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Sermon 
 

Do Not Let Your Fruit Wither on the Vine Mark 9:30-37 

Let us pray: God of mercy, grant the Word you speak this day may take root 
in our hearts, and bear fruit to your honor and glory, for the sake of Jesus 
Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 Are we withering on the vine?  I think like our plants we wither from 
time to time. I am speaking of course about our walk with the Lord. Most 
people who identify themselves as Christians have very pronounced highs 
and lows in their journey of faith.  
 
 I think it is because we allow our relationship with Jesus to grow old, 
or like our plants, we forget to get the kind of nutrition that we need to stay 
fresh and vital. There are so many people who join the church, sign up for 
boards or committees, get excited for a week or two, and then everything 
gets old.  

 For others it takes longer; maybe a couple of months, maybe a year, 
two years, or maybe even five years. What do I mean when I say it gets 
old? I mean that our spiritual energy withers. Like drooping plants our 
relationship with Christ that was once so vibrant and fresh and exciting 
becomes slow, stale, and boring… dry!  

 The sad thing is that sometimes it's hard to see this happening 
because these people still come to church, they still "do ministry," they still 
say all the right words, they still sing the hymns with gusto, and for most 
people looking in from the outside, all appears to be well.  

 The fruit that God desired from Israel was for the people of Israel to 
be more loving, more compassionate, to show obedience to God, and to 
practice righteousness and justice in how they conducted their lives.  

 When we take that idea and transport it through Jesus, we begin to 
see how important it is for us to stay connected to Jesus who is the source 
of our Christian life. The truth of the matter is that as human beings, it's 
easy to get disconnected from the vine.  

 It's easy to let the ways of the world get hold of us and drain our 
obedience and the fruit that obedience to Jesus produces. That's why the 
advertising gurus come out with new ads for new products, because we 
don't like seeing the same thing again and again.  
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 They know, and Jesus knew, that we like to be entertained and we are 
easily bored. This is why Jesus says in John 15:4, "Remain in me, and I will 
remain in you." If your relationship with Christ is to be fresh, if it is to be 
vibrant and exciting, it must remain connected to him.  

 Otherwise we become like a branch that cannot produce fruit any 
longer and that branch is thrown into the fire. The people who first heard 
Jesus tell this story knew exactly what he was talking about. He says in John 
15:6, "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" (RSV).  

 Jesus understood our human nature, he knew that we get bored easily 
and he also knew that when we're bored we don't do anything well! Jesus 
knows what prevents us from producing good fruit as Christians. Fruitfulness 
is reproduced through his disciples. The disciple's part is to remain 
connected to the source of life. 

 Talking about being disconnected reminds me of a joke: There was a 
lady who lived by herself.  One day she came home and found her house 
being robbed and the robber was still there!  Well, this lady was very well 
versed in the Bible and so she shouted at the robber, “Acts 2:38!”   

 That’s the Bible verse that says “… repent and be baptized for the 
forgiveness of your sins…”  Well, the robber stopped dead in his tracks.  He 
sat calmly and waited while the lady called the police. 

 The police arrived and proceeded to arrest the robber.  The policeman 
noted that the robber was somewhat of a burly guy and the lady was a 
small, petite thing.  Well, this intrigued the policeman so much that he 
finally asked the robber, “Why didn’t you just run or something?   

 She is so much smaller than you.  All she did was yell a Bible verse at 
you.” The robber looked up at the policeman with a look of shock.  “A Bible 
verse?  What?  The policeman says “Yeah, a Bible verse.”  The robber just 
can’t believe this and tells the policeman… “I thought she said she had an ax 
and two 38’s!” The robber completely disconnected. 

 So, once again, the disciples disconnected and in today’s gospel text 
the disciples began to argue among themselves.  They chose to argue about 
who was the greatest!  That reminds me of the words proclaimed from the 
boxer Muhammed Ali, who said. “I am the greatest”.  He had ample 
evidence to back up this claim:  

 He had lightning fast hands, hypnotic foot movement, a powerful right 
hand and an iron chin.  Despite three losses which occurred late in his 
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career, Muhammed was and is still understood as the greatest heavyweight 
Boxer in history.  Sadly, however, his greatness didn’t last.   

 However, the man with the frenzied fists and flurried footwork could 
barely walk.  His brain and body slowed by Parkinson’s Syndrome, the man 
who once claimed “I am the greatest!” couldn’t even tie his own shoes.   

 This is the way it is with all who claim greatness, one way or another 
the effects of our sinful world win out and we are left humbled. This is a 
lesson which the disciples in our Gospel reading desperately needed to 
learn.   

 Jesus and the disciples are passing through Galilee when he makes 
another prediction of his impending death.  This is one of those rare 
instances when Jesus blatantly states something ““The Son of Man is going 
to be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill him.  

 And when he is killed, after three days he will rise.” Now the disciples, 
of course, choose to ignore this because “they did not understand the 
saying, and were afraid to ask him.” So, in their willful ignorance, the 
disciples then begin to bicker about who among them was the greatest!   

 They probably thought that Jesus wasn’t listening, but he heard every 
word. “What were you arguing about on the road?” he asked. Like little 
children caught red-handed, they hung their heads in shame and remained 
silent. Why were they arguing about who was the greatest?  

 Maybe it was because Jesus only took Peter, James, and John up the 
Mountain of Transfiguration?  Maybe it was because Jesus had just finished 
telling Peter that he would build his church on the rock of Peter’s confession? 
But don’t blame Jesus. Blame sinful pride and sinful hearts. That’s what was 
at the heart of their argument.  

 Truth be told, that’s what’s at the heart of many of our arguments as 
well. “It’s all about me, getting my way, getting what I want.” And to think 
all this came after Jesus had just finished telling them, “The Son of Man is 
going to be betrayed into the hands of men.  

 They will kill him, and after three days he will rise.” Were they 
listening? Look how they responded! They spent the rest of the trip pushing 
and shoving like little children to be first in line. It’s been said we never 
really lose our sinful childishness, we just think we have more mature ways 
of hiding it.  

 We probably don’t push and shove people around physically speaking, 
but how often haven’t we pushed and shoved people around with unkind 
words? How often haven’t we pushed our way to the front of the line to hear 
the latest gossip and rumors?  
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 How often haven’t we pushed our way to the front of the line to get 
our kids involved in things we feel would be beneficial to their academic or 
athletic careers but pushed off things like Sunday School or family devotions 
because there just doesn’t seem to be enough time for it all?  

 How often haven’t we completely avoided the line to lend a helping 
hand when needed? How often haven’t we completely avoided the line to 
speak well of others and take their words and actions in the kindest possible 
way?  

 Who wants to be first? There’s only one who truly deserves to be first 
in our lives and that’s God! He tells us to fear, love, and trust in him above 
all things. He tells us to love our neighbor as ourselves. It’s tempting to 
want to be great, but if we do so at the expense of making others out to be 
the least, we become the least in the eyes of God.  

 Those disciples knew better. So do we. When Jesus called them on it, 
they felt guilty and ashamed. Ashamed of some of the things they had said 
and done? Do we try to hide some of the things we say and do? Guess what. 
Your Heavenly Father already knows about them.  

 Like a child trying to cover up his or her disobedience, when the truth 
is exposed the punishment is far worse. The Apostle John writes, “if we claim 
to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we 
confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify 
us from all unrighteousness.”  

 The importance of this is that the disciples thought it would determine 
who got the best seats in Jesus’ messianic kingdom. How silly can they 
be?   It is here that Jesus takes them all down a couple of pegs.  He does so 
first by using himself as an example, “If anyone would be first, he must be 
last of all and servant of all.”   

 Jesus, Son of God, incarnate, is of course the first, the greatest, of 
whom Paul reminds us, “though he was in the form of God, did not count 
equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking 
the form of a servant.”  He did not come to be served, but to serve.   

 Then recognizing that they still don’t or won’t get it, he provides them 
with the example of a little child, “whoever receives one such child in my 
name receives me, and whoever receives me, receives not me but him who 
sent me.” 

 In all of this, Jesus is telling his disciples that their greatness is 
dependent not upon them!  The disciples didn’t understand it at the time, 
but after Jesus died and rose again, they did. They too would carry the cross 
of Jesus. They would live and die for him.  
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 They saw what needed to be done and they did it because they knew 
they weren’t working for men, they were working for the Lord. The Teacher 
had finally gotten through to them. Has he gotten through to you? That 
greatness in the kingdom of God involves being the last and the least. 

 Don’t let the fruit wither on the vine. Jesus is able to provide all you 
need to help you remain a healthy and productive part of the vine. "Yes, I 
am the vine; you are the branches. Those who remain in me, and I in them, 
will produce much fruit. For apart from me you can do nothing." Amen. 

Let us pray:  Holy and Ever living God, you have named us as your beloved 
children. Move within our hearts so that we will bend down low enough to 
see the children in our midst and care for them as though they are part of 
our family. Amen. 

 
 


