3. HOW WATER INTO WINE POINTS US TO JESUS
John 2v1-11
Miracles do not happen to us everyday, but if and when they do - what are they about? Are they simply to leave us full of awe & excite us to want bigger and better miracles? This first recorded miracle of Jesus is said to be a sign that revealed Christ’s glory resulting in his disciples putting their faith in him. (v11) That seems to be the point of Biblical miracles. They are signs pointing us to  Jesus.

But they don’t always succeed. In Jesus own ministry, thousands saw miraculous signs, but only a minority  realised where the signs were pointing. 

The journalist & broadcaster John McCarthy recounts a remarkable experience from his early days as a hostage in Lebanon in 1986. “One morning (my) fears became unbearable. I stood in the cell sinking into despair. I felt I was literally sinking, being sucked down into a whirlpool. I was on my knees, gasping for air, drowning in hopelessness and helplessness. I thought that I was passing out. I could only think of one thing to say - ‘Help me please, oh God, help me.’ The next instant I was standing up, surrounded by a warm bright light. I was dancing, full of joy. In the space of a minute, despair had vanished, replaced by boundless optimism.”  John McCarthy’s experience was miraculous. He was still a prisoner in the same cell. His conditions had not changed. But when he cried out to God his mental state was transformed immediately.  

But if it was a sign that God was a living reality and was with him and would rescue him, John found it hard to follow the sign. He wrote:  “What had happened? I had never had any great faith, despite a Church of England upbringing. But I felt I had to give thanks. But to what? Unsure of the nature of the experience, I felt most comfortable acknowledging the Good Spirit which seemed to have rescued me.”  (J. McCarthy & J. Morrell. ‘Some Other Rainbow’. Bantam Press. 1993) John McCarthy was released from captivity  after five and a half years, in August 1991.

So let’s look at this miracle in John 2v1-11 and let God speak to us, and point us to Jesus.

v1. “.. a wedding took place at Cana in Galilee”.  If you are married, your wedding day is meant to be a great highlight in your life. So this occasion in Cana would have been the highlight of this couple’s life.  Philip Yancey writes “In the village life of Galilee, a wedding banquet brought celebration into an otherwise drab existence.”  (‘The Jesus I Never Knew’ . Marshall Pickering. 1995). After a simple ceremony with a few invited guests the couple processed through the streets to the bridegroom’s home. There was shouting, singing and dancing which caught up many others. This was followed by a 7 to 14 days “open house”. The couple were like a king and queen holding court. There was lavish hospitality and a steady stream of visitors. 

“On the third day a wedding took place..” According to an Israeli guide I once spoke to, this is likely to refer to a wedding on a Tuesday. He reckoned that ninety percent of Jewish weddings still take place on Tuesdays. This is because in the Genesis account of creation the third day is the only one in which God pronounces his blessing twice. (Genesis 1v9-13.) So, a Jewish wedding on the third day is said to be twice blessed.

v1,2. “Jesus’ mother was there, and Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding.” The newly weds were evidently friends or relations of Mary. Jesus made a point of being there; he probably knew the couple personally. Those of his disciples who had recently left the side of John the Baptist would have found the party atmosphere something of a contrast. No locusts and wild honey.

v3. “When the wine had gone, Jesus’ mother said to him, “They have no more wine.” It is difficult for us to appreciate the implications of this today. The most important ingredient in the wedding banquet hospitality was wine.  It was the symbol of joy and life to Jewish people. They still raise their glass today and declare, ”L’Haim!”, “To Life!”  And the wine had run out.

This wedding was turning out to be a disaster rather than twice blessed. This was a serious crisis. It would bring shame upon the couple. They would be marked  by it.  It would involve social stigma. They would forever be known as Mr. & Mrs. Wine- Ran-Out!  It was no trivial matter. So Mary is discreet. She quietly speaks to Jesus. Some people are quick to gloat when disaster strikes someone else - to whisper the news to others. This is not what Mary is doing. But to begin with it doesn’t look like Jesus is going to do anything about it.
v4. “”Dear woman, why do you involve me?  Jesus replied, “My time has not yet come.” My “hour” is a characteristic expression of Jesus recorded in John’s Gospel.  According to New Testament scholar Donald Guthrie,  “It reveals an awareness of approaching climax or crisis.” It is usually associated with Jesus’ coming death on the cross, but here it is His going public with miracles.  
This opens up the fascinating subject of the extent and the limits of Jesus knowledge in his humanity. Was it actually in this moment that Jesus realised that the time had arrived for him to go public? Listen again to Philip Yancey. “We can only guess what went through Jesus’ mind during those next few seconds as he weighed Mary’s request. If he acted, that would mean his time had come, and from that moment on life would change. If word of his powers leaked, he would soon hear pleas from the needy people of Tyre to Jerusalem. Crowds would flock: epileptics, paralytics, deaf-mutes, the demon-possessed, not to mention any street beggar who wanted a free glass of wine. Investigators would be dispatched from the capital. A clock would start ticking that would not stop until Calvary.” (‘The Jesus I Never Knew’. Marshall Pickering. 1995)

v5. “His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” Perhaps there was a look in Jesus’ eye Mary recognised.  So she prepared the servants for the action ahead. Little did she know what it would be. When you or I hit a crisis, or some insurmountable problem, or we have friends in difficulty - best to bring the problem to Jesus without feeling you need to suggest the solution. He is much more creative than you or me. And He is full of surprises. Here are two examples.

Twenty years ago I was the pastor of a Baptist church on the south coast of England. Not long before an evangelistic campaign two women in the church, who had been close friends, suddenly fell out over words that had been spoken. By the time I heard of it  two sides had formed. It was war! Not exactly the best preparation for church evangelism. So on Sunday morning I asked the two women and another elder  to come to my office to see if we could resolve the problem, but it proved impossible and extremely unpleasant.  I decided that my wife and I would see the women apart before attempting to get them together again.   After a week or two we set the time and venue for this. It was to be 4.0 in the afternoon at our home. I was very apprehensive. The last time had been a disaster. I said to God, “Lord, I don’t know how this is going to go, but the first five minutes are going to be the most difficult when they first set eyes on each other again. Please help me!”  The first woman (the one who had said the offending words) arrived at 3.55 p.m. and sat down in a chair by the window. At 4.0 p.m. precisely, her offended friend rang the doorbell. And also at 4.0 p.m. precisely, the first lady sitting in our lounge was stung on the back of her neck by a bee. She bent forward in considerable pain. Her former friend (a nurse) walked across the room, knelt down before her and squeezed the bee sting out of the back of her neck. A few minutes later we all sat down looking at each other, taking it all in. It was a holy moment. These two women had been separated by poison.  Both had been guilty of venomous words and reactions.  But in these few moments one had bowed her neck and the other had knelt and served her; as a result poison had been extracted.  Isn’t God a genius? The two women embraced each other, asked forgiveness and were reconciled. If this incident had been recorded in the Bible we would have read, “And God sent a bee!”
Another example, this time from a television interview with the British officer who had to assume command of his unit at the Battle for Goose Green in the 1982 Falklands war. The commanding officer, Colonel H. Jones, had been killed. His second in command was then given the news.  It was night. His men were vastly outnumbered. They had already sustained serious casualties in fierce fighting. They were caught in an area with little cover. Come the morning they would be exposed to murderous enemy fire. The  officer admitted in the interview that he did not know what to do. But he was a Christian, so he prayed, “God, I don’t know what to do”.  Moments later he knew exactly what to do. It was not a manoeuvre  from his military manual. In the morning he would call upon the Argentine soldiers to surrender! When the new day broke this is exactly what he did, and, to everyone’s surprise, the enemy surrendered. Enough men had been killed, on both sides.

And here at this wedding, Jesus fixes things in the most unexpected of ways. 

v6-9. “Nearby stood six stone water jars, the kind used by the Jews for ceremonial washing, each holding from twenty to thirty gallons. Jesus said to the servants, “Fill the jars with water”, so they filled them to the brim. Then he told them, ”Now, draw some out and take it to the master of the banquet.” They did so, and the master of the banquet tasted the water that had been turned into wine. He did not realise where it had come from, though the servants who had drawn the water knew. ”  These large jars held water specifically for obeying the strict washing rules of the Jew’s oral law. Now they were full to the brim with the best quality wine.  Imagine that, twenty to thirty gallons of the best wine.  Who would have thought of suggesting that Jesus turn this water into wine?

We have a prophetic sign here! One which points to the glory of Jesus. Water turned into wine. Wine, the symbol of life.  A token of God’s grace. The fruit of the vine was always on the table at Shabbat and the great Jewish Celebration Feasts. A table with wine stood in contrast to the days of slavery and wilderness wanderings when water was the best Israel could expect. Jesus has come to transform the water of legalism and rules into the glorious new wine of life and grace and joy.  It was a prophetic sign.  Jesus the bridegroom has come. Later, on the eve of his suffering and death, Jesus will take a cup of wine and say “This is the new covenant in my blood.” Yes, the new covenant of life & grace.

But it was also an act of great kindness and compassion. It pointed to the wonderful character of Jesus.  Jesus’ first sign was no mighty public drama. It was extraordinary, but it was also a quiet act of kindness at a private wedding. Only the servants knew what had really happened. But it rescued the couple. Isn’t this a revelation of Christ’s glory? A different kind of glory, but wonderful nonetheless.

Rather than shame, the couple received congratulations from the professional they had hired as master of ceremonies.  v9,10. “the master of the banquet tasted the water that had been turned into wine. He did not realise where it had come from, though the servants who had drawn the water knew. Then he called the bridegroom aside and said, “Everyone brings out the choice wine first and then the cheaper wine after the guests have had too much to drink; but you have saved the best till now.”  This is what Jesus is like!  A couple were about to be robbed of their joy on their wedding day. So Jesus intervened and turned the situation around. And the couple probably remained in blissful ignorance. Their joy was untouched. They would hear of it later and be able to dance with joy over the miracle.  

v11. “This is the first of his miraculous signs Jesus performed in Cana of Galilee. He thus revealed his glory, and his disciples put their faith in him.” 

As we have seen this extraordinary miracle was a sign on many levels. But behind everything it was a sign pointing to Jesus’ identity. We of course are in on the secret. We already know from ch. 1 that He is the Word who was with God in the beginning, and that “through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.” (1v3) Wine from water is no great shakes for One who made the universe out of nothing.

This Scripture is teeming with personal application for us. The miracle of water into wine is a sign for some of us today. It is possible for us to feel that our wine is running out - because of the way our life has developed or because of some crisis or circumstance we can do nothing about. It is a sign for us today. It points us to put our faith in Jesus. 

Some who are faced with a problem that seems insurmountable. You have no idea what to do about. It is beyond you. 

Some who feel that the joy and sparkle has gone from their life as a believer; it’s like your wine is running out, even though Jesus is with you & you may have known Him for many years. It is all dull and routine now. 

Some who feel that they are in danger of being robbed of their joy at the very moment when it should be at its height.  By some crisis or some circumstance beyond your control.

Some who fear they could be blighted by some incident in their life. Some catastrophic event.  Perhaps a failure or even sin. Something that could cast a shadow over you for the rest of your life and define you.

Some couples who feel like the wine has run out of their marriage. The joy, the vitality, the sparkle. It is all water now. You don’t know what to do.  

Well, whatever your need, this couple’s experience shows you that when your wine runs out it gives Jesus the chance to do something miraculous. 

Let faith rise. Jesus can work a miracle. He may do it in a way you cannot imagine!  He can turn your water into wine. The best wine you have ever known.

This is an opportunity for us to bring our needs to Jesus; to invite Him to help. The Bible says we can “approach the throne of grace with confidence so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need”. (Hebrews 4v16) 

We do not need Mary or anyone else to act as our intermediary. Each of us can come to him personally, right now. 

