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SS2 “PREPARING FOR FRUITFULNESS”
Colossians 2:6-12;  John 15:1-5
This morning we come to the second in our sermon series, “withered, becoming fruitful”. A couple of weeks ago, Martin preached about the way of unfruitfulness; today we’re looking at preparing for fruitfulness. At this point I should confess that I’m not a good gardener – I probably have just the opposite of green fingers, so don’t ever let me near your plants - but I do understand that you can’t leave plants entirely to their own devices and expect them to produce a good crop of fruit. In order for a branch to bear fruit it needs to receive nourishment from the parent plant; in order for it to become more fruitful, it needs careful pruning. Branches that are withered and totally unproductive have to be cut off so they don’t drain strength away from the rest of the tree. 
Jesus deliberately chose the image of the vine to teach his disciples about fruitfulness – it wasn’t just some clever illustration from gardening. The vine was part of the Jewish religious heritage; it had become the symbol of the nation of Israel. Many times in the Old Testament Israel is described as a vine or a vineyard, but, often, the image is of a vine that has been spoiled. Isaiah chapter 5 speaks of God lamenting over the way Israel, the vineyard he had established, had turned away from him
and was producing only bad grapes and Jeremiah refers to Israel as a corrupt, wild, vine. When a vine is planted, the soil first has to be well-prepared and the branches have to be trained – left to their own devices they can become tangled up and grow in all directions instead of growing towards the light. Without drastic pruning, a vine will never reach its full potential for fruit-bearing. 
Surely this is a good illustration of the conditions that are needed if we are to produce good fruit in our lives. Like branches on the vine, we need to be firmly attached to the source of our life and energy, we need training to go in the right direction, towards the light and we need the dead wood pruning away so that we can be more productive.
Jesus told his followers, “I am the true vine”….”I am the vine, you are the branches”. God’s purposes now rested  not in the nation of Israel, but in Jesus himself. As the branches belong to the vine, so Christ’s followers belong to him in an intimate, living, relationship, it’s only in and through this relationship that they can be fruitful. Jesus is not separated from the people of God, but part of them. “Remain in me”, says Jesus, “And I will remain in you. No branch can produce fruit by itself, it must remain in the vine. Apart from me, you can do nothing”
In order to produce fruit, we must remain, or, as the Authorised, King James, Version puts it, abide, in Christ. He is the source of our life and energy. Most of us are familiar with the old hymn, “Abide with me” – although it’s more often sung now at the football ground than in church. But Jesus says “Abide in me” - remain in me, dwell in me, live in me. We are to make our home in him and allow him to make his home in us. When we accept Christ as our Lord and Saviour, we begin a relationship in which he lives in us through his Spirit and we have to allow that relationship to grow and deepen. Paul writes to the Colossians, “Just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him.” Before we can hope to produce any fruit, we need a firm, well-established root system – we need a firm faith in God. We need to be sure of what we believe, we need to be sure that we have accepted Christ as our Lord and Saviour, and that we don’t doubt his love and acceptance of us. We must remain firmly and closely attached to Christ, otherwise our faith will wilt and die. The Christian life needs to be grounded upon, sustained by and totally dependent upon a two-way relationship with the living Christ. Nurturing our personal relationship with him is essential if we are to do anything for him. It should be a priority – but so often, in all the busyness of life, it can get pushed into the background.
Jesus’ relationship with the Father was one of intimacy, dependence and obedience. He knew the importance of spending time alone in prayer. Before he began his ministry, he went off into the desert to prepare himself by prayer and fasting. Sometimes we need to remember that we are “human beings” and not “human doings” – we can begin to feel guilty if we aren’t constantly on the go. I’m very fortunate – next week I’m going away on a silent retreat, but a few days ago I began to feel stressed and guilty about this. Wouldn’t it be better to spend the time spring-cleaning my house, catching up on paper-work, visiting people? Fortunately, I have wise friends and a wise husband, who counselled me against this. We can’t all set aside a few days, but maybe we can set aside a few minutes each day just to be still in God’s presence; to listen instead of speaking, to draw strength from God’s word, the Bible, by meditating upon it, asking, “What does this mean for me? What is God saying to me through this passage? Is there a change I should make; something I need to do?” 
Jesus told the Samaritan woman at the well “whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst - the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” The words that we give and the actions that we do to others will flow from his life within us. Without the flow of God’s Spirit there is no life. We have to first receive that life-flow within us, as the branches receive life-giving sap from the vine, so that we can become a source of life to others.  We can only truly reach out to others in love when we allow ourselves to be anchored and grounded in Christ’s love. We have to stay firmly attached to him – if we separate ourselves, through choosing to go our own way instead of God’s way, we become like useless, withered, branches.
Each branch needs to grow in the right direction, towards the light. Any branch that fails to produce fruit or goes off in the wrong direction causes problems for the rest of the plant. Our fellowship with others is also an important factor in producing fruit. Many of us belong to a home group where we can encourage one another, pray and learn together, share our concerns. It’s also important to worship together in church, or we can easily become isolated and lose our focus. As Christians, we aren’t meant to “go it alone.” Part of our vision for St Mary’s is to be “A congregation that is committed to develop, nurture and empower a worshipping community” – not just to benefit ourselves, but so that we can produce fruit that will benefit our wider community.
In order to become as fruitful as possible, the branches of a vine need careful pruning. This is a process we might prefer to avoid in our own lives. The bad news is that it can be painful. The good news is that God, the Father, is the gardener, or vine-dresser and that he is a loving parent who wants only the best for us. Jesus tells his disciples, “Every branch that does bear fruit, he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful.” The Greek word used for “prune” is unusual and it’s very similar to the word used for “clean”. The disciples had already been made clean, already pruned, through accepting his word, accepting his calling, being prepared to leave behind all other goals and ambitions and follow Christ – but they would experience further pruning.
 Sometimes it can be obvious to us that we need to get rid of a particular habit, to end a particular relationship or to become less involved in a hobby for our lives to be more centred in God. Some pruning may come unexpectedly, even violently, causing deep pain and loss and forcing us to reassess our lives and our relationship with God. It’s also easy to squeeze God out of our lives by doing lots of seemingly “good” things – but “good” isn’t always “best”. From time to time we need to look at our priorities and ask ourselves honestly, “What is of most importance in my life? Have I, however unintentionally, allowed something else to take the place of Christ.” 
Jesus desires us, as his followers, to produce much fruit in our lives. We can only do so if we remain firmly and closely attached to him. This means spending time developing our personal relationship with him, through study and prayer. It also means worshipping, praying, studying as part of a community of believers. In order to be as fruitful as possible, we may need to undergo cleansing or pruning so that more of the life-giving sap of the Holy Spirit can flow through us and that we may be more centred on the things of God. All this can be hard for us at times, but the wonderful thing is that Christ has chosen to have such a close, loving relationship with all who believe in him and that if we remain in him he will ensure that we bear much fruit. 
“I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because, apart from me, you can do nothing.”
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