Seeing Is Believing #6

“Exhibit A”
John 2:1-11
“Miracle” is one of those words that we use so much in our culture that it has lost its meaning.  In 1969 the “Miracle Mets” won the World Series, less than ten years after they had entered Major League Baseball as the worst team ever.  Eleven years later the U.S. hockey team won the Olympic gold medal by beating the seemingly unbeatable Soviet team in what has been called “Miracle on Ice.”  We speak of everyday things as being miraculous: if the sun shines on the day of a planned picnic; if we pass the test we were sure we would fail; or if church actually got out on time.  (While that may not qualify as a true miracle, if church every started on time, well….)

My point is that when we overuse a word like “miracle,” we strip it of its significance. When a true miracle does come along, we have difficulty finding the right word to describe it.

The Bible is filled with accounts of the miraculous, particularly in the life of Jesus.  I like the way John MacArthur defines a miracle when he writes,

A miracle is a supernatural intrusion into the natural world and its natural laws, explainable only by divine intervention. God often leads us, helps us, or warns us by working through other Christians, through ordinary circumstances, or through natural laws. Those are supernatural workings of providence by God, but they are not miracles. A miracle is an act of God that is contrary to the ordinary working and laws of nature, an act that only He could accomplish by overruling nature and that could not otherwise occur through any circumstances.


Throughout the fourth gospel John records several miracles wrought by the hands of Jesus during His earthly ministry.  As I have mentioned before, John presents his case like an attorney, introducing both witnesses and their testimony and pieces of evidence to support his argument.  The “evidence” he uses is the miracles of Jesus.  The first of these is recorded in John chapter two.

The Unique Setting of Jesus’ Miracle


We read of the unique setting of Jesus’ miracle in the first five verses:

On the third day a wedding took place at Cana in Galilee. Jesus’ mother was there, and Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding. When the wine was gone, Jesus’ mother said to him, “They have no more wine.” 
“Dear woman, why do you involve me?” Jesus replied. “My time has not yet come.” 

His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” 

John mentions this occurred “on the third day.”  This probably means the third day since Jesus had been identified as “the Lamb of God” by John the Baptist.  Unlike our customs regarding weddings, Jewish tradition required that virgins be married on a Wednesday, while widows were married on a Thursday.
  The ceremony was followed by festivities that lasted up to a week.

The location of the wedding is a small village called Cana, which was about ten miles west of the Sea of Galilee where two of Jesus’ mira​cles were performed—the healing of the nobleman’s son in John 4 and this one. Cana was also the home of Nathanael.

This fact has led some to believe that the wedding was, in fact, Nathanael’s.  One tradition claims that Simon the Zealot, called a “Cananite” in Matthew and Mark, was the bridegroom here, and this miracle led him to become Jesus’ disciple, but this is only apocryphal.
  Some early writings claimed that this was the marriage of John the apostle, who is supposed to have been a near relative of our Lord.
  While all of these conjectures are interesting, there is scant support for any of them.  The fact that Jesus, his mother and his disciples were all invited to the same wedding does suggest that the wedding was for a relative or close family friend. It is possible that Mary had some responsibility for the organization of the catering: hence her attempt to deal with the shortage of wine.
 

What we can know for certain from this text, though, deals with the character of Jesus Himself.  As Donald Grey Barnhouse writes,

One of the important things we learn from this story is that our Lord was no recluse nor killjoy. We sometimes think of Him as only “the man of sor​rows.” He was that in the light of the incalculable burden He bore as the world’s Redeemer. Yet, our Lord must also have been a popular dinner guest, who loved to mingle with people and enjoy their fellowship. That He was so often invited into homes, that young children seemed to love to be near Him, indicates His pleasant personality. He was no gloomy, morose person.

So often we think of biblical characters—particularly Jesus Himself—as being dour and somber all the time.  We forget that these were real people who did ordinary things.  As James wrote of Elijah: He “was a man just like us” (Jas. 5:17).  The same can be said of all other personalities in the Bible, including the human nature of Jesus. 

While Jesus was there, a potentially disastrous situation arose: the wine ran out.  That may not seem like a big deal to us, but in that culture, where hospitality ranked among the highest virtues, it was a serious social faux pas and reflected poorly on the bridegroom. Lawsuits against the newly married couple were not unknown in these circumstances—for as much as half of their wedding gifts!
  When Mary approaches Jesus with the news, she was not bothering Jesus with a trivial matter.

We may be surprised, then, with the response of Jesus.  “Woman, what have I to do with thee?” may seem very harsh, and even a bit disrespectful.  Was it really appropriate for a Son to refer to His mother as “Woman”?  In fact, this was not a disrespectful term at all—the niv rendering of “Dear woman” captures the true tone.  As to the rest of the statement, Barclay explains,

The phrase, “﻿What have I to do with thee?﻿” was a common conversational phrase. When it was uttered angrily and sharply it did indicate complete disagreement and reproach, but when it was spoken gently it indicated not so much reproach but misunderstanding. It means: “﻿Don’t worry; you don’t quite understand what is going on; leave things to me, and I will settle them in my own way.﻿” Jesus was simply telling Mary to leave things to him, that he would have his own way of dealing with the situation.

Mary obviously did not take offense at her Son’s words, but instead told the servants, “Do whatever He tells you.”  This provides a good lesson on approaching God in prayer.  Barnhouse relates this story:

“Yes, I believe in prayer,” a rough old sailor ad​mitted. “But my old mother once heard me praying and told me: ‘Son, don’t bother to give God instructions; just report for duty.’” In those simple words lies the secret to real power in prayer—and lasting change in lives.

The Utter Simplicity of Jesus’ Miracle


Verses 6-10 record the utter simplicity of Jesus’ miracle:

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 realize 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.”
After verse five we may be tempted to think Jesus is not going to do anything at all.  But in fact “this sort of pattern occurs elsewhere in John: Jesus initially refuses a request for assistance, then proceeds to help in his own way, often in response to a further demonstration of faith (4:47–50; cf. 11:21–44﻿﻿).”
 


Jesus instructs the servants to fill six stone jars with water.  These were large jars, holding 20-30 gallons apiece.  Why would they have such large pots?  By the social rules of the day each guest was expected to wash his hands before eating, and a considerable amount of water would be needed for this. At the lowest estimate, 120 gallons of water would be available.

Notice the details about Jesus’ miracle:

· He used what was already available—the water and the pots;

· He had the servants fill the pots—not His disciples, so that He could not be later charged with trickery;

· He had the pots filled to the brim, so that no one could claim something else was added to the water
;

· The miracle was performed without incantations or spells—Jesus’ power to perform miracles did not lie in His mastery of magic but within His own person;
· He did the miracle privately, so that only the disciples and the servants knew what had happened

How different this is from the so-called “miracle workers” today!  This was not some big show with large crowds and lots of hype.  This may explain Jesus’ words to Mary in verse four: “My time has not yet come.”  He was not ready to go public with His ministry just yet.  But His compassion led Him to help out the desperate situation of the bride and groom.

I don’t want to belabor the point and detract from the meaning of the miracle, but one matter regarding this text always comes up: Was the “wine” Jesus created alcoholic or not?  I have heard many preachers wax eloquent about how it was merely grape juice, or that wine in the ancient world was always diluted with water to the point that it could not be intoxicating.  But, as Donald Carson points out,

The ‘wine’ (oinos) that was needed was not mere grape juice, generic ‘fruit of the vine’. The idea is intrinsically silly as applied to countries whose agricultural tradition is so committed to viticulture. Besides, in verse 10 the head steward expects that at this point in the celebration some of the guests would have had too much to drink: the verb methyskō does not refer to consuming too much liquid, but to inebriation. On the other hand, wine in the ancient world was diluted with water to between one-third and one-tenth of its fermented strength, i.e. something less strong than American beer. Undiluted wine, about the strength of wine today, was viewed as ‘strong drink’, and earned much more disapprobation.

The Ultimate Significance of Jesus’ Miracle

This was more than an act of compassion, though.  John gives the ultimate significance of Jesus’ miracle in verse 11: “This, the first of his miraculous signs, Jesus performed at Cana in Galilee. He thus revealed his glory, and his disciples put their faith in him.”

Notice that John describes this miraculous sign as “first.”  The statement that this was the beginning of signs rules out the silly miracles attributed to our Lord in His childhood. These are found in such pseudo-gospels as “The Gospel of Peter.” They attribute to our Lord miracles performed allegedly when He was a child and are a little short of blasphemous in character. Foreseeing this, the Holy Spirit safeguarded this period of our Lord’s life and His character by this little additional note.

The miracle was not simply to improve the party or to show off great power to the curious.  John uses a special word to describe it, as Dave O’Brien explains,

The word translated miracle in the KJV was the Greek word semeion. It was translated sign fifty-one times and miracle twenty-two times. That makes seventy-three times the New Tes​tament writers used that important word. Whether it’s translated “sign” or “miracle” the Greek word never gives up the idea of a wondrous act that shows the hand of God at work.

Changing water into wine was a sign, that is, a miracle with a meaning. It was a superhuman act with a spiritual meaning.
  I’ve read a number of interpretations of this text that emphasize either the number of water pots (six—the number of incompleteness—as opposed to seven—the perfect number), or the “emptiness” of the rituals of Judaism being “filled” by the freedom of Christianity.  I don’t think we have to be so creative, though.  I like the conclusion of Merrill Tenney who writes, “The nature of the miracle is very plain. Jesus had come to bring about conversion: water to wine, sinners to saints.”

This act, then, demonstrated who Jesus was, met the need of the moment, and displayed the total transformation He came to bring.  If we find our lives empty, we don’t need self-help; we need divine intervention.  We need the one who can transform our lives and make us “a new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17).  The only One who can do that is Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the One who literally turned water into wine.

How can He transform our lives today?
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