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“The Presence of the Future” Bible Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark
Experience Life in a Greater Dimension Today!

August 17, 2008: “The Life of the Party”  John 2:1-11
(All Scriptures are from the New International Version unless noted otherwise.)
I am so grateful to begin ministry with you today.  Our vision is to be “the Heart of Apple Valley” with love for God, each other and our community.  To do that, we must become more like Jesus.  So today we begin a new Bible message series to understand what the miracles of Jesus reveal about living with Him now and forever.  Jesus’ miracles break through our common assumptions and show us the new prototype of kingdom living in Christ.  They jar us out of our earthly perspective so we view life from a heavenly perspective.  We look forward to this life both in this world with the King of the Kingdom and in his eternal kingdom.  Eternal life begins the day we know Jesus as our Lord.  Where the King is, the kingdom is never far away.
Our focus today is on three cities of Galilee.  How many of you have heard of Nazareth?  Of course you have because that is where Jesus grew up.  How many of you have heard of Cana?  Yes, that is where Jesus turns water into wine and saves a wedding party.  We will look at that miracle today because it is the first miracle of Jesus’ entire ministry.  How many of you have heard of Sephoris?  Anyone?  It was the most important city of Galilee in Jesus’ time, the Roman provincial capital, but it is never mentioned in the Bible.  I had never heard of it before travelling to Israel.  Yet Sephoris made a huge impression on Jesus.  Why?  Sephoris was only 4 miles from Nazareth and a mile from Cana.  Sephoris was a wealthy city of the Romans, merchants and Greeks.  Jesus and His legal father Joseph were identified by the word tekton, "builder" (Matt 13:55; Mark 6:3) meaning they were construction craftsmen, skilled in wood and stone work.  Nazareth was a small village, presumably lacking in the kind of construction projects that would provide sufficient work for skilled builders.  With extensive building in progress an hour’s walk away, it is likely that Joseph and Jesus found employment in Sepphoris.  While working there, Jesus would have witnessed the Greek/Roman culture of the city, particularly its religious practices.

We know a lot about Sephoris because of extensive archeological excavations.  These excavations uncovered beautiful, colored, tile floor mosaics that reveal the beliefs and customs of the people who lived there.  One mural from a wealthy home of a politician or merchant has at the center what has been called the “Mona Lisa of the Galilee.”  Another scene in this mural depicts a party in with Bacchus, the Roman god of wine (known in the Greek as Dionysus).  Although Zeus was the king of the gods (Roman = Jupiter), to the Greeks and Romans Bacchus commanded their reverence.  The Romans and Greeks partied lavishly, lustfully and lushly.  They drowned their sorrows in wine, women and song living a hedonistic lifestyle that has come into our language in the word ‘bacchanalian’.  Seeing this lifestyle, Jesus felt a lot of sorrow for them, yet also repulsion at their depravity.
So, now that we understand the culture of Jesus’ day that surrounded and impacted Cana and Nazareth, let’s look at Jesus first miracle in John 2:1-11.  We do well to ask why Jesus chose this as his first miracle and what does it mean to us today?  A first of anything is highly significant.  That is true here as this miracle reveals the central message of Jesus’ ministry.
1On the third day a wedding took place at Cana in Galilee.  Jesus’ mother was there, 2and Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding.  3When the wine was gone, Jesus’ mother said to him, “They have no more wine.”

4“Dear woman, why do you involve me?” Jesus replied.  “My time has not yet come.”

5His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.”

6Nearby stood six stone water jars, the kind used by the Jews for ceremonial washing, each holding from twenty to thirty gallons.

7Jesus said to the servants, “Fill the jars with water”; so they filled them to the brim.

8Then he told them, “Now draw some out and take it to the master of the banquet.”

They did so, 9and 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 10and 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.”

11This, 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.

Why did Jesus choose this as his 1st miracle?  John tells us that it was so Jesus could reveal his glory!  The Disciples saw this miracle and put their faith in Him.  What did they see?  They saw new life in Jesus: excellent life, joyful life and abundant life.
First, this miracle reveals the glory of excellent life in Jesus.  You know how wedding feasts go on throughout the whole weekend today in the USA.  Family members and close friends feast the night before the wedding, the day of the wedding, and even feast together the day after the wedding without the bride and groom.  Wedding were no different in Jesus’ time as they lasted over several days.  In this case, the feast had been going on so long that they ran out of wine, a terrible social embarrassment.  This must have been a wedding of close family or friends of Jesus because his mother Mary is there and Jesus brought all his disciples.  (Maybe they ran out of wine because Jesus brought all those disciples?)  Being a typical mother, Mary gets involved to solve the problem, telling Jesus to do something about it.  Jesus directs the servants to completely fill six stone water jars with water.  Then they take a taste of that water to the master of the banquet.  When he tastes it, he discovers that the water has been turned into wine.  The master of the banquet evaluates the wine this way.  “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.”
Jesus was and is still today all about excellence.  He gave the best even when it did not have to be good, even when it was not expected.  Jesus always gives his all and his best.  He gave the best wine because Jesus can give nothing less than His best.  He sacrificed his life for us, the greatest love.  Today we still receive the best from the Lord.  We worship God in thanksgiving for the excellence He gives us in Jesus.  And as followers of Jesus we should strive to do our best too in all we do, even when it is not expected.  We seek to do our best with all our life to the glory of God on Sunday and all week long.  The Apostle Paul wrote, Phil. 4:8 “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.”  

Excellence is the mark of people of God.  Don’t be content with shoddy, half-finished work!  Let your light so shine that people will see your good works and give glory to your heavenly Father!  Olympians like Michael Phelps or Karie Walsh show us the human potential when we strive for excellence with the gifts and talents we are granted by our Creator God.  How are you to shine?  If you are at work, be excellent there!  People should see a difference in you because you follow Jesus.  If you are at school be excellent there!  It is too easy to fall back to average.  No one is average in Jesus.  We become the excellent people He always intended us to become when we seek life in Jesus.  1 Corinthians 10:31, “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God!”  Jesus did as this first miracle indicates.  Jesus is all about excellent life.
Second, this miracle reveals the glory of joyful life in Jesus.  Jesus brings joy to life, not the Bacchus cult or any other way humans try to manufacture false joy.  Throughout the Bible, wine is noted as a regular part of life and signified God’s blessings on the Promised Land.  The Bible tells us the Israelites offered wine to God (Exodus 29:40) as a thanksgiving for His promises fulfilled to them.  The Apostle Paul instructed Timothy about wine consumption in two places.  1 Timothy 3:8 “Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in much wine, and not pursuing dishonest gain.”  Notice Paul does not say they should never drink wine.  He says they should not overindulge in wine.  In 1 Timothy 5:23, Paul prescribed wine for health, “Stop drinking only water, and use a little wine because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses.”  Wine will be in the eternal kingdom of God.  Joel 3:18 reads, “In that day the mountains will drip new wine, and the hills will flow with milk; all the ravines of Judah will run with water.”
This miracle does not teach us to become wine drinkers, nor does it teach us to abstain from wine.  The Bible teaches moderation in all things that come from God.  Wine falls in that category.  We can drink wine or beer for that matter, but we should never become drunk with wine or beer.  The problem with the Roman bacchanalian lifestyle is it tries to drown an emptiness with wine, not to live in joy.  I have never been drunk in my life.  Why?  Not that I don’t drink, I do.  It is because I see no reason to get drunk.  Getting drunk is a symptom of not having joy in life.  Let me tell you a secret.  On two occasions I been accused of being drunk, but I was not.  One of those times I had not even had a drop of alcohol.  On both occasions, I was enjoying the company of dear brothers and sisters in Christ and that led to a lot of true joy, laughter and happiness.  We were filled with the joy of fellowship with and in Christ.  One of the fruit of the Spirit is self-control.  There is no Lord for a Christian other than Jesus.  We don’t worship wine, beer, or spirits, but we do live by the Spirit of Christ.  Galatians 5:16 reads, “So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.” 
However, there are times when we should not drink wine or alcohol.  One in four Americans has a problem with alcoholism personally or in their family, including many here today.  If our drinking causes anyone problems with alcohol, we choose not to drink around them.  We do what is right before God and each other; what is loving for those around us.  It is easy to give up drinking when needed to help those around us.  In Romans 14:13-18 Paul talks about giving up types of food to help others.  This applies to what we drink too.  “Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another.  Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother’s way.  As one who is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully convinced that no food is unclean in itself.  But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him it is unclean.  If your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love.  Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died.  Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil.  For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men.”

I have another question for you; what are you trying to get drunk on?  Do you drink to excess because you have an emptiness in your spirit?  Do you eat too much or watch TV too much because you are missing something in life?  Do you crave an adrenaline rush on the weekends because you can’t find enough meaning in your everyday life?  What you really need is to find joyful life in Jesus and with his people.  When you discover the great fellowship in Christ with brothers and sisters who love you, you don’t need other empty pursuits for false joy.  Yet, I know that even here in this church, there are many lonely people.  We need to change that quickly.  We need to dig deeper into authentic relationships in Christ!  We need the joy in life that Jesus brings.  We need to become a place of celebration in Jesus.  The church is where we celebrate the resurrection life of Jesus Christ where joy overflows as our sins are forgiven, our wounds are healed, our enemy of evil is overcome, and we are restored into the family of God.  We have a true joyful life here at Church of the Valley.  Ephesians 5:18 reads, “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery.  Instead, be filled with the Spirit.”

The third thing this miracle reveals is the glory of abundant life in Jesus.  Jesus said (John 10:10), “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”  In his first miracle, Jesus saved the party.  He took six stone jars, each holding between 20 to 30 gallons of water and produced 120 to 180 gallons of the best wine every made.  That is a lot of wine.  But again, this miracle is not about the wine.  Jesus wants people to enjoy life abundantly.  In Jesus we discover not a killjoy God, but a joyful God who wants us to enjoy life abundantly.
People think God does not want them to be happy, but He does in a genuine way.  God wants us to personally seek true joy in Christ, not fill our lives with counterfeit joy that will not last.  The Bible defines joy as the touch of God on our lives in spite of circumstance.  We can be in good times, bad times or in-between times and still have joy in our life in Christ.  Jesus talks about this in the Sermon on the Mount beatitudes.  These are the attitudes in life in Christ that bring true happiness.  These are the ways to live as one translation puts it that helps us to “Be happy!”
As a church family in Christ, we want to help others find joyful, abundant life in Christ.  Christ was joy for all who sought Him.  He did not want the wedding party to end and for embarrassment to fall on the bride and groom, so He abundantly provided the wine.  He befriended all who came to Him, from aristocrats to outcastes, from prostitutes to Pharisees, from saints to sinners.  He spent so much time partying with the sinners that the religious leaders of his day complained about Him.  Pharisees still complain about Jesus and his followers.  Pharisees are the killjoys.  They don’t want others to be happy because they are so unhappy.  They don’t find joy in their rules and regulations, so they force them on others so they will be miserable too.  “Misery loves company.”  Pharisees exist in the church today.  Don’t be one of them.  Don’t stop the party with your sour faces and your hidden bitterness at God and all humanity.  Jesus did not come to judge or condemn the world but to set people free in God’s merciful grace.  He came to bring life abundantly, completely and to the full.
Will Church of the Valley be a place known by offering joyful and abundant life for all in Christ?  Will our neighbors, friends and family see our joy in Jesus when we gather together?  Will they then want to be part of our loving, forgiving, life enriching fellowship in Christ?

We have so much joy because of Jesus who gives abundantly to us.  He reveals the God of incredible riches for all to share.  We have forgivenness in Jesus’ blood shed on the cross.  We are resurrected in his body to new life.  We are restored to God’s eternal family in his grace.  We are empowered by his Holy Spirit.  We are becoming victorious over the sins that used to enslave us.  We are growing strong over the evil that we used to fear.  We are becoming the unique and wonderful creations God always intended us to become in Jesus.

Many people around us are seeking Jesus and want a church home.  Since I have been in Apple Valley, I keep meeting people who tell me they want a church of love, grace, truth and meaning for life.  We have that to offer them in Jesus with life excellent, joyful and abundant.  We are going to throw a lot of parties for Jesus and for those who want to find life in Him.  Every Sunday will be a resurrection celebration in Jesus.  This afternoon we will gather together for another celebration.  Please come back and bring your neighbors and friends.  It will be well worth your and their time.
I ask you now to respond to this message from the Lord today.  Look at the bottom of the semon outline in your worship folders.  There is a pledge of seeking life in Jesus for our lives, our church and our community.  Would you take a moment to fill it out, check the boxes and sign it?  I won’t be collecting them today.  I want you take it with you.  Place your pledge on your refrigerator, your bedside table or your desk at your office.  Place it where you will see it and be reminded of what we are about here.  So, take a moment before we sing our closing song, read over the pledge, mark and sign it and take it with you.  Then to end that moment, I will lead us in prayer.
My Pledge to Experience Life in a Greater Dimension Today!

· I will seek the excellence of the Lord’s gifts for my life.

· I will bring glory to God by trying the best I can in my work (school) and relationships.

· I will look only to Jesus to find greater joy in my life.

· I will strive to be filled by the Holy Spirit, not by empty worldly desires.

· I will work to make Church of the Valley a place where all can discover joyful and abundant life in Christ.

Prayer: Lord Jesus, as I begin my ministry today with Church of the Valley, I pledge to give myself completely to the task You give me to lead Your people into excellent, joyful and abundant life in You.  May my words by Your words, my preaching and teaching be Your preaching and teaching, and in all my efforts, may You alone be glorified.  Give me the love, wisdom, creativity and energy to be the best pastor I can possibly be for You and your people here in the High Desert.

And may each member of Church of the Valley be united together by Your Holy Spirit, under the authority and leadership of Jesus Christ alone to do their part to bring glory to Your name.  May we together experience the depth of genuine love we share in You Lord.  May we discover how each one of us are called to be part of something far greater than we could ever imagine, the joy of building up Your Kingdom here on earth as it is in heaven.  I pray for each person here to seek your greater gifts of life Lord.  Help them to love You more dearly, seek You more clearly and follow You more nearly every day.  In the mighty name of the Lord Jesus we pray, Amen.
