“The First of His Signs”

John 2:1-11
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Read John 2:1-11

This is a favorite story of Jesus among teenagers. It shows that Jesus liked to party. Or, that’s one interpretation that I have heard.

Jesus and his disciples went to a wedding to which they had been invited. Remember, weddings were large events within the life of the community and everyone would be there. Part of the bride-price would be to help the bride’s family cover the costs of the elaborate celebration. Guests also were expected to chip in – some by bringing wine to go with the meals. 

This sets up a great encounter between Jesus and his mother, Mary. It is unfortunate we do not have this on videotape so that we can pick up the inflection between them. It is not unreasonable to hear a playful tone between them even when the words were very serious.

Mary told Jesus, “They have no wine.” Implicit in this notion is that Jesus and the disciples should not have come to the party empty-handed. You can almost see the “oh, Mom…not in front of the guys” look on Jesus’ face. It does not matter that he is thirty years old. Thirty or not, if this were my family, the follow-up would have been, “Go home and get something.”

Jesus responded, “Woman, what concern is that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come.” This statement is loaded. On the one hand, when Jesus called her “woman,” he was playing affectionately with her. Playful as it was, he is making a point. Jesus is making clear that no one other than God will dictate the terms of his ministry. His obedience is to his heavenly father; not to any earthly person, not even his mother. To our ears, this seems like a bit of a disrespectful rebuke of Mary. It is not; it is a clarification of his obedience, but Jesus’ words were not offensive to her. How do we know?

Because Mary told the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” She knows his heart. She knows her son. It is not clear that she was asking for a miracle, but there was some expectation that her will and God’s will were not so far apart – she was expecting Jesus to make some sort of response. She told the servants, “Do whatever he tells you,” even if it meant sending the servants to their home where Jesus would tell them where to find the wine or whatever the case may have been.

Sure enough, Jesus surveyed the situation and addressed the servants. The stone water jars were large, vase-like containers that were used for ritual purification. The vases were made of stone in order to prevent any impurity or uncleanness from attaching to them. At the moment, these particular stone jars were empty. He told the servants to fill the jars with water. The servants must have wondered whether Jesus was simply ignoring his mother and asking them to make ready the purification jars for himself and for the other disciples.  Nonetheless, they obeyed.

After the jars were filled, Jesus instructed them to take a sample to the chief steward. That must have seemed odd and the servant who had to do it probably was not thrilled. He has to take this ladle to the chief steward; and here, think of the snooty maitre de in a French restaurant. This is the guy charged with the responsibility of making sure everything is in order, everyone is properly attired, everything goes according to schedule. He is not a person the servants want to mess with – he is the guy the servants fear because he is the boss of the service staff. They took the sample to the chief steward who, after tasting, compliments the groom on his strategy of holding the good wine until this late in the celebration.

You can picture the look on the servants’ faces – what? How did that happen?

So, what is the point of this story? Why do we care? We all know that Jesus did miracles and it is kind of fun that he turned water into wine; but so what? John makes it clear that the science of the miracle is not what is important; he does not actually report how Jesus did it, he only reports what happened. There are several levels to what this sign meant: what it said to the early disciples, what it said to the early church, and what it says to you and me. It is John’s closing line that brings it home, “Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed him.”

It revealed his glory.  Scripture shows us God has used signs to demonstrate his presence and power. It comes after he has revealed his identity, purpose and plan as a means of confirmation. In Exodus 4, after Moses has asked the name of God, he asks, “But suppose they do not believe me or listen to me.” God walks Moses through a series of signs – the staff, his cloak, and the water – to make clear that God is able to do what He has demanded of Moses. He is sovereign. He revealed his glory.

At the time, Jesus performing a miracle confirmed that he was worthy the titles that had been bestowed upon him by those who were first in following him: Lamb of God, Rabbi, Messiah, fulfillment of law and prophecy, Son of God, King of Israel. This sign – it would be an expression of dunamis or power in the other gospels – along with Jesus’ comment about “his hour,” made it clear that Jesus was revealing that he was the promised Messiah. The disciples believed him.

The disciples and the early church understood the significance of the setting: the wedding feast was a time to remember God’s promises, God’s goodness, and the significance of the covenant. Jesus was using the venue to make a Messianic statement to the disciples. Even for those reading John in the earliest days, it was important to know that Jesus was fulfilling Messianic predictions. The symbolism would not have been lost:

First, the vessels intended for purity were empty. The celebration had run out of wine. These were symbolic of the status of Israel. Israel had broken the covenant and had become empty vessels. The lack of wine represented Israel’s experience of losing the benefits of the covenant. It is important to recognize the reality of Israel’s situation in order to understand the grace and glory revealed in this sign. The emptiness of Israel’s experience was devastating and painful. Jesus enters the scene amidst the brokenness and emptiness.

Second, the obedience of the servants sets the stage for God to do something new. Just like righteousness was reckoned to Abraham because he believed God and acted in faith, it is the obedience of the servants through which Jesus performed this sign. “Do whatever he tells you,” said Mary. They perform their responsibilities without having any idea how Jesus intended to use their obedience. How often we gloss over this – how God uses the obedience of his people to do something miraculous, something transformative, something that no one could have predicted or expected. Friends, let me just stop and dwell on this for a moment: your coming to church, your giving, your participation in mission; all of these things may seem mundane to you, but God may just end up using your simple obedience to do something miraculous through you. These acts are not meaningless; they are formative pieces of building the kingdom of God. This does not mean you should be disappointed if you do not see water turn into wine every time you come to church, but it does mean God’s glory is often revealed in the midst of the ordinary things of life.

Third, only the lowliest know the miracle that has taken place. The servants know that they put water into those containers. Yet they also know they are of no great standing, they are not in a place to make much of a witness. Would them embarrass Jesus and Mary – or themselves – by making it known that Jesus brought no wine and what people were so enjoying was only water? Who would believe them? What would happen even if someone did believe them? God’s revelation of his glory to the lowly is consistent with God’s activity in the world. So often God uses people of no account in human eyes to bear witness to the most remarkable things he has done. 

Fourth, the wine that was in the purity jars was better than anything else they had had. Thirty-gallon vases hold much more than bottles or wineskins. There was a lot of it and it was better. The chief steward’s comment to the bridegroom talks of the better-ness of who Jesus is; how the new wine is better than the old wine. 

This sign revealed the glory of God in Jesus.

His disciples believed him. There was something new and different about the disciples after this event. They no longer were following him as if taking part in a traveling circus. Look at it this way: the golf tournament has been happening this weekend out at Torrey Pines. Many people are following Tiger Woods. They are interested in seeing what he can do, how he is playing. He is a phenom. Yet, Tiger Woods’ golf miracles benefit Tiger Woods. This miracle put Jesus in a different category. Instead of being the Tiger Woods of the traveling preachers, he was something very, very different. 

The disciples’ belief was more than an intellectual understanding of who Jesus was, but it was a commitment to following him wherever he led.  The sign served to solidify the disciples in their belief.

What would it take for you to be solid in your belief? Are you looking for a sign or an expression of power? Many of us do. A number of years ago, there was a Burt Reynolds black comedy movie called “The End” about a man who gets a terminal diagnosis and then bungles a number of attempts to commit suicide. At one point he decides to drown himself and he swims out in the ocean. When he is far enough that the shore is just on the horizon, he suddenly realizes he does not want to drown. “I want to live,” he cries out. He begins bargaining with God, “If you get me out of this, I’ll go to church every Sunday and Wednesday and give you half of everything I own.” He is so tired from swimming out, he is afraid he can’t make it back in. Even so, he starts swimming. The shore gets bit closer, “Three Sundays a month, Lord. And you do not need half up front; how about one third down and the rest on installment.” Closer still, “one quarter down and communion Sundays.” Finally, he hits the beach and says, “Christmas and Easter. I promise.” Then, with a sigh of relief and not too little pride, “I did it.” I did it. Like many people he prayed for a sign and got it, but then closed his eyes and did not see it.

Some of you may be thinking to yourselves, “I do not need a sign to be solid in my belief.” Then, think back to what made the difference. When did you experience that confirmation or why did you make the commitment? What was it that convicted you that Jesus was who he said, what convicted you to believe? And who have you told since that happened?


Sharing

So, why go into all of this? Why am I making such a big deal out of Jesus’ revealing his glory, replacing the old with the new, and Jesus being better than what has come before? What does that mean to me?

Let me explain it this way. I had lunch with Dave Pierson, who is pastor at La Mesa Presbyterian Church, and he told me this story about another friend of ours. 

Jeff Holmes, who used to be associate pastor at La Jolla Presbyterian and now has taken a church up in the Central Valley of California, asked his congregation to participate in a 48 hour fast before the first Sunday of this year. He asked them to fast and pray about the church, about what God was calling them to do, and how they were to reach out to their community in 2008. The congregation would break the fast – celebrate the end of the fast – by having a pancake breakfast after service that Sunday morning.

The Sunday morning began and the congregation was full. The service was fairly typical until about the time of the sermon. The man they had put in charge of the pancake breakfast was a gourmet chef. As Jeff began preaching, the smells – oh, the wonderful smells – of that breakfast began to waft up into the sanctuary. Now, Jeff, being an experienced pastor, knew that the congregation’s mind was drifting away from his words and was experiencing that smell. Undaunted, he kept on preaching.

About ten minutes into the sermon, Jeff’s gourmet chef came to the back of the sanctuary. He was carrying a large platter full of food. The heads of the people in the pews began turning around. The smells were incredible. They could see the steam rising off the pancakes and eggs, there was the unmistakable presence of bacon. Anticipation was turning into frustration as Jeff continued on with the sermon.

The chef then walked up the main aisle. Jeff continued on. The chef set the platter down on the communion table. He set a place setting. And then he walked away. Jeff left the pulpit, continuing to preach his sermon. He sat down and began to eat – right in front of everyone. 

Anticipation and frustration became almost palpable anger from the congregation. Jeff’s eyes rolled back in his head as he tasted the food, “Oh, oh, is this good. How amazing. This is incredible.” And he continued speaking for another couple of minutes in between taking bites of this amazing food. He could tell that some in the congregation were getting irked with him.

Finally, he stood, went back to the pulpit and said, “Friends, this is exactly how we treat the community around us. We have this amazing blessing that is for all to share. They are starving, we have something good and plenty to share, and yet we have not invited them in.”

This is the practical application: There are people who are empty and broken all around us. They are starving We who follow Jesus are called to the act of obedience: bearing witness to who Jesus is and what he has done for us. To us it may seem like we are doing nothing more spectacular than filling a glass of water. If you have ever witnessed someone experiencing God’s grace and salvation for the first time, who is asking Jesus into their life, you understand the miracle of the water turning to wine. Every time I have seen this happen, I have been awed by the transformation God is making and the power and glory of God it reveals.

Our identity as believers – disciples and followers of Jesus Christ – is the foundation of all other aspects of our life. Our identity as Christ’s own, as Christians, as those who have been redeemed, saved, and live as citizens of the kingdom of heaven – that identity shapes the rest of our lives. It defines who we are and where we are going. It dictates how we use our time and how we spend our money. It establishes how we treat one another and how we treat those outside of our community of faith. 

Empty vessels. No wine, no hope. Jesus says to the servants, “Fill them up with water.” Suddenly, the vessels are no longer just mundane water jugs; they are filled abundantly with new wine and the promise of something better. Jesus did this, the first of his signs, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him. Yes, we do believe him.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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