January 21, 2018 – Epiphany-3
The Rev. Kurt J Henle, All Saints Anglican Church, Traverse City, MI

The OT Lesson: Jeremiah 1:4-19; Psalm 16; The Epistle: Romans 12:16-21; The Gospel:  St John 2:1-11.
The Epiphany season began with St Paul’s call to “present your bodies as a living sacrifice - your reasonable service”,  to be members of One Body in Christ so that we shine as His Epiphany to the world.  We are called into His service, like Samuel was called, like David was called to become God’s regent and king of Israel.  We are also called as Jesus’ disciples as were: Andrew, John, Philip & Nathanael in last week’s New Testament lesson.

This week’s lesson is about God’s Provision for those who obey His call - assuring us that His provisions are fully sufficient for the work He has entrusted to this parish.  The Old Testament lesson is about God’s assurance of His provision for the young man Jeremiah, called to the sacred office of prophet.  
The psalm is a Prayer for God’s provisions with a pledge for faithful service - abstaining from idols that are followed by many, but are deadly in the end.
The Epistle then warns against the illusion of self-sufficiency.  Instead, St Paul adjures Christians to trust in God’s provisions & His alone -  doing good for His sake, & leaving vengeance & judgment to God.
Finally, the Gospel is about Jesus’ miraculous provision of joy & refreshment, as He changed water into wine at the wedding in Cana.  
Now, looking at the Old Testament lesson, we begin with verse 4 of Jeremiah1.  The 3 verses prior, place the time of Jeremiah’s writing & ministry into the 13th year of king Josiah’s reign.  5 years earlier, a religious revival had temporarily halted the downward spiral of Judah’s religious life.  The revival had little staying power.  And so, God chose Jeremiah to warn Israel about the consequences of their retreat from God’s will & providence.  
Young Jeremiah grew up in a priestly household, but was never ordained to the priesthood.  Perhaps he just wanted an ordinary life, yet God had other plans for him.  He chose young Jeremiah as His own mouthpiece - in verse 5, He declared “I have chosen you from before you were born.  I have appointed & consecrated you to speak to the nations & to generations yet to come” – that includes us.  Jeremiah wasn’t pleased at being chosen - in verse 6, he pleaded  “Please don’t depend on me.  I am just a kid.  Nobody respects what I say.  Besides, I am a terrible speaker.”

But God did not relent, “do not be afraid, for I am with you to deliver you” - verse 8.  And you will go wherever I send you, & speak whatever I will command you - verse 7.  God didn’t lay out His plans for Jeremiah’s endorsement, but assured him of His total Sufficiency.  Jeremiah’s assignment would be difficult & unpopular, but powerful to accomplish God’s purpose.  He touched Jeremiah’s mouth, to issue His Word through the prophet’s mouth - verse 10 - to “pluck up & to break down, to destroy & to overthrow, to build & to plant” Kingdoms & nations.  

In verse 11, God showed Jeremiah a budding almond branch, the 1st sign of spring.  This signaled the near fulfillment of God’s Word.  In verse 13, God showed him a boiling pot, tilted toward Judah & Jerusalem.  This foreshadowed an impending Babylonian invasion of the land.  God’s judgment would fall on Judah because its people had forsaken God  & turned to idolatry  - verse 16 - “worshipping the works of their own hands” - a very incisive & modern definition of idol veneration..
Jeremiah’s many trials would often nearly break his heart.  He loathed his own announcements of God’s judgment on Judah & surrounding Gentile nations.  And yet, he could not moderate his message - God would not let him.  In Jeremiah5:14 God said to Jeremiah “Behold, I am making My word in your mouth Fire & this people wood, & it will consume them”.  And so, Jeremiah preached sermons of fire that scorched even his own sensitive soul.  He despised hell-&-brimstone sermons & wished he could be more positive & encouraging.  He contemplated resigning his commission.  In Jeremiah 20:9 he lamented  “If I say, ‘I will not mention God, or speak any more in His name,’ there is in my heart, as it were, a burning fire, shut up in my bones, & I am weary with holding it in, & I cannot.”  

He became the  “weeping prophet” (Book of Lamentations) weeping over the obstinate sinfulness of his people, & the prediction of violent retribution as God’s judgment on His people.  And yet, even with his difficult & onerous assignment, God’s provisions for Jeremiah were sufficient - they sustained & protected him.  He continued preaching - not only judgment, but also God’s eventual restoration of exiled Judah (Jeremiah 30-33).  But sadly, Jeremiah would not see Judah’s restoration.  He was probably taken into an Egyptian exile after the destruction of Jerusalem, where he died.  His comfort was the certainty that God’s Will comes to pass always & that a remnant of His people will return to Him in repentance.   

God’s sufficient provisions are also pictured in the Gospel story of Jesus’ miracle at the wedding in Cana.  This was His 1st miracle & the only one that did not relieve human sufferings or exorcise demons.  In this miracle the Messiah provided for the uninterrupted joy of fellowship with a new supply of some 150 gals of finest wine.  Wine in the Bible is always a metaphor for Joy & Gladness, even of healing & health, as in the Good Samaritan parable when the Samaritan disinfected the victim’s wounds with wine.  

The reading from John 2 tells us that the wedding occurred on the 3rd day - Tuesday in our reckoning, the day of “double blessings”, based on the Gn1 creation account.  God created light & pronounced it Good on the 1st day, Sunday.  On Monday, day 2, God separated water from sky - no commendation “good”.
But on Tuesday, day 3, God made dry land - pronounced it Good - & then created plants with seeds (vines & grapes) with a 2nd acclamation of “good”.  For this reason orthodox Jews still schedule all important events on the day of double blessings, including weddings.  

The 1st person mentioned in John 2:1 is “the mother of Jesus” - not Mary mentioned by name.  John, the Gospel writer doesn’t mention either Mary’s name, nor that of the married couple. Why?  Because he is the Apostle of humility who doesn’t mention his own name either in Jesus’ call of His disciples (last wk’s lesson of the calling of Andrew & John), nor in this wedding feast for John & his unnamed bride.  For John, people are significant only in their relationship to the Lord Jesus - Mary is the “mother of Jesus” & we (together with John) are simply disciples of Christ.  

Mary worked in the kitchen because Salome, Jn’s mother, were sisters.  The text tells us that the wine ran low & Mary went to Jesus, urging Him to Do Something – “they have no wine”- verse 3.  Jesus replied in verse 4 “Woman, what does this have to do with me?”  
“Woman” is actually a title of respect, akin to “Lady”.  Perhaps Mary knew that Jesus could work miracles.  The time to publically reveal His divine powers had not yet come.  And so, He replied “my hour has not yet come”.  In the end, the disciples & some servants knew of the miracle, but not the other people.  Mary then turned to the servants & said “Do whatever he tells you” - a perfect testimony, & Mary’s last recorded words.

In verse 6, Jesus pointed to 6 stone water jars, used for Jewish purification rites, & directed servants to fill them with water.  The number 6 represents mankind.  Emptiness symbolizes sinful human hearts w/o hope or joy.  Water is the symbol of God’s Word.  Filling empty vessels with the water of God’s Word brings people to faith in Christ so that He can transform sinners into saints.  The filling is the only human task & portion in God’s miracle in saving souls.  Full vessels then are so heavy that they can’t be moved.  In the same way, persons filled with God’s Word are no longer vulnerable to shifting winds of  godless fads & manners.

With preparations complete, Jesus then transformed water into wine.  Christ’s miracle contrasts with Moses’ miracle of changing water into blood - water becoming a curse on Egypt.  But Christ’s miracle changed water into a blessing, sinners into vessels of hope, love, & joy.  

The wedding feast is the Biblical image of Heaven & the wine becomes the blood of Christ in Communion that takes away the sins of the world.  The Epistle from Romans tells us that the wine of Christ’s Blood makes us into new creations, who no longer repay evil for evil, but are at peace with all, & do good even to enemies.  Through Christ’s miracle, we become Christ’s Epiphany to the world, finding “fullness of joy in His presence” – Psalm 16:10. 
And this joy leads us to conclude, in the words of the sermon hymn, verse 4:
“Glorious their life who sing,  With glad thanksgiving, 
True hymns to Christ the King  In all their living:  
Ye who confess His Name,  Come then with hearts aflame;  
Let Word & life acclaim  
Our Lord & Savior.”  AMEN.  (1,550w)
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