
Epiphany 3 
Bishop’s Sermon, 24.1.21 

Genesis 14:17-20, Revelation 19:6-10, John 2:1-11 
 
‘We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite 
joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum 
because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too 
easily pleased’. 
 

* 
 
Saturday, June 13th 2015 was the best of days for the Watson family. At 7.30am I was 
putting on my new suit and tie. At 8am I was inspecting the marquee in our garden. At 9am I 
was making coffee for my daughter Hannah and her bridesmaids, as their hair was being cut 
and their make-up applied. At 1pm I was proudly walking Hannah down the aisle.  
 
Their church was in the East End of London, where Hannah had directed the music for the 
past three years – so at the end of a joyful service, people piled onto a huge coach to take 
them to the reception in our garden. Various members of a very multi-cultural congregation 
hadn’t quite registered that they weren’t invited to the reception, but climbed on board the 
coach anyway – so that we hastily had to make up a number of extra place-mats to make 
sure they felt included. And as Hannah and Peter welcomed everyone into the garden – and 
as we streamed into the marquee for food and speeches, followed by a ceilidh on the lawn 
by moonlight – it really was the best of days for the Watson family! 
 
The wine, I’m glad to report, didn’t run out, and nor did the food nor the locally produced 
Hog’s Back beer: in fact, there was plenty left over at the end of the day. The only problem 
was our water tank, which found it hard to cope with quite so much washing and flushing, 
as our guests variously came in to use the facilities. It seems a little ironic, in fact, looking 
back through the spectacles of today’s gospel reading: that there was plenty of wine but we 
ran out of water! Had Jesus been there in person, we would have had him praying over the 
plumbing! 
 
They’re memories that have come to the fore at the beginning of 2021, not least because 
two more of our children are due to get married later this year, Covid-permitting, and our 
house is currently awash with talk of caterers, bridesmaids and all the trimmings, not to 
mention the portaloos which might help us not to make the same mistake twice! And as I’ve 
looked through the relevant photo album, and indeed the album of Beverly and my wedding 
too in a year that also celebrates my 60th birthday, our 35th wedding anniversary, and God 
willing the birth of our first grandchild in March, so it’s struck me afresh how deep 
seriousness and deep joy are two sides of the same coin.  
 
‘To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in 
sickness and in health, till death us do part’. You could hardly get a more serious, potentially 
sacrificial or open-ended commitment than that, the kind of thing that any sensible lawyer 
would caution us against with some vigour. But at this point of the deepest seriousness, the 
ceilidh by moonlight seems wholly appropriate too: indeed, Saturday, June 13th 2015 was 



the most joyous of days, as two special young people with a shared faith and deeply in love, 
committed themselves to one another, whatever life might throw at them.  
 
Deep joy and deep seriousness. The two come together at the best of baptisms too, and 
even the best of funerals, as in amidst the tears, we celebrate a life well lived and rejoice 
that nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. Outside the 
context of the Christian faith, the two are hard to reconcile, which is why so many still turn 
to the church to mark the beginning of life and its end, and the covenant of marriage in 
between: the occasional offices, as they’re known in the trade, or, more colloquially, 
‘hatching, matching and dispatching’! And the word that we use that combines both this 
deep seriousness and joy is the word ‘awe’. To come together in the presence of the living 
God, especially in these life-defining moments, is nothing short of awe-inspiring, awesome.    
       
Awe. It lies at the heart of our Old Testament reading this morning, where, fresh from 
Abram’s victories over some local chieftains, a mysterious figure called Melchizedek visited 
the patriarch with gifts of bread and wine and blessed him, before Abram gave him a tenth 
of all he had. This Melchizedek was both the King of Jerusalem and the so-called ‘Priest of 
God Most High’, and he shows up again in Psalm 110, and most famously in the Letter to the 
Hebrews, whose author sees him as a forerunner of Christ, the King of Kings and our Great 
High Priest, to whom even Abram himself brings his tithe. The Melchizedek in Genesis 
chapter 14, just like Isaiah’s suffering servant or Zechariah’s king riding on a donkey, is an 
awesome epiphany of Jesus – complete with deep seriousness and deep joy - many 
hundreds of years before those angels appeared the shepherds with their message of the 
birth of a Saviour who is Christ the Lord.  
 
Awe. It lies at the heart of our reading from the Book of Revelation too, though this time the 
epiphany is in the far-off future rather than the distant past. There’s deep joy in this 
passage, as those choirs of angels set off once again, proclaiming that ‘the Lord our God the 
Almighty reigns’ and announcing the wedding feast of the Lamb. But there’s deep 
seriousness too. For this Lamb is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, the 
Lamb who was slain, the Lamb who reminds us that both joy and sacrifice lie at the heart of 
agape love. And so this extraordinary, heavenly wedding feast – where Christ and his 
Church are drawn into an eternal covenant of love – is the most awe-inspiring of visions, an 
epiphany of epiphanies, the culmination of God’s great story of salvation for the world He 
loves so much.  
 
And from the distant past and the far-off future to the witness of the first Christians to the 
epiphany they experienced in their own day: for ‘awe’ similarly characterises our gospel 
reading today, in the midst of its human dilemmas and homely setting.       
  
In Jesus’ day, weddings were a huge village and community event, with everyone expected 
metaphorically to climb on the coach and make their way to the Reception. It reminds me of 
a conversation I recently had with a Ugandan bishop, who’d held a party in honour of his 
daughter’s marriage, which was attended by no fewer than 4000 people from his extended 
family and the villages round about! And Jesus was among those villagers here in Galilee, 
and the wine had run out, and it was all very embarrassing. And although there was some 
initial reluctance on Jesus’ part to respond to the crisis – a desire perhaps not to stick his 



head above the parapet too soon, because the moment he did so, he would find himself 
shot at by the political and religious establishment of the day; Jesus eventually accepted his 
mother’s invitation.  
 
In one sense it was John the Baptist who launched Jesus’ public ministry during that baptism 
in the River Jordan. But in another it was Mary his mother. The English in our gospel reading 
sounds rather ruder and more abrupt than the original Greek: ‘Woman, what concern is that 
to you and me?’ But it’s clear from this passage that Mary played her part in releasing Jesus 
into the compassionate, transformational ministry which was going to be his hallmark over 
the next few years. In the previous chapter, Jesus had promised Nathaniel that he would see 
heaven descending to earth, and here were the first fruits of that promise: a very large 
quantity of water being turned into a very large quantity of extraordinarily good wine.  
 
John’s gospel, of course, is full of symbols, of clues, like the best and most important of all 
treasure hunts. John tells us that this was on the third day, which points us forward to the 
biggest transformation of all later in the gospel story – not just water into wine, but death 
into life, as Jesus’ battered, bloody body was raised to life on the third day. He records those 
words, ‘My hour has not yet come’, which will later culminate in the words ‘Now the hour 
has come’ just as Jesus was carted off for his execution. This gallons of wine reminds us of 
joy and celebration, the wine of the kingdom, on the one hand, but also of Jesus’ blood, the 
sacrifice through which that joy would be released, on the other. And when John writes 
about the six stone water jars which were used for the Jewish rites of purification, he is 
reminding us that new wine of the gospel first emerged within the Jewish religion, but also 
that that religion was incomplete up to that point – that Abraham paid tribute to a King of 
Kings and Great High Priest who was greater than he - just six water jars, when seven was 
the Jewish number of completion.  
 
The simple fact that Jesus was at a wedding feast, a party, in the first place picks up another 
gospel theme: the criticism that the religious leaders were often to level against Jesus that 
while John the Baptist spent most of his time fasting and praying (and while they 
themselves spent most of their time in church and with like-minded people) Jesus partied 
too much, he spent too long in the company of dodgy characters, he was, quote, a ‘friend of 
tax collectors and sinners’. In reply Jesus would point out that he was like a doctor, and that 
doctors had to be accessible to their patients, if they were truly to effect healing and 
transformation. But awe, once more, lies at the heart of this reading, with the dual 
symbolism of those hundreds of gallons of wine speaking once more of the deepest 
seriousness and the deepest joy. 
 
And that’s what C.S.Lewis was getting at in the quotation with which I started this sermon:   
 
‘We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite 
joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum 
because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too 
easily pleased’.  
 
And that’s our challenge as followers of the One who ‘was and is and is to come’, as 
disciples of Jesus Christ, ‘the same yesterday, today and forever’. And that’s our calling as 



we seek ourselves to be little epiphanies in our generation, letting our light so shine before 
others that they might see our good works and glorify our Father in Heaven. A cynical, trivial 
or uncommitted approach to life is not worthy of children of the King of Kings. We are called 
instead to give ourselves to a life that is awesome, a life that draws together the deepest 
seriousness and the deepest joy, truly life in all its fulness.      
 
And it all begins when like the servants at the wedding feast in Cana of Galilee all those 
years ago, we respond to the words of the mother of Jesus: ‘Do whatever he tells you’.   
 
 
 


