
Easter 5 May 2, 2021
The Old Testament Lesson – Psalm 119:41-48 The Epistle – 1 John 3:13-24 Psalm: 1 The
Gospel & Sermon Text – John 15:1-8
Rev. Charles W. Papenfuss

Almost everyone has one of these today—a cell phone. They have revolutionized how we
communicate with each other. We call each other from everywhere. We text people constantly.
We send pictures of our lives to one another. Now it’s obvious why people love their phones.
They want to stay connected to the people in their life. They want to be able to talk to these
people, to share their lives with these people, and they want these people to be able to talk to
them in return. We have cell phones because we want to have open, clear and constant
communication. Cell phones keep us connected to one another. God has given us a cell phone
to use with Him. It’s called the Bible. In the Bible the only true God speaks to us, and with the
Bible we are able to talk to the only true God. In the imagery of the Scripture text in front of us
Jesus calls Himself the Vine, and He calls us His branches. Just like a cell phone is meant to
keep us connected to each other, so also God wants us to stay connected to Jesus, the Vine,
the only one who can give us life and power. Today God tells us: STAY CONNECTED TO THE
VINE! 1. Because it’s the only way to stay alive 2. Because it’s the only way to produce fruit
Jesus says in our Scripture text, “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 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.” Everything in our lives goes back to Jesus. We are nothing
without Him. He lived for us and died for us and rose again from the dead for us. By faith in Him
He has taken possession of our hearts. He has given us life—real life with God, connection to
God. Because of Jesus our sins are forgiven. Because of Jesus we have a purpose for living, no
matter how old we are or what our condition is. Because of Jesus we know that when we die,
we’ll live forever in a whole new existence. There simply is no reason to live here on this earth, if
you’re not a Christian. Jesus says, “You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to
you.” The reason we are connected to Jesus as the Vine is because God’s Word has come to
us in the first place and has cleaned us up. Beginning at our baptism and going on throughout
our lives, the gospel message of Jesus, the gospel truth of Jesus’ work for us, has made us holy
people. By simple faith in Jesus it’s as though we never sinned, for all our sins were paid for on
the cross. We stand before God through faith in Jesus as saints, as pure and sinless people.
This is why the Bible—Jesus’ words to us—is so important. God’s Word makes us clean. But we
are always in danger of losing that faith, if we disconnect from Jesus and His Word. Go back to
our cell phone analogy I used earlier. When we hang up on a person, when we push the button
on our cell phone that ends the phone call, then we can’t talk to that person anymore and they
can’t talk to us. We’ve been disconnected. Or take the grapevine imagery of our text. When we
cut off the stems of the vine and separate the vine from the roots, the blossoms are now dead.
They may look pretty for a while, but it’s just a matter of time before you take those blossoms
and throw them away. They're not alive anymore. God tells us today: “Stay connected to the
vine! Stay connected to Jesus!” Otherwise you may lose your faith. This is why it is so important
for Christians to come to worship services every week, why it is so important to receive the
Lord's Supper often, why it is so important to think about God’s Word throughout the week, why
it is so important to continue to study God's Word for your whole life--both in congregational



Bible studies and in your own personal and devotional life. Christians need to stay connected to
Jesus' Word, connected to the Vine, or else they may lose their faith. The Bible gives us all
kinds of warnings for this, and it has happened to many people throughout the centuries; they
have lost their faith-- and it could happen to us, if we ignore and neglect the Word of God. The
Bible is where God speaks to us, and we need Him to speak to us for a lifetime. Now as
important as it is to let God speak to us in the Bible, we also want to speak back to God in
prayer. That’s also part of being connected to the Vine. Just like a conversation on a cell phone
is always a two-way street, so also conversation with God is a two-way street. We need to talk
to God as He talks to us. In fact, the more we use the Bible and the more we get into what God
has to say to us in the Bible, the more we want to pray to God and the more we’re able to pray
to God. Jesus says in our text: “If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever
you wish, and it will be given you.” True prayer always flows from God’s Word coming to us and
motivating us to pray. This is all part of staying connected to the Vine. Let me give you a couple
of examples on how this works. Before a meal many of us pray: “Come, Lord Jesus, be our
guest. And let these gifts to us be blessed.” We pray those words because we know that God’s
Word tells us our food is a gift of God, a blessing from Jesus. So we want to thank Jesus for that
food and ask for His presence at our meal as we consume it. Plus we want Him to use that food
to nourish our bodies for our living. Or here’s another example. As parents of children we will
pray, “Lord, help me be a good parent and raise my children correctly.” When praying that we’ll
remember that God’s Word tells us to bring up our children in the nurture and admonition of the
Lord, so in our prayers as we ask God to make us good parents, we’re asking God to help us
educate our children in the Bible, get our children to worship services, instruct them in the
Scriptures, help them live holy lives, and set a good example of living the Christian life for them.
Our prayers are always to flow from what God tells us. Jesus is the Vine, and we are the
branches. He speaks to us, and we respond by speaking to Him. We have this constant
dialogue with Him over everything that’s going on in our everyday lives. Stay connected to the
Vine! It’s the only way to stay alive spiritually. Of course, God's not just concerned about
keeping us alive. It’s not all about us. We don’t stay connected to Jesus just for the sake of
ourselves. We also want to stay connected to the Vine because we want to live productive lives
for others. We want to live lives that give God the glory that belongs to Him, plus we want to live
lives that serve other people. So we stay connected to the Vine, we stay connected to Jesus
and His Word, to get the power to do that. Staying connected to the Vine is the only way to
produce fruit. Let’s go back to the grapevine comparison. The whole purpose of having
grapevines in the first place is to produce grapes, and to produce lots of them. The more
grapes, the better! So also God has made us His people. He has given us His Holy Spirit and
put faith in Jesus into our hearts--all for this purpose: that we might produce fruit. God wants us
to produce fruits of faith, and lots of them. He wants us to do good works, to live a productive life
of service, giving Him the glory in everything we do and serving our fellow human beings in love.
God wants us to be full of these good works, to be tireless in our productivity. Jesus says in our
text, “If a man remains in me and I in him, he will produce MUCH fruit.” This is an important
point for us Christians to remember. It’s not optional for us whether we’re going to do good
works or not. We have to do them, because that's why God made us into Christians in the first
place. And we certainly shouldn’t see how little we can get away with in doing them. God
expects us to seize the opportunities that come to us to do more and more good works the older



we get. The alternative is that our faith gets weaker and weaker, and ultimately our faith could
die. Listen to Jesus in our text: “God cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit.” If we
constantly refuse to do the good works placed in front of us in life, if over and over again we
refuse to let Jesus’ gospel move us to live for Him, to serve Him, if we continue to refuse to see
the people around us in our lives as Jesus to us, then we are just dead branches—externally
connected to the Vine, but not really living branches on the inside. Those kinds of branches get
cut off. People who are members of a Christian congregation in name only, but don’t produce
any good works—they aren’t really connected to the Vine. And there will be a day of reckoning
when they get cut off and everybody sees that they weren’t connected to Jesus. We Christians
have to do good works—not to get to heaven—but because we’re going there. In fact Jesus tells
us in our text the purpose of producing these fruits of faith. He says: “This is to my Father’s
glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.” The things we do out of
love for Jesus and in line with Jesus’ words in the Bible give God the glory He deserves and
show the world that we are really Christians. It is true that nobody can know for sure whether
someone is a Christian or not, because only God can look into people’s hearts. But God still
bids us to evaluate whether people are Christians or not by their fruits, by their good works, by
what they say and what they do in response to Jesus and His love. Our good works proclaim to
our world that we are believers, connected to the Vine and lovers of Jesus. What are some
examples of the good works God looks for in His people? They’re what we’re called to do in our
daily lives. Perhaps it’s being a loving mom or dad to our kids, or showing honor and respect to
our parents and teachers, maybe being good citizens, or doing our daily chores at home or
getting our homework done on time or faithfully going off to work to feed our families or showing
compassion to people around us who are hurting. It may be speaking words of encouragement
to our teenagers or our grandchildren or volunteering our time to help some busy neighbor or
being willing to serve on a board or a committee here at St. Matthew’s. During this pandemic it
may be fearlessly doing our jobs, going off to work, putting our lives on the line and not
trembling in fear at the possibility of getting sick. It may be speaking up against the lies that are
swirling around in our culture. The list is endless. We don’t have to create opportunities to do
good works. They’ll come to us in whatever God has put into our lives as we react to living day
by day. Everything we do in life that's motivated by Jesus’ love for us and lines up with God’s will
revealed in the Bible is a good work and reflects God’s glory to the world. In fact, God Himself
works on us to give us more and more opportunities to produce fruit, and then He directs us as
we do them. Verse 2 of our Scripture text says it this way: “Every branch that does bear fruit
God prunes, so that it will be even more fruitful.” One of the reasons the grape producer prunes
his vines is to stimulate the growth of the grapevines. Isn't that colorful imagery? Jesus says
God prunes us to produce growth. He cuts us at times in life. He gives us problems and trials
and difficulties and turmoil—maybe at work, maybe in our family, maybe in our marriage, maybe
at school, maybe in our church life. But He’s doing this pruning so that He might stimulate
growth in us. He’s giving us an opportunity to produce more fruit, to do more good works. When
these problems and challenges come in life, let us see them as opportunities for growth. This is
what God is doing through the covid crisis. God's pruning us to stimulate our fruit production.
Stay connected to the vine! That is God's message to you and me today. Stay connected to
Jesus! Live in the Word of God daily. Think about it. Read it. Talk it over with the people in your
life. Come to worship services every week. And especially talk God's Word back to your Jesus



in prayer. Pour out your hearts to Him, for you know He’ll always listen to you and He’ll always
answer you, even though the answer might not be what you think it should be. Jesus talks to us.
We listen. Then we talk back to Him. And the cycle repeats, over and over again. That’s how we
stay connected to the Vine. AMEN


