The Second Sunday of the Epiphany
January 17, 2010
Text:  John 2:1-11
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

It is the Epiphany season.  Epiphany….that Greek-based word meaning:  to show forth, to appear, to make yourself known.  The Epiphany season is all about Jesus revealing himself, making himself known as the Son of God in his deeds and words.
And today, at the beginning of his ministry in John’s Gospel, Jesus reveals himself, makes himself known, through a miracle….the miracle at the wedding at Cana where Jesus turns water into wine.

Before we get too far into that particular miracle, let’s talk about Jesus’ miracles in general…the ones we read about in the Gospels.  What always takes place in Jesus’ miracles is that they are signs – John’s Gospel especially calls them signs – they are signs that in Jesus Christ the Kingdom of God has drawn near.
And for whom does Jesus do his miracles?  The person for whom things are going badly!  Jesus does his miracles for the needy, the frightened, the harassed.  Jesus’ action is always in response to human misery.

Now perhaps you might want to interrupt me here and object.  Especially in terms of our particular water-into-wine miracle that we have before us today.  Running out of wine at a wedding may be an embarrassment for the bride and groom, but is it really all that terrible?  Is Jesus’ miracle here really a response to human misery?
I know I’ve taken that approach myself in previous sermons.  I remember one sermon in which I kept asking the question, “So the wedding flops – who cares!?!”  This would be the kind of thing that the couple could look back upon at their 10th wedding anniversary and laugh about….right?

And couldn’t we say the same thing about Jesus feeding the 5,000 out in the wilderness?  I mean, it wasn’t as if they were starving.  If Jesus had done nothing, the people would just have missed a meal…right!?!  

But regardless….at the time there was a need…whether out there in the wilderness or at this wedding.  And Jesus was concerned enough to turn the situation around….to meet the need….even in small things!  I think that’s a great gospel truth!

In his miracles, Jesus unburdens people.  He releases them.  With his miracles, Jesus can bring people from the heart of a raging storm to dry land.  They can eat and be more than satisfied.  They can be given wine and drink – good wine!  They are delivered from every torment and embarrassment, and they can breathe again.  They can be whole people again.
But realize:  Jesus did not perform miracles for everyone.  Not everyone was helped! 

· Jesus did not heal every sick person he came across!  

· There must have been many other storms on the sea of Galilee where perhaps whole boatloads perished….and there was no calming of the wind for them.
· Those 5,000 who were fed out in the wilderness… they were certainly hungry again, right?  

· Even those whom he did heal eventually died – right? – maybe from a different disease, but they died.
Jesus’ miracles were not some kind of a super-powered welfare program for everybody!  That’s why we look at these miracles of Jesus as signs – signs pointing to something else.  They all have a symbolic quality to them.  For example:
· When the early church would have read and heard about the healing of the blind and the deaf and the lame, they would have also realized the great transformation that had occurred in their lives in the great miracle of their coming to faith!

· When they heard of Jesus’ feeding the 5,000 out in the desert, it is inevitable that they also thought about the Lord’s Supper, especially given the four-fold language in which both are described:  taking, thanking, breaking, giving.

· When they heard of the peril of Jesus’ disciples on the lake, how could they avoid thinking also of the even greater peril of the frail ship of the church and the salvation which comes to it in all the chaos and darkness and storms of world history?

We can almost see these miracle stories as backward-striking rays of the glory of the risen Lord!  It’s almost as if Jesus yanks the glorious future of the Kingdom of God and jerks it into the present with these wonderful miracles!
And especially Jesus’ miracles are illustrations of the amazing, extraordinary, lavish grace of God!  And particularly our miracle today – Jesus’ changing water into wine – it is so beyond the call of duty.  Aren’t we told, in fact, that some of the guests may already have had too much to drink?  Hasn’t that aspect of this miracle been an embarrassment for prohibitionists and T-totalers down through the centuries?  
120 gallons of wine!  That’s how much are in those six stone jugs!  It is a luxury!  It is wasteful!  It is extravagant!  It is prodigal!  How surprised we are at this super-abundance of the grace of God!

But how can we understand our faith, if we don’t have some understanding of the great extravagance of God’s grace?  When we proclaim the Apostles’ Creed every Sunday and speak of the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting…is that not the extravagance to which it all points?  Does it not all aim at this end, so that the luxury is not really a luxury?  It is the super-abounding free grace of God! 

Enough overview on miracles…..now let’s focus on that miracle at Cana.  We could make a dozen points from all the signs in that story, but let’s restrict ourselves to two.

First, it points to faith.  Were you a little  uncomfortable with that dialogue between Jesus and his mother?  Listen to it again:

When the wine gave out, the mother of Jesus said to him, “They have no wine.”  And Jesus said to her, “Woman, what concern is that to you and to me?  My hour has not yet come.”  His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.”

Now the purpose of this dialogue is not to prove the Catholic emphasis that Mary can get her son to “do stuff.”  Nor is it to prove the opposite Protestant emphasis of Jesus putting his mother in her proper place.  
Mary says to her son, “They have no wine.”  And Jesus answers, “Woman, what concern is that to you and to me?”  Translated literally, Jesus reply is:  “What to me and to you?”  It was a common phrase used by Jews – it appears several times in the Old Testament – and basically it was the response of a person when he is asked to get involved in a matter which he feels is no business of his.  It is almost as if Jesus tells his mother, “No, I’m not going to get involved.”

And that makes us initially uncomfortable, doesn’t it?  Jesus says, “No”?  Martin Luther did a beautiful thing with this text…. Luther says that this is all about Mary’s faith.  It may sound like Jesus is saying “No,” but what his mother does is to look for the “Yes” underneath the “No.”  

And Mary must have found that “Yes”…right?  Because what does she tell the servants?  “Do whatever he asks you to do.”  She knows – she has faith – that Jesus will respond.

This is the very same thing Luther did with that other story of Jesus, where it seems that he is saying “No.”  Remember that story?  Where Jesus meets a foreign woman who wants Jesus to heal her daughter, and Jesus initially says, “No…why should we take the children’s food and throw it to dogs.”  But the woman was persistent, looking for the Yes underneath the No, saying, “Yes, Lord, but even the dogs east the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.”

Luther’s comment on that story could equally well apply to our miracle story today:

This woman clings tightly to the Word even though she herself must tear it from His heart by force.  She ignores His hard words and she trusts firmly that His kindness is hiding somewhere beneath it all.  She will not entertain for a single moment the thought that Jesus might be ungracious.  That is what it means to hold fast to the Word!
That’s our first conclusion from this miracle story:  with faith, hold fast to the good news that Jesus Christ is gracious!
Our second conclusion has to do with that 120 gallons of wine.  Why so much?  Well, we’ve already seen that it is a sign pointing to the great extravagance of God’s grace.  It’s also a sign pointing to the Day of Salvation….that day when God’s Kingdom will come.  One of the consistent Old Testament images for that Day of Salvation is the over-abundance of wine!

Listen to the prophet Amos:  The time is surely coming, says the Lord, when the one who plows shall overtake the one who reaps, and the treader of grapes the one who sows the seed; the mountains shall drip sweet wine, and all the hills shall flow with it.

Or this from the prophet Joel, again pointing to that future day of salvation:  The threshing floors shall be full of grain, the vats shall overflow with wine.

These two Old Testament prophets were already six or seven hundred years in their graves when along came Jesus, and as the very first of his signs, he turned water into 120 gallons of wine…much more than the guests could ever drink!  It is a sign, pointing to the Day of Salvation, when God made all things new through the sacrificial death of his Son on the cross!  It is a sign pointing to the dawning of a new day, the day of the Kingdom!

Oh, for sure, there’s a wedding going on in our story here today, but it’s not primarily the wedding between some man and woman in Cana 2,000 years ago.  For goodness’ sake, we don’t even know the names of this couple!  It’s not about them!  The real marriage….the real marriage is the one that will soon take place….on the cross…the marriage between Jesus and us, the marriage between Jesus the Bridegroom and his Church…the marriage where you and I are joined forever to this Christ.

Jesus Christ is the Bridegroom who takes us for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish…..but not until death parts us, but rather until death makes this marriage real and perfect and whole and complete!

You see, the newness that Jesus promises us here is a real newness.  There is nothing more that you and I need to do except to trust it – ah, there’s the faith, the first point we made about this miracle story! –  especially to trust in the One who brings the newness, the One who has made all things new by his death on the cross.
Bottom line conclusion from this miracle story?  Jesus took 120 gallons of water and transformed them into 120 gallons of grace!  Trusting in that gracious kindness of Jesus, may you and I too be signs of the extravagant, abundant, lavish grace of God!
