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Dear congregation,

John’s gospel tells the story of Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ, the Son of the living God, in its own unique way.  While the first three gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke – often called the ‘Synoptics’) are very similar, seeming to borrow from each other or a common source, John is different.  To be sure, John’s gospel contains the same message, the same good news from God [gospel] that the other three do.  Yet it focuses on events and conversations not found in the Synoptics.  

John was very selective in what he chose to record in his gospel for a number of reasons.  He himself admits that he certainly had lots of material to choose from.  In John 20.30 he wrote, ‘Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book.’  In the next chapter, ‘Now there are also many other things that Jesus did. Were every one of them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written.’  (John 21.25)  
What is striking that John has, under God’s guiding hand, only included seven of Jesus’ miracles in his gospel.  He had plenty to choose from but selected these seven with a special purpose in mind.  

There are a number of words the New Testament uses to describe miracles. For example, ‘powerful, mighty works’, ’miracles’.  John prefers to call them ‘signs.’  (σημειων)
For John the miracles of Jesus were never simply naked displays of power, still less clever tricks designed to impress the masses.   He saw them as signs - events, which although miraculous, powerful, mighty works in and of themselves, pointed to deeper spiritual truths and realities that could only be seen and appreciated through the eye of faith.  He challenges us to look beyond the miracle and search for a sign – a deeper spiritual truth about Jesus the Christ that point to the real truth about him: his person, work and message.  John explains in this in 20.31.  ‘But these [miraculous signs] are written [in this book] that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.’

Let us set out to explore these seven signs and through them experience the wonderful good news of God through Jesus Christ his Son our Saviour.

WATER INTO WINE

The first of the miraculous signs of Jesus John records is found in John 2.1-11. The other three gospel accounts do not mention it.  The reason John draws attention to it is because he remembers that it was the first miraculous sign Jesus performed.  More than that, this miraculous sign was used by Jesus to manifest (reveal) his glory. This revelation of Jesus’ glory at Cana caused the disciples ((John himself included) to put their faith in him.

The event itself took place soon after (a week – so D.A. Carson) John the Baptist had met with and baptized Jesus.  At the baptism of Jesus John had testified:

 “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!  This is he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who ranks before me, because he was before me.’1 I myself did not know him, but for this purpose I came baptizing with water, that he might be revealed to Israel.” And John bore witness: “I saw the Spirit descend from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him. I myself did not know him, but he who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain, this is he who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ And I have seen and have borne witness that this is the Son of God.”  (John 1:29-34)

In the next few days at least five disciples began to follow Jesus.  They were Andrew, his brother Simon Peter, Philip, Nathanael and John himself.   Nathanael had declared Jesus to be the ‘Son of God’ and ‘King of Israel’ on the basis of some fairly flimsy evidence.  Jesus had said to him:

 “Because I said to you, ‘I saw you under the fig tree,’ do you believe? You will see greater things than these.” 51 And he said to him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” (John 1:50,51)

What greater things?  How will Nathanael and the disciples see angels of God ascending and descending on Jesus?   It began three days after Nathanael met Jesus, in a village called Cana in Galilee, which also happened to be Nathanael’s home town (2.1).  

The reason for Jesus’ visit to Cana was a wedding.  A wedding meant a time of partying, of eating, drinking and being merry, having a good time.    

Now that might not mean much to you, but it would have stunned and amazed those brand-new disciples of Jesus the Rabbi.  You see, in those days being really close to God, being a special servant and rabbi of God was associated with being very religious, serious and pious.  Men and women of God who wanted to walk really close to God tended to withdraw from the enjoyable and fun things of life.  To get close to God you get as far away as you possibly can from ordinary people doing ordinary things.  You don’t approve of sex and marriage but go to a monastic community.  You certainly don’t drink any wine and eat rich food.  Just bread and water!  You disapprove of parties.  You never smile.

Then came Jesus. The very first place where he took his new disciples was to a wedding!  His going there put his seal of approval on it.  Jesus’ joining in the celebration, eating party food as and drinking wine, must have made the disciples scratch their beards in confusion.  How can a rabbi do such things??   [You might remember that Jesus’ enemies later on accused Jesus of being eating and drinking and therefore called him a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax-collectors and ‘sinners’. (Luke 7.33)]

*   *   *

Jesus’ mother, Mary, was also at the wedding.  Cana was a village quite close to Nazareth.  With both mother and eldest son there, it is likely that the bridal couple were relatives or close family friends.  Mary herself may even have been involved in the organizing and catering because, before the guests knew it, she was aware that the wine had run out!

In those days the bridegroom was responsible for providing food and drink.  Not having enough was regarded as the most embarrassing thing possible in that culture.  Cases where the family of the bride actually sued the bridegroom for failing to have enough food and drink were not unknown!  When Mary approached her son she did so because she knew a major social disaster was in the making.

She went to her son and said to him, ‘They have no wine.’ (2.3)
Why tell Jesus? What was Mary expecting from Jesus when she informed him of this sorry state of affairs?
a) Was she just passing on some sad news?  That hardly seems to be the case.  She expected something from Jesus as 2.5 indicates.

b) Was she expecting a miracle?  How could she?  Jesus had not yet begun his public ministry and used miracles.  The next miracle he performed would be his first. (2.11)

c) Could it be that Mary, who appears to have been a widow for quite some time, had come to depend on her eldest son’s resourcefulness?   Jesus himself was a carpenter and seems to have been the family’s breadwinner and leader.  He might know what to do!  

But what could she expect?

Jesus’ answer to Mary is one that also raises questions.   He said to Mary, ‘Woman, what does this have to do with me?  My hour has not yet come.’ 

a) Jesus refers to his mother by calling her ‘woman’.  In that day and age that was a courteous form of address, but not normally the way in which a son would speak to his mother.  Why address her in this way?
b) ‘What does this have to do with me?’   The reply comes in the form of a rebuke.  His mother has nothing to say; no authority over his life any longer.  There is no way in which she could ask or expect Jesus to do her a favour.    

c) Most intriguing of all, ‘My hour has not yet come.’  What hour?  What is he talking about?   What will he do when his ‘hour’ comes?  When will it come?

Jesus’ words raise questions, don’t they?  What are we to think about him?  Who is he?   What is this ‘hour’ that he is thinking about?

*     *     *

At first glance Mary is speaking and thinking at a very practical level.  There’s a minor disaster in the making.   We’re part-way through a wedding celebration, one of the most joyful and looked-forward-to experiences of life, and the wine runs out.   This wedding party, to be a success, must have wine!

The Lord Jesus, on hearing his mother say, ‘They have no wine’, thought beyond this country wedding at Cana.  He thinks God’s people.   
He was very much aware that Israel’s spiritual life has become sterile, dreary, dead.  It was like a wedding without wine.   Spiritually God’s covenant people has run out of joy, life and hope. Spiritually the people have run out of wine!  They need new wine!
In the Old Testament one of the more memorable symbols/signs of the age and coming of the Messiah is wine – lots and lots of wonderful, new wine.   The people will drink this wine as part of a great celebration.  When Messiah comes, when he restores God’s people, lots of wine – spiritual blessings – will flow!

·  Jeremiah 31.11,12:  For the Lord has ransomed Jacob and has redeemed him from hands too strong for him.    They shall come and sing aloud on the height of Zion, and they shall be radiant over the goodness of the Lord, over the grain, the wine, and the oil,  and over the young of the flock and the herd; their life shall be like a watered garden,  and they shall languish no more.
· Hosea 14.7 – speaking of the Messianic Age and God’s dwelling in and among his people ‘They shall return and dwell beneath my shadow, they shall flourish like the grain, they shall blossom like the vine;  their fame shall be like the wine of Lebanon.’

·    Amos 9.13,14:  “Behold, the days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when the plowman shall overtake the reaper and the treader of grapes him who sows the seed; the mountains shall drip sweet wine,  and all the hills shall flow with it. I will restore the fortunes of my people Israel, and they shall rebuild the ruined cities and inhabit them;  they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine, and they shall make gardens and eat their fruit.”
Mary says to her son, ‘They have no wine!’  Indeed they haven’t!   Jesus, conscious that he was on the threshold of his public ministry, was well aware of the lack of wine.  
THE MIRACLE:

It is time for a sign from God!

There were six stone water jars standing there.  These were big containers capable of holding from 90 to 120 litres each – up to 750 litres in total!  The water in them was used as part of Jewish religious ceremonies.  When the wedding guests came, they would have used this water to wash their hands, not simply for hygienic reasons, but primarily to symbolize spiritual purification/cleanliness.   Wedding gifts that were brought into the house would also need to be ceremonially cleansed before they could be received and used.

Clearly a wedding needed lots of water in order to meet all of the demands of the official religious practices and beliefs of that age
Jesus said to the servants, ‘Fill the jars with water.’   They filled them to the brim. (2.7)   

As soon as they were all filled, Jesus instructed the servants to draw some of the water out and take it to the master of the banquet (2.8).   When he tasted this water, his eyebrows shot up!   Wine!  Glorious beautiful, quality wine that would make even the most inexperienced connoisseur lick his/her lips with relish.  You can’t beat quality.  Something wonderful had happened!  There was now a superabundance of wine for the wedding guests to drink.  Somehow the water had become wine, wonderful, first class superb quality, wine. That will make them sing, celebrate and party!

The master of the banquet then called the bridegroom aside – remember it was the bridegroom who supplied the food and drink as well as paid the wedding bills.  He said to him:   “Everyone serves the choice wine first, and when people have drunk freely, then the poor wine. But you have kept the good wine until now.” (2:10)
A CLOSER LOOK

What is going on here?  Well, plainly, something miraculous had happened.  The water had become wine!  What is the point of this miraculous transformation of water into wine?

True, it displays something of the true power and even authority of Jesus.  He had only to speak and, because he is Lord of all things, because he is the Son of God, the Word become flesh, whatsoever he wills, happens!  But there is more to it.  John refers to these miraculous deeds and displays of Jesus’ power as signs!   Therefore we must look beyond what actually happened to find another, less obvious truth that can only be understood and appreciated through the eye of faith, through Holy Spirit opened eyes!
Think in terms of symbols here.

The six stone jars:

The six stone jars of water which were used by the Jews for ceremonial washing symbolize the ‘old’ way.  The ‘old’ way of seeking salvation, of becoming God’s children, receiving God’s blessings, was by means of keeping all of the religious ceremonies, hundreds of them, keeping the law of Moses. 

Jeremiah the prophet had lived and prophesied some 600 years before Jesus came.  He had predicted that there would be a time when God’s people will shout for joy on the heights of Zion. They will rejoice in the bounty of the Lord.  It will be a time of great abundance of grain, new wine and oil… (Jeremiah 31.12)

In that same chapter we also read:  Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah.  (Jer 31:31)

That time has arrived.  The hour has come!! The old way of the old covenant is has come to a close. The hour of the new covenant, the season of new wine has arrived.  AND JESUS IS THE ONE GOD HAS APPOINTED FOR THIS HOUR!  He is God’s glory!

The new wine:

Instead of the water, symbolizing the old ways (ceremonies and the Law), wine is about to be served up.  
Note two things about this new wine:

a) Its quality!  This is the ‘best’, far superior to even the very best that the old ways were able to offer.  Quality-wise the wine, the spiritual benefits and blessings which Jesus provides his disciples, is far superior, richer by far, than anything that has gone before.

b) Its quantity!    The sheer abundance of this new wine is staggering!  The new wine is drawn from a bottomless, ever-flowing well.   

AND JESUS IS GOD’S INSTRUMENT TO PROVIDE THIS NEW WINE!  Jesus is the glory of God!

THE MESSAGE AND THE RESPONSE

When the disciples saw this first sign which Jesus performed at Cana in Galilee they understood it to be way in which the he ‘revealed his glory’.   

This glory is more than just his supernatural power (s).  In John 1.14, part of the so-called ‘Prologue’ (introduction) to the life and ministry of Jesus, John had written,

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.  (John 1:14)
The glory of Jesus is that he is the ‘only Son’ – unique, supreme, far greater and more glorious than any other servant, king or prophet who has ever walked on this earth!    His glory is that he is the one who ‘came from the Father’ – the Word, the eternal Word who was with the Father from the beginning, from eternity!   His glory is that he is indeed the One – the promised One – the Christ of God who has come to fulfil the prophecies of old, to replace the old with the new.   

He will produce and pour out new wine.  Quality wine, vast quantities of wine.  More than enough for all of his disciples.  More than enough for all of the guests at the wedding.  More than enough for you and for me!

Come, let’s begin to drink this new wine, savour its quality and power.  Drink it and taste its truth, its life and its power!

When the disciples saw this miracle and reflected on it as a sign, they put their faith in him!   What about you making (re-affirming) and sealing that commitment today?

Fill my heart, Lord, fill my heart!

 Fill this church Lord, fill this church!

 Pour out the wine Lord, the new wine, the life-giving wine – Jesus.  
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