
“Many Gifts” 
Blacksburg Presbyterian Church 

January 20, 2019 
John 2:1-11, 1 Corinthians 12:1-11 

Rev. Rachel Shepherd 
 

If you have ever created a flyer, or made an announcement, or written a news story, or 

hosted a party, you know there are some basic pieces of information everyone wants and needs 

to know. The five Ws, right? Who, what, why, when, and where. If you don’t have those, your 

announcement or invitation or story is incomplete. People might get excited about the event, but 

if there’s no time listed, they won’t come. If it doesn’t say who’s invited, they might wonder, “Is 

this for me?” You need all five to get your point across. This is a pretty fun and helpful way to 

look at Scripture. It doesn’t apply to every story in the Bible, but today, with the wedding at 

Cana, each of the five Ws has importance and truth to teach us.  

First, where does the story take place? A wedding. A wedding where Jesus and his 

disciples and his mother are guests, but not particularly special guests of honor. A wedding 

where the bride and groom’s families have saved and planned and prepared for months. The 

normal everyday meal for people in this story would have been bread, olive oil, maybe some 

fruits or vegetables. For a wedding, there was meat for everyone, and wine and other delicacies 

they hardly ever got. It was the ultimate special occasion. For most weddings you and I go to, the 

food is good, but we can get something like it pretty easily on a normal day in a restaurant or at 

home. A nice chicken breast, a steak; at my wedding we had breakfast for dinner. It’s a treat, but 

not a once-a-year type thing. But for this family in Cana, the expectation was a truly unusual, 

special, rich, nutritious menu. Feeding people was part of the deal, and it was a big deal. A lot of 

Bible scholars make a point of saying the family would have been humiliated by running out of 

wine. Like, they would hear about it for years, they had let people down, they hadn’t been good 



hosts. And hosting, feeding people, hospitality, was the foundation of what it meant to be human. 

If you didn’t provide something for a guest, people would at best talk about you, and at worst 

exclude you from the community. So, the fact that this story happens at a wedding, where this 

value of hospitality is at the forefront of people’s minds, it doesn’t mean that Jesus buys into 

social expectations, but it shows that he cares about people getting the very best. He loves a good 

party, he loves to help people celebrate people, and he is with us in the highs and lows of life. 

When does the story happen? It’s right after Jesus has picked up his first disciples. He 

just met Andrew, Simon Peter, Philip, and Nathanael three days earlier. If you’re traveling and 

spending the whole time together, you know someone pretty well after three days, but they are 

definitely still figuring out who Jesus is. They’ve heard his teachings, but they haven’t seen him 

do anything unusual, no healings, no miracles. So imagine you’re one of these disciples. You 

meet a person so charismatic you drop what you’re doing and follow him anywhere. You end up 

at a wedding. And then this person you’ve only known for three days creates wine out of water. 

It makes a difference that this happens at the beginning of their relationship! It makes a 

difference that before he preaches publicly to crowds, before he heals sick people or raises 

Lazarus from the dead, before he speaks out against the powers and principalities, Jesus goes to a 

party and saves a family from embarrassment and helps everybody have a good time. You only 

have one chance to make a first impression, they say, and the first thing Jesus does in each 

gospel tells us a lot about who Jesus is for that gospel writer. For John, Jesus is the bringer of 

abundance, overflowing joy, more than we could ever need. For John, Jesus is the Word made 

flesh, he cares about things like good wine and people enjoying themselves, things that often 

aren’t considered holy or divine.  



What happens in this story? That’s pretty simple, Jesus turns water into wine. We don’t 

know how. That moment of transformation is not described. But we know it’s good wine, not 

just any old bottle you pick up because the label looks nice, and we know there’s a lot of it, like 

around 150 gallons. It’s more than a wedding party would ever need. Because Jesus never 

scrimps and saves. Jesus never holds out on us. His way is abundance in quality and quantity, 

and he will never, ever leave us wanting.  

Why does he do it? Because Jesus cares about the milestones of our lives. He’s here to 

transform people, he’s here to ask us to repent and see the world in a whole new way, he’s here 

to make blind people see and bring dead people to life! And Jesus is also here for the regular 

moments that make up the days and years of our lives. Weddings, funerals, baptisms, births and 

deaths, and breakfast and sitting on the couch watching Netflix and talking with your friends and 

walking your dog. If Jesus hadn’t changed the water into wine, it would have been embarrassing 

for the family, but it wouldn’t have been the end of the world. Things like that did happen pretty 

commonly. He chose to use his power in this moment not because it was really high stakes, but 

because he is there with us on big days and regular days, in the scrapbook memories and the 

mundane stuff we’ll easily forget. 

He also does it because he listens to his mother. Jesus makes it very clear he is not 

controlled by anyone’s idea of who he’s supposed to be or what he’s supposed to do. His 

response to her sounds rude, but it’s just hard to translate right. Most scholars agree it’s not so 

much “Woman, leave me alone!” but more like “Mom, it’s not our job to worry about the wine. 

Besides, it’s not time yet for me to show everyone who I am.” Jesus is focused on God’s timeline 

and will not be distracted from it. But even though he won’t let anyone control him, he is open to 



suggestions. After a moment, he listens to Mary and helps with the problem that she brought to 

his attention. Without her, they probably would have gone without the wine! 

Who is in the story? Jesus. Mary. Some servants. And his new disciples. We can learn a 

lot from all of them. Mary kinda gets the whole thing started. In the gospel of John, this is one of 

only two times Mary appears. The other one is at his death. And here, she only has two lines: 

“They have no wine,” and “Do what he tells you.” Small sentences that speak volumes! Mary 

comes to Jesus because she knows he can help. Maybe she’s seen him change water into wine in 

private before, or maybe she just knows he’s an extraordinary person who can do amazing 

things. In a time of crisis, including a relatively small crisis, Mary knows exactly where to turn. I 

want to be like her. I want to trust him that much. I want to look to Jesus before I try to think of 

other solutions. If I were Mary, I’d have looked in the storage areas, run to the neighbors to see if 

they had any wine, tried to figure out how long it takes to make more wine the regular way, and 

after all that and more, it might have occurred to me, “Oh, Jesus is right here. He can help.” But 

from what we can tell in the story, Mary comes to him first. Saves herself a lot of worry and 

time. It’s because she knows him. She has no idea how this is going to work, the what or where 

or when, but she knows who. And that’s all she needs to know.  

Then we have the disciples. The last line of this section says “he revealed his glory, and 

his disciples believed in him.” This is the moment that changes everything for them. They knew 

they were following a really good teacher, who could be the son of God. Now they know it’s 

him. He’s the one. The Messiah they’ve been waiting for. I want to be like them, too. I want to 

believe in him and follow him wherever he goes and pay attention when he reveals his glory. 

The third “who” is the servants. Jesus doesn’t do this miracle for recognition. He doesn’t 

say “OK, I’ll help, but first bring the bride and groom in here so they can see what I’m doing for 



them and know how great I am.” He doesn’t go out to the crowd, tap his glass to get their 

attention, and do it like a magic trick. When he changes water into wine, the first people to know 

are the servants. That’s how Jesus rolls, almost all the time. The first people to celebrate his birth 

are the unclean, poor, shepherds. The people he calls as disciples are fishermen and tax 

collectors. The people he sticks up for, always, are outcasts, criminals, adulterers, prostitutes, 

sick people, people that aren’t welcome in a lot of places. So of course he makes it so the 

servants get a special closeness to him, a front-row seat to this miracle. He’s not here for the 

guests of honor. He’s here for the people who are behind the scenes, unappreciated and 

unnoticed, working hard and blending in. 

I want to be like the servants. Mary said “do what he tells you,” and they did! I want to 

do what he tells me, humbly and with faith. They don’t know the outcome! They don’t know 

what’s going on. But they trust Jesus to be in charge, and they know their work is worthy and 

honored in his eyes. This reminds me of the passage from Corinthians today. God gives us all 

kinds of gifts, and some of them will sometimes seem insignificant. Have you ever thought, 

“Yeah, I guess I’m good at whatever it is, but it’s never come in handy. I don’t know how God 

would use that.” But then one day, it becomes clear. That gift helps you have a meaningful 

conversation with someone you never would have talked with, and you share some of God’s love 

with them. Or you get to put your gift together with someone else’s and create a new ministry 

that meets a need that wasn’t met before. That gift might seem pretty meaningless, and it might 

not even seem like a gift if it’s something anyone can do. But remember, all those servants did 

was fill up jars with water! That’s not exactly at the top of anyone’s resume. But it makes the 

whole story happen. If they hadn’t done it, maybe he would have found someone else. But he 

didn’t need to, because they did it. They did what he told them, and they got to be part of a 



miracle. “To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.” We don’t get 

the gifts for our own glory. We don’t get the gifts so we can pat ourselves on the back and show 

off and say “Nanny nanny boo boo” to someone who doesn’t have that same gift. The gifts are 

for the common good. That means we don’t complain if they’re not the gifts we would choose 

for ourselves, and we don’t brag if they’re the gifts that happen to be popular and socially 

sanctioned in our time and place. It’s not about us. It’s about God. “There are varieties of gifts, 

but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord; and there are varieties 

of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone.” No matter how 

different our gifts are, whether we’re the servants, or Jesus, or maybe we’re the guests who don’t 

even know it happened, we all have that in common. We are all God’s children, stewards of 

God’s gifts, and we all have a part to play in God’s story of redemption and resurrection. It might 

be total transformation of a life. It might be really good wine in really large quantities. It might 

be something we haven’t thought of yet. But we have gifts from God, and our calling is to offer 

them back to God. When we do, the results will reveal Jesus’ glory, and like the disciples, we 

will believe in him. And along the way, like the guests at the wedding, more than likely, we will 

even have a good time. With thanks and prayers to God, may it be so.  


