saying here is compatible with what is said 
elsewhere in Scripture about internalizing the Word of God. Psalm 1 speaks of 
meditating “day and night”; Paul’s wrote in Colossians 3:16, “Let the word of Christ 
richly dwell within you.”

I would encourage you this week to spend some time meditating on this passage. We 
don’t have time to cover it in depth this morning. But you will see in verses 9 through 15 
how Jesus applies the imagery of abiding. Abiding isn’t merely a “mental state”; it 
involves responding to Jesus the way Jesus responds to His Father. Just as Jesus 
welcomed and received the Father’s love, Jesus’ disciples welcome and receive His 
love. Just as Jesus kept the Father’s commandments, Jesus’ followers keep His 
commandments. Abiding also involves loving each other the way Jesus has loved us. 
This life of obedience and love isn’t drudgery; this life of abiding is a life of joy and 
fruitfulness. 

A Promise about “Asking”: “Ask whatever you wish. . . whatever you ask in My 
name. . .” (John 15:7, 16)

In light of the imagery of the vine and the branches, let’s consider the two promises 
about “asking.” The first is in verse 7:

7 “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will 
be done for you. 8 “My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit, and so 
prove to be My disciples. 

One of the things that struck me as I read through the Bible is that prayer is very much 
“conditional”; there are conditions that must be met if we expect to receive what we’re 
asking. But these conditions aren’t arbitrary or unreasonable. These conditions are very 
reasonable and sensible in light of who God is, what is doing within us, and what He is 
doing in the world. 

Why is it fully reasonable for Jesus to say, “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in 
you. . .”? This condition is reasonable because Jesus is talking to His disciples. A 
disciple is one who is committed to following Jesus throughout this life whatever the 
cost. A disciple has the mindset (see Luke 9:23), “In this life I must deny myself, take up 
my cross daily, and follow Jesus.” A genuine disciple hears Jesus say, “If you abide in 
Me, and My words abide in you. . .” and thinks, “Yes! I want to experience the closest 
possible communion with Jesus. I want His words/saying/teachings to fill my heart and 
mind. That’s why I follow Jesus, to learn from Him how to think and feel and act.” A 
disciple isn’t like a toddler who puts her hands over her ears and says, “I can’t hear 
you!” A disciple wants to hear what Jesus has to say about every area of life. 
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Think about it this way. . . Jesus had an amazing prayer life, right? He prayed with the 
confidence that He could “ask whatever He wished” and “it would be done for Him.” He 
was so committed to the Father’s will that He wanted the same things that God wanted. 
Even then, when Jesus had a sense that He wanted something different from His 
Father, He deferred to His Father. In the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus prayed, “My 
Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from Me; yet not as I will, but as You 
will.” (Matthew 26:39) 

At this point you might be thinking, “Of course, but He is Jesus. But I’m not Jesus!” If 
you’re thinking that, you’re on the right track. But don’t stop there because the goal of 
discipleship (by definition) is to become more like Christ. As we abide in Christ and His 
word abides in us, we become progressively more like Christ. Consequently, like Christ, 
we want what God wants, we pray according to His will, and we are given the things we 
ask of Him. 

In other words, the type of praying that Jesus advocates is incomprehensible apart from 
true discipleship. When we talk about being the type of people who pray well, we are 
really talking about discipleship. Today’s passage tells us that if we apprentice ourselves 
to Jesus and immerse ourselves in in His teachings to the point where we think the way 
He thinks and we want what He wants, we can “ask whatever [we] wish, and it will be 
done for [us].” We have the same type of prayer life that Jesus had/has. Like Jesus our 
desires will be so refined that we wish for some things and not for others. 

For example, later in John 15 Jesus will tell His disciples not to be surprised when 
people treat them the way they treated Him. If that “word” formed their thinking and 
asking, they wouldn’t pray for a life void of opposition; they would pray for perseverance 
and for faithfulness in the midst of persecution. They would pray for those that 
persecute them (Matthew 5:44). When you read the book of Acts, you see that this is 
actually how they prayed. 

Some of you probably have all sorts of questions and objections and rebuttals to what 
I’ve said (or to what Jesus said). I’m not exactly saying that you should ignore all of your 
questions. But I would encourage you to put them on the back burner or on the back 
porch or in the “back 40” for a while (for a year or two). Out of reverence for God (the 
God who abandoned His one and only Son on the cross so that you might have life) 
take Jesus at His word. Spend the next year seeking the type of fruitfulness in prayer 
that Jesus describes in this passage. 

Pick an issue or two for prayer that you really care about. What is it that keeps you 
awake at night? What is the most pressing issue in your life? You might want to focus 
on an area of fruitfulness Jesus mentioned in John 15. 
• Perhaps there’s an area of obedience that you need to cultivate; find relevant 

Scriptures and saturate your mind with them (ask a friend if you need help finding 
them). Cry out to God to give you the will to obey; pray that God would keep you from 
temptation; etc. 
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• Perhaps you’re finding it hard to love someone close to you. Spend a month soaking 
in Scriptures that speak of Jesus’ love for you. Read the Gospels and notice how 
Jesus loved people. Pray for opportunities to love others that same way.

• Pray for people who need Christ. In Romans 10 Paul said of his fellow Jews 
“. . .heart’s desire and my prayer to God for them is for their salvation. ” Maybe you 
need to confess, “I don’t really care about anybody but me (and mine).” Pray for 
compassion so that your heart will go out to people. Pray specifically for people who 
need Christ. Let your compassion fuel your praying. 

I’d recommend that you find an issue or two and decide to make them the focus of your 
prayer the next few weeks. Practice abiding in Christ and letting His word abide in you 
in relation to those issues. See how your prayer changes and deepens as you pray.

The past few weeks I have been praying for a couple whose marriage is in trouble (they 
don’t live in Manhattan). When they first let me know what was going on in their 
relationship, I prayed prayers that sounded a lot like, “God, please fix this marriage!” As 
I’ve talked with them and pondered their relationship, my mind has gravitated toward 
specific Scriptures such as Malachi 2:14. There God is calling out the men of Israel for 
being unfaithful; he reminds them that that “she is the wife of your youth . . . your 
companion. . . your wife by covenant.” I’ve been praying for this couple in light of those 
terms. As I hear things they have said and done to each other, I am prompted to pray for 
specific virtues (gentleness, humility, courage, etc.). What I’m saying is that as I let the 
word dwell within me, I find myself praying with more conviction and with more 
anticipation. I find myself wanting these same things for my life and for my marriage. 

Prayer requires a degree of relational intelligence. The way we approach God in prayer 
is analogous to the way we would approach a human relationship that we cherish and 
that we want to be healthy. You’ve probably walked away from a conversation shaking 
your head thinking, “That guy just doesn’t ‘get’ me.” We don’t want God to walk away 
from conversations with us thinking that. We want our Father to say, “Now that is a son/
daughter who really understands My heart. I will gladly give what is asked.” 

I hope you’re convinced that a person of prayer is a person of the word. Remember 
what is at stake: whether or not we bear the fruit God wants us to bear in this world - 
and whether or not God’s reputation swells and grows throughout the earth. Jesus is the 
true vine; His Father is the vinedresser; we (as Jesus’ disciples) are the branches. This 
week/month/year may we be a people who prays and who prays well. Let this word 
dwell deeply within you: 

7 “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will 
be done for you. 8 “My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit, and so 
prove to be My disciples. 


