28 January 2007 : John 2 : 1-11  
John’s gospel is a bit different from the other three in a number of ways. It was the last to be written, and the author does not feel obliged to go over just the same ground, in just the same way, as Matthew, Mark and Luke. There is much more emphasis on the teaching of Jesus, and less on the miracles, of which John records only 7, including the one we read today, which does not feature anywhere in the other gospels.
At first sight, it seems a strange one, and I think there may be some Christians who are instinctively uncomfortable with it. Had it been instead the turning of wine into water, that might have suited some people better! There is also an exchange between Jesus and his mother that our version of the Bible has translated far more gently than the original, where the frustration of Jesus at being asked to intervene in this incident is very clear.

So what is this turning of water into wine really all about? In the first place, what do we make of this tension between Jesus and Mary? The Revised English Bible translates Jesus’ response to his mum in v.4 as “That’s no concern of mine. My hour has not yet come” – a much more blunt reply. I think we have to try to understand how difficult it was for the immediate family of Jesus to work out how to relate to him. 

They were aware, from the very start, that he was different, but not until Easter did they discover exactly how different. Jesus knew that time was of the essence in his ministry. There was a huge amount to be accomplished in just a few short years, and he could not afford to become distracted from the main purpose for which His Father had sent Him – as we shall see in John 3, nothing less than bringing about the salvation of the world.

In the other gospels, especially in Mark, we find an echo of this edginess when Jesus performs wonderful miracles, but insists that those who have been blessed, delivered or healed don’t go round telling everybody all about it. It would have been all too easy for Jesus to have become a celebrity, to have attracted a following for the wonderful things he did, but this would have drawn attention away from the message he preached of the unconditional love of God calling forth a response of unconditional faith and obedience

Jesus wasn’t looking for admirers who would ooh and aah, but for disciples who would follow him wherever he would lead, whatever the cost. Jesus also knew from the outset that there would come a time of confrontation – a time when the message he taught would set him on a collision course with the religious authorities. This was inevitable, but he had to be careful it didn’t come too early, before he had thoroughly prepared his disciples to carry on, teaching the word, with signs and wonders accompanying.
For Jesus, time was of the essence, and I think that’s why he would have preferred not to get dragged into this glitch in the catering arrangements at the wedding reception. His words about his time not having come indicate a concern that he might be forced into declaring his hand too early. I think we can have a lot of sympathy for Mary here. Godly woman though she was, she couldn’t be expected to know God’s timetable for her son’s ministry. If she maybe did call this one wrong, could she really be blamed?
In the end, I suspect Jesus had a quiet word with God His Father about how to deal with the situation and decided to go for it. He could see a way of sorting out a real practical problem and, at the same time, teach a profound spiritual truth or three. First of all, let’s not lose sight of the down-to-earth fact that Jesus got someone, who was presumably a family friend, out of a very embarrassing predicament. To run out of wine at a wedding was a social howler of Olympic proportions. You’d be the talk of the steamie for ages!

Jesus took authority of the situation and, by the time he had finished, there was enough wine for a lifetime of weddings – and not cheap supermarket plonk either. This was the real deal, high quality, vintage stuff that Jesus served up. This shows us some important truths. First, especially now that Jesus doesn’t have one eye on the clock, we can take to him all sorts of concerns about everyday things in life that concern us. 

Jesus isn’t just interested in religious stuff either! In 3 John 2, we read : Dear friend, I pray that you may enjoy good health and that all may go well with you, even as your soul is getting along well. We have an open door to the throne of grace, where we can bring anything that’s troubling us, concerns about our health, our family, how we’re going to pay the gas bill or the car repairs. God’s love for us encompasses every part of us, and so don’t be afraid to share with him any difficulties in relationships, or finances, or even in the way you feel about people. He is on your side, and he will help you.
Also let’s note that he is the God of more than enough. From being no wine at all, there is, by the time Jesus had done his stuff, an almost outrageous excess of it. That’s just the way it is with him. Whatever our need, there is always more than enough to meet it, with plenty left to share. As we’ve often said, the way of Jesus is always in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. No matter how lousy we feel with guilt about how we’ve treated people in the past, there is more than enough grace to forgive us. 

Please be assured that your sin will not bankrupt the heavenly supply of forgiveness by the blood of Jesus Christ. Likewise, if you’ve got corns, bunions, varicose veins and arthritis, there’s no need to bargain with God and pray : Lord, I’ll settle for any one of the above to be healed. There is more than enough healing available supposing you’ve got every disease Jedburgh Health Centre has ever heard of. Meeting your needs won’t force the angelic host to switch on the emergency generators to keep heaven going!
And it’s not just quantity, but quality of blessing that Jesus delights to bring to us all. The Lord never intends his people to settle for second-best, or just scraping by. Jesus wants you to have the best life possible here on earth. He wants you to have the best job you can get, not necessarily always the best paid, but the most fulfilling. He wants your home life to be happy and harmonious, not just tolerating each other. 

In order to receive this best possible life, you and I are going to have to co-operate with him, and allow his Holy Spirit to suggest a few changes in the way we behave, but I’m sure you’ll agree that’s a win-win situation for us – become more like Jesus so we can enjoy life to the max the way Jesus intends. I’m up for that – what do you say?

These are some of the things we can take from today’s lesson at a practical level, but there’s also an important spiritual message in it. This batch of glorious new wine didn’t materialise out of the clear blue sky. No, Jesus took six huge jars of water and changed them into wine. Please note – this water was not for drinking. It was for washing, like the water you get in the loo on a train or a plane, and it would have tasted disgusting.
This was the water that was used for the ritual washing that the Old Testament laws commanded the Jewish people to do several times a day. And this really tells you all you need to know about life before Jesus. You’d always be chasing your tail, trying so hard to wash away the mess you had made in your life before God found out about it, got angry with you, and zapped you for it. Everything about Old Testament religion was like that – a desperate rearguard action to keep God off your case by ritual acts.

But the sad thing was that, however often you washed your hands to get rid of the stain of what you might have done, it was all outward. The hands may have been washed, but not the heart. There was no real sense of forgiveness, no expectation that God could change the real you. The best they could hope for was a damage limitation exercise, by struggling to keep as much of the Jewish Law as they could, and when they couldn’t, by ritual washing and sacrifices presented at weekly worship to buy off God’s wrath.

The people of the Old Testament had a mistaken idea of God, because they had not been blessed to see his true nature in Jesus. They had not had revealed to them the truth that this Jesus was destined on the cross to buy off all God’s wrath, for everyone and everything, past, present and future, and that from now on the hopes of humanity would rest not on their own desperate and ultimately doomed attempts to keep God happy by their own efforts, but by the free grace of God to forgive us and reconcile us to himself.

The turning of stale, unpalatable water into this choicest wine was an acted parable of a decisive shift from the old covenant to the new, from the frustration of religious works to the freedom of grace and mercy received by faith. Wine, unlike that stale old water, is designed to be taken internally. Amen!! When Jesus came, his intention was to be taken internally. It is the plan and purpose of God that the Holy Spirit should make his dwelling within each one of us. The Bible teaches, and this may shock you, that the same power that raised Jesus from the dead, and the same authority that made the devil turn on his heels and run from Jesus, is within everyone who puts their trust in Jesus.

And it’s a real shame that there are still so many decent people, church members even, who still have not received the truly wonderful gospel message that the free grace of God, poured out in Christ and received in simple faith, is all we need to enjoy life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. Trying, as many do, to be a good person and not do anyone any harm won’t achieve that goal. That’s Old Testament religion, and it’s as dead as a do-do, praise God. The days of the tasteless foosty water of religion are over.

Now Jesus urges us to taste and see that he is good, to receive the glorious new wine of the gospel of everlasting, abundant, overflowing life. Jesus gave his life that you might receive that life as God’s free gift to you, his precious child. It truly is that simple. 
