Sermon 22 January 2012, Greenfield Church

John 2:1-11: “Water into Wine”

I wonder what the servants thought when Jesus told them to fill up the jars with water.  

After all, the situation was pretty dire.  The bridegroom was looking desperate and with good reason: they'd run out of wine.    And this was serious: this could mean disgrace for the family.  Suddenly, the golden boy of Cana becomes its black sheep, the one who didn't provide enough wine.  Plus he could be out of pocket - the guests would be lining up to sue him for failing in his hostly duties.  And you thought people were quick to sue today...

So no wonder he was looking panicky.  No wonder, as the whispers went round the party that something was up, he was going round with an exaggerated smile: "Yes, yes it's fine, ha ha!  Drink, drink!"  

Things were desperate for sure.  Those "in the know" were getting edgy.  People were giving them dirty looks, dagger stares.  A social catastrophe was only moments away.  Barring a miracle, the party seemed to be over.

Among those whispering were a mother and her grown-up son.  She seemed to be urging him to do something, anything.  And he seemed to be resisting, saying it wasn't his time yet (though if he could help, surely it was his time now!)  The servants watched with interest and then saw her beckon them over.  

"Do whatever he tells you," Mary said to them.  They didn't quite know who he was, but there was something about the way Mary spoke about him... she seemed so confident that he could help - even though he seemed to be lacking in the wine department.

So they waited as he sized up the situation.  Then came his command: "Fill the jars with water."

Huh?  

No, no, hang on... it's wine they want.  Wine.  Y'know, the stuff that makes parties... parties.  Not water.  Can you imagine what's going to happen if the Master of the Banquet steps up and says "Sorry folks, we're all out of wine... but don't worry, 'cos we've got... water!"

Yet for some reason, however batty Jesus' idea might have sounded to them - they did it.  He seemed to know what he was doing.  So they went and filled the jars with water.  They went and took it to the Master of the Banquet for him to taste (even if they were worried that they'd end up wearing the jars).   They watched his face, nervously, as he tasted what must've looked the oddest wine ever.  And, as a smile and a look of amazement spread across his face, they couldn't help but join in.  "Just don't ask us where it came from..." they perhaps thought. 

And in that moment, a little bit of heaven broke into what could've been a catastrophe.  

Literally.  

Because that's why John's so keen for us to hear this story.  Like he says at the end of it, in turning water into wine Jesus "revealed His glory".  It's the first sign we get that this Jesus is someone rather special... someone who is, in a very real sense, divine.  

Think back to last week's story.  Remember Jesus' closing shot to Nathaneal, the one whose example Ralph urged us to follow?  "Very truly I tell you, you will see ‘heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on' the Son of Man."  

That's what's beginning at the wedding in Cana, says John.  This is the first sign, he says, pointing to who Jesus is and what He's come to do.  

John, unlike the other Gospel writers, doesn't write about miracles.  Well, he does, he just doesn't call them that.  He calls them signs instead.  And, unlike the other Gospels which at times seem to have people being healed left, right and centre, John is very selective about what he includes.  

Why? 

Because he's got a very specific reason for choosing them.  And he tells us this near the end of his gospel: "these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name."  

For John, these things aren't just great events, awe-inspiring miracles, merciful healings.  They're, in a way, like any signpost.  Not many people stop at a signpost and admire their great beauty, the wonderful shade of blue or green or white, or how perfectly formed the lettering is on them.  You'd get some funny looks if you did.  You stop at a signpost, look to see where it's pointing, then follow it.  

We can't help but be amazed at the signs, the miracles, John includes.  We're right to see them and go "wow"!  But if we stop there then they can become little more than conjuring tricks; incredible events that make us go "how did he do that", but don't lead us any further.  John wants us to follow these signs to the One to whom they're pointing, the One who made them happen, to Jesus Himself.  He wants us to go to Him, recognise Him for who He is and receive the life He wants to give us - full, eternal life that can only come from God, through Jesus.  

And so these miracles are about more than people being healed, fed miraculously and even raised from the dead.  They're about more than Jesus' ability to walk on water or turn water into wine.  They're about God's Kingdom of healing, of eternal satisfaction, and of eternal life breaking into this world.  They're moments when heaven itself breaks into our world, changing things completely and pointing us towards the time when they will be made complete.  

We don't seem to get moments like these too often.  If we do, they seem like a bad phone signal or television reception, flickering, faint, fading in and out.  We catch a glimpse of a time when God seems close, when miracles seem possible – and then they're gone.  

Jesus knew that feeling: He knew when God seemed far away, when He felt cut off from His Father - as He hung on that cross.  Yet according to John that moment of seeming death and desolation, is the moment when Jesus' true glory is revealed.  That's what all the signs in his Gospel are pointing us towards, that's the ultimate destination.  

Why? 

Because that's the moment when the interference on the line is overcome, when the picture becomes clear.  That's the moment when all our world's suffering and sin can be dealt with forever.  That's the moment when heaven finally breaks into our world – and never leaves it.  

At times like these, talk like this must seem crazy.  When unemployment's never been higher; when cruise ships are sinking and captains abandoning them; when we're beset by illness or mourning or loneliness - talk of Jesus bringing heaven into our world seems like madness.  Where?  How?  When?

I suppose it must sound a bit like Jesus' instruction to fill those jars up with water.  That must have sounded crazy to those servants.  Yet they did it.  For some reason that we're not told about, they went and filled those jars up with water just as Jesus asked them to.  And we all know what happened after that.

Perhaps we need to be like those servants.  To believe that Jesus can save our situations - can transform them into something wonderful.  To believe that God knows what He's doing - even if we can't always see it.  To believe that God isn't content to let our world remain in a state of chaos and crisis, but gave Jesus to rescue it.    

And not just patch things up a bit.  God doesn't want to just put a sticking plaster over our hurts.  Remember the wine that Jesus created wasn't just any old wine - it was good stuff, the best.  It was the type of wine they normally served at the beginning of the party, when people were still sober enough to care.

God isn't interested in papering over the cracks in our lives and in our world.  He wants to do a full-scale renovation, to make things how they truly should be and can be in Him.  This isn't easy, rarely happens immediately and often costs: it cost Jesus His very life to make it possible.  But that's the point - it is possible.  One day the signal will clear, the reception will be fixed and things will be how God intended them to be from the start.  

Through this story and all the others he tells, John calls on us all to believe Jesus has made this possible.  

But this believing isn't just saying "yes" in our heads.  Those servants could have quite easily said yes to Jesus' instruction, but then ran down to the Galilean equivalent of the Spar to get some cheap plonk.  For this to work, for the water to turn into wine, they had to go and actually fill the jars up.  They had their part to play.  

And we have ours.  For if we do believe, however shakily, that God can change even the worst of our lives we need to do something about it.  

So does this mean we all have to learn how to turn water into wine?  

Well, maybe not.  

A couple of weeks ago in our Covenant Service, we thought how God calls us to walk together and watch over each other so that we can be Christ's body - people who will show Christ's love to our community and beyond.  Somehow, through our living together and loving each other, Christ's love begins to show through us and can make an impact on the world around us.  

There's all sorts of ways this can happen.  It happened before Christmas, through the meal that some our members cooked for some of the homeless people Steve and Irene work with.  It happened through all the tins we collected for our Snowball appeal.  It can happen through our Education Sunday service in a fortnight.  It can happen through our friendships with people in places like the Market Café, as we seek just to love and serve them as Jesus did.  

In all these situations, and as many more as we can think of, we can be the bearers of God's love to our community.  And maybe we can turn water into wine.  Maybe we can turn a world that often seems so grey and lifeless into a place full of joy, colour and life.  

John doesn't tell us how the wedding party in Cana ended.  My guess is that it was the best party they'd seen there for donkey's years.  And no doubt for years afterwards, people were telling the tale of how it was saved by the very best wine of all.  

We might not be able to turn water into wine.  But maybe through how we live, we can change our community and even our world.  And maybe for years to come, people in Urmston will tell the story of how the love of Christ we showed them transformed their lives.  
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