
John 2:1-11   1 On the third day there was a wedding in Cana of Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was 
there.  2 Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding.  3 When the wine gave out, the 
mother of Jesus said to him, "They have no wine."  4 And Jesus said to her, "Woman, what concern is 
that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come."  5 His mother said to the servants, "Do whatever he 
tells you."  6 Now standing there were six stone water jars for the Jewish rites of purification, each 
holding twenty or thirty gallons.  7 Jesus said to them, "Fill the jars with water." And they filled them up 
to the brim.  8 He said to them, "Now draw some out, and take it to the chief steward." So they took it.  
9 When the steward tasted the water that had become wine, and did not know where it came from 
(though the servants who had drawn the water knew), the steward called the bridegroom 10 and said 
to him, "Everyone serves the good wine first, and then the inferior wine after the guests have become 
drunk. But you have kept the good wine until now."  11 Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of 
Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.   
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There is a time-honored story about a skeptic who was continually harassing the local pastor. His 
one delight in life seemed to be making the pastor appear inadequate intellectually. The pastor bore 
these challenges to his theology and faith with great restraint.  

One day the skeptic was heckling the pastor about his views on miracles. "Give me one concrete 
example of a miracle," the skeptic taunted. "One concrete example." Whereupon the pastor hauled off 
and kicked the skeptic furiously on the shin.  

Then the pastor asked, "Did you feel that?"  
"Yes," wailed the flabbergasted skeptic as he nursed his sore leg.  
"If you had not," said the pastor, "it would have been a miracle!"  [above illustration from “About 

Miracles” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.] 
A miracle!  Some might argue it was a miracle that the skeptic felt anything at all.  A miracle!   
Our Scripture lesson this morning is about a miracle.  Jesus turns water into wine.  Except, of 

course, that John doesn’t call it a miracle.  John closes our scripture lesson this morning by telling us 
“Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed 
in him.”  Does that strike anyone as odd?  This is how it begins?  He, who fed the 5000, walked on the 
water, silenced the storms, raised Lazarus to life, healed withered hands and crippled legs and broken 
spirits, opens his ministry, gives his inaugural address, if you will, by turning water into wine?  Albeit, 
it’s a lot of water turned into a lot of wine, but still!  For what?  So that people at a rinky-dink little 
wedding in Cana of Galilee can get drunker?  If that strikes you as out of character for Jesus, think 
again.  There’s a lot more going on here below the surface.  John tells us, “Jesus did this, the first of his 
signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.”  There’s a sign to be 
read, a revelation to be discovered, a faith to be deepened—for disciples then…and now. 

Let’s take a moment to set the scene.  Jesus is just beginning his public ministry.  His disciples have 
been gathered together for a few weeks, at the very most.  Perhaps it has only been a few days.  But 
they’re all there, at the wedding.  Mom is there.  And the wine gives out.  Now understand something.  
Today, there is some criticism out there that weddings have become too extravagant, too wasteful, 
completely out of hand and impractical.  There are some who would like us to hearken back to simpler 
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days.  Well, don’t go this far back if you want simple, folks.  In Jesus day, Jewish weddings were a major 
event.  The whole town was invited, and the party lasted for several days.  Daddy dearest was 
responsible for feeding the whole town with feast-like proportions for that entire time.  It was a matter 
of prestige—the wealthier one was, the longer the wedding could last.  But one thing is for sure, when 
the wine dries up, the party’s over.  At this particular wedding, the wine dried up way too soon.  Not 
only was that a social embarrassment, it was also a symbol. For a wedding to run out of wine was an 
omen that there was little chance of this particular marriage reaching its full potential.  Maybe this 
marriage was destined to be dry, fruitless, joyless. 

So Mary, the mother of Jesus comes to him for help.  There are all sorts of jokes out there about 
this—what Jewish mother doesn’t think that her son can walk on the sea and turn water into wine?  
But Mary knows Jesus can do something.  She’s known since before he was born.  But when she 
challenges him to act, he deflects.  “Woman, what concern is that to you and to me?  My hour has not 
yet come.”  Which sounds harsh, but let me remind you that Jesus directly addresses his mother twice 
in John’s gospel, and both times, he calls her woman.  There’s this exchange at the beginning of John’s 
gospel, and there’s the exchange at the very end as Jesus hangs on a cross, where John reports:  
“When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing beside her, he said to his 
mother, “Woman, here is your son.”  Then he said to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” And from that 
hour the disciple took her into his own home” (John 19:26-27).  So, here in this moment, what matters is 
that we witness the uncompromising faith of Jesus’ mother.  “She continues to believe he can do 
something about the lack of wine, but in light of Jesus’ words to her, she cedes the initiative for acting 
to Jesus.”  [from Gail R. O’Day, ‘Commentary on John 2:1-12’ in “The Gospel of John” in The New Interpreters Bible, vol. 

IX, (Nashville, TN:  Abingdon Press) pg. 537.]   ‘Do whatever he tells you,’ she says to the servants.  And Jesus 
takes control. 

And we are given a sign.  John tells us, “Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee…”  He 
doesn’t call it a miracle.  He calls it a sign.  That’s not by accident.  A sign points beyond itself, gives 
instruction or direction.  When I’m traveling down US-23, there are signs that tells me to get off here if 
I want to go to Fenton or Brighton or Ann Arbor.  The sign isn’t the place.  But it points the way.  In the 
same way, the water turned to wine at a wedding points beyond itself.  It points us toward a Messiah.  
And if we pay attention, we learn something about what kind of Savior Jesus came to be.   

For one thing, people are central.  As I already hinted, there is some question about why in the 
world Jesus would start his ministry with a sign like this.  It’s pretty bland as far as miracles go.  The 
only ones who even know about it are the disciples and the servants.  The steward is left in the dark.  
Presumably, the bride and groom are left in the dark.  They don’t know to whom they are indebted.  
There’s no show.   So far as I can tell, Jesus only reason for doing it is to inspire his disciples and to save 
a young couple from embarrassment.  But then again, is that such a bad reason?   

Linda Anderson-Little of Richardson, Texas preached on this scripture for Martin Luther King Jr. 
Observance a few years back, and she offers valuable insight when she notes that God often works 
through the lowly to be about God’s work.  [see https://lindaandersonlittle.com/177-mlk-day-through-the-lens-of-

the-wedding-at-cana]  And such is the case here.  There’s no mention of the bride or groom, or their 
parents and family here.  The Steward makes a brief appearance, when he chews out the bridegroom 
for saving good wine until now.  In essence, says the steward, “Dude, you’re supposed to serve the 
good stuff first, when people can appreciate it.  You’ve wasted it on a bunch of people so inebriated 
they can’t even tie their sandals!”  But even the steward doesn’t really get it.  He’s not privy to the 
details.  The ones Jesus actually works through – the ones in the know, who see transformation happen 
right before their eyes – are the servants!!  I know what the religious leaders of Jesus’ day might well 
think:  God wouldn’t waste a sign on a few water-boys.  Just like God wouldn’t waste a choir of angels 

https://lindaandersonlittle.com/177-mlk-day-through-the-lens-of-the-wedding-at-cana
https://lindaandersonlittle.com/177-mlk-day-through-the-lens-of-the-wedding-at-cana
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on a bunch of shepherds.  God wouldn’t waste a star on a caravan of foreign mages.  God wouldn’t 
waste healing on ten lepers in a pit.  God wouldn’t waste living water on a woman who changes 
husbands like she changes clothes.  God wouldn’t waste paradise on a crucified thief.  God wouldn’t 
waste revelation on a bunch of Galilean fisherman.  God wouldn’t waste time sharing good news in a 
language that wasn’t Hebrew.  God wouldn’t waste salvation and grace on gentiles.  And God certainly 
wouldn’t waste resurrection on troublemaking, hillbilly from Nazareth.  So of course God wouldn’t 
waste a miracle on a bunch of servants.  To which, you and I and Christians across the ages, cry “Bull!” 

God doesn’t rank us.  God’s resources are limited.  This is not a parable about scarcity.  God doesn’t 
make trash, and nothing done or given in God’s name is a waste!  Linda Anderson Little writes, “It was 
the seamstresses, domestic workers, nannies, factory workers, and other laborers boycotting bussing 
in Montgomery for an entire year that led to the 1956 US Supreme Court Decision, Browder v. Gayle, 
that declared such segregation unconstitutional.”  God works through the committed.  That’s it.  Which 
is why you and I really are empowered to change the world.  It’s not status that changes things.  It’s 
obedience to the one who transforms. 

Jesus came to transform lives.  He does it through compassion.  He would transform us, too, from 
complacent to compassionate, people-focused followers.  We are all transformed by compassion.  
Surface level, it really is that simple. 

But let’s dig beyond the surface.  That’s when things heat up a bit.  Jesus came to save.  He did so 
with compassion.  But not without change.  New things are happening.  Forget those big ol’ ponderous 
jugs of water for the Jewish rituals of purification.  Forget the law and the tedious stipulations of 
regulation and decree.  This is the wine of grace, the herald of a new day and a new way of knowing 
God.  Jesus is changing more than just water.  He’s changing the religious order of the era.  

Bill Ritter offers this observation:  “I wouldn't make a big deal out of a saved party, had I not read 
so many sermons (preached by so many others) about how today's church has totally reversed the 
miracle, watering down the rich wine of the Gospel, diluting the rich joy of the Gospel, until both are 
bland beyond belief…  Or, as a friend of mine once said: "Jesus changed water into wine in one 
afternoon, and the church has spent two thousand years trying to change it back."  [from “180 Gallons, But 

Who's Counting?”  by William A. Ritter, www.Sermons.com.]   
I don’t want to change it back.  I want the transformation.  From complacent to compassionate and 

from jaded to jubilant.  I want the joy of Christ and the realness of faith when life gets hard.  I love the 
story that “…Halford Luccock once told about a young woman named Anne Walter Fearn who went to 
China many years ago as a medical missionary.  Her mother was terribly anxious about Anne's safety 
on the trip out to China.  She gave the girl a twenty-dollar gold piece with which to send back one word 
by cable on her landing, the word "safe." The young missionary spent the money for a cablegram, but 
she did not send the word "safe."  She sent another one-word cable: "Delighted."  The word 
"delighted" is far more jubilant and a far more Christian word than "safe." 

“Many people spend their lives being merely safe.  No delight or joy fills their lives because they 
live only for themselves.  They have never understood Jesus' words that in order to save our lives we 
must lose them.”  [2 ¶s from Halford E. Luccock, 365 Windows (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1955), as used in “He Can 

Change Water To Wine” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.]   
This is not about our lives.  Rather this is about God’s life.  This is about what God wants to do to 

make life possible here and now.  What God would do with our lives is nothing less than take them 
over.  He wants us to give them up.  Give up worrying and anger and resentment and that feeling of 
being stuck at a train track.  If God can change wash water into Chateau Lafite-Rothschild, then God 
can most certainly take ordinary lives like ours and use them to impact the world around us.  
Compassion.  Joy.  New life.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Browder_v._Gayle
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“Jesus touches the wedding and lifts it not just with the miracle but also by his presence.  He takes 
this ordinary wedding, and he transforms into that which is extraordinary.  And he does it again and 
again and again.  He took a hateful, murderous man by the name of Saul and transformed him into 
Paul—the greatest evangelist Christendom has ever known.  He took a studious, but quite insecure 
young clergyman by the name of John Wesley and used him as the litmus for one of the world’s great 
revivals.  On a Montgomery Alabama bus, He took a reserved, petite little woman named Rosa Parks, 
whose only crime was having tired feet, and used her to spark a movement towards justice and 
equality in this nation and around the world.  He takes that which is ordinary and transforms it.  In 
Cana of Galilee, we meet Jesus who calls us—even us—beyond ourselves, who calls us to compassion, 
to joy, to the newness and fullness of life transformed. 

And finally, and not a moment too soon, this First Sign is not ultimately about weddings or water or 
wine.  It’s about time.  But let me let Bill Ritter tell it.  He writes, “John's Gospel is constructed on two 
layers of time, which are perceived as being the same time.  There is ordinary time…as in clock time (or 
Chronos time). And there is God's time…as in Kingdom time (called Kairos time in theological circles). 

“Elsewhere in the Bible, it is suggested that ordinary time is present time, or the way things are 
right now, while God's time is future time, as in the way things will be someday. You know how it goes. 
The Bible says: "You are hungry now" (clock time). But the Bible also says: "You shall enjoy a great 
banquet someday" (Kingdom time). The Bible says: "You are sad and sorrowing now" (clock time). But 
the Bible also says: "God will wipe away every tear someday" (Kingdom time). Or the Bible says: "You 
suffer the ravages of warfare now" (clock time). But the Bible also says: "Swords shall be beaten into 
plowshares and spears into pruning hooks someday" (Kingdom time).  

“But John is saying something different.  John is saying that if you look really carefully – and if you 
pay very close attention to things – you will see places where God's time (Kingdom time) is breaking 
into ordinary time (clock time).  Which means that the implied question threading its way through 
John's Gospel is: "Can you tell time?  Can you see God's time peeking through clock time? Can you see 
hints of the Coming Kingdom in the present?" You can't tell time in the Gospel of John, you see, unless 
you wear two watches.  

“Remember that John is looking back, 70-some years on, at Jesus from the other side of Jesus' life 
... from the other side of Jesus' death ... and from the other side of Jesus' resurrection.  John is using 
this story to say: "If we had looked more carefully at the beginning of his ministry, we would have seen 
it ... could have seen it ... should have seen it ... for it was there from the beginning."  Note when the 
wedding takes place. It takes place on "the third day."  The wedding day (clock time) is also 
resurrection day (Kingdom time). [4 ¶s from “Anybody Got the Time?” by William A. Ritter, www.Sermons.com.]  
Which means God is doing something.  Time itself is shifting, don’t you see?  God’s time is breaking in, 
and all you have to do is look. 

If there was anyone who understood about the inbreaking of God’s Kingdom into ordinary time, it 
was Martin Luther King Jr. whose life we’ll honor as a nation tomorrow.  In the acceptance speech 
delivered December 10, 1964 in Oslo, Norway for the Nobel Peace Prize, King offered these words 
about God’s time.  They seem a fitting close to our lesson this morning: 

“I accept this award today with an abiding faith in America and an audacious faith in the future of 
mankind.  I refuse to accept despair as the final response to the ambiguities of history.  I refuse to 
accept the idea that the "isness" of man's present nature makes him morally incapable of reaching up 
for the eternal "oughtness" that forever confronts him.  I refuse to accept the idea that man is mere 
flotsam and jetsam in the river of life, unable to influence the unfolding events which surround him.  I 
refuse to accept the view that mankind is so tragically bound to the starless midnight of racism and war 
that the bright daybreak of peace and brotherhood can never become a reality. 
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“I refuse to accept the cynical notion that nation after nation must spiral down a militaristic 
stairway into the hell of thermonuclear destruction.  I believe that unarmed truth and unconditional 
love will have the final word in reality.  This is why right temporarily defeated is still stronger than evil 
triumphant.  I believe that even amid today's mortar bursts and whining bullets, there is still hope for a 
brighter tomorrow.  I believe that wounded justice, lying prostrate on the blood-flowing streets of our 
nations, can be lifted from this dust of shame to reign supreme among the children of men.  I have the 
audacity to believe that peoples everywhere can have three meals a day for their bodies, education 
and culture for their minds, and dignity, equality and freedom for their spirits.  I believe that what self-
centered men have torn down other-centered men can build up. I still believe that one day mankind 
will bow before the altars of God and be crowned triumphant over war and bloodshed, and nonviolent 
redemptive good will proclaim the rule of the land.  "And the lion and the lamb shall lie down together 
and every man shall sit under his own vine and fig tree and none shall be afraid."  I still believe that We 
Shall overcome! 

“This faith can give us courage to face the uncertainties of the future.  It will give our tired feet new 
strength as we continue our forward stride toward the city of freedom.  When our days become dreary 
with low-hovering clouds and our nights become darker than a thousand midnights, we will know that 
we are living in the creative turmoil of a genuine civilization struggling to be born.  [3 ¶s from MLK Jr. 

12/10/1964, Oslo, Norway, https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/1964/king/acceptance-speech/]. 
May God make it so.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
Alternative ending option, which I’m including here, because really – you may as well read it if you’ve gotten 

this far: 
 
 
And so I plead with you this afternoon as we go ahead: remain committed to nonviolence.  Our aim must 

never be to defeat or humiliate, but to win friendship and understanding.  We must come to see that the end we 
seek is a society at peace with itself, a society that can live with its own conscience.  And that will be a day not of 
the white man, not of the black man.  That will be the day of man as man – all men.  

I know you are asking today, "How long will it take?"  Somebody's asking, "How long will prejudice blind the 
visions of men, darken their understanding, and drive bright-eyed wisdom from her sacred throne?"  Somebody's 
asking, "When will wounded justice, lying prostrate on the streets of Selma and Birmingham and communities all 
over the South, be lifted from this dust of shame to reign supreme among the children of men?"  Somebody's 
asking, "When will the radiant star of hope be plunged against the nocturnal bosom of this lonely night, plucked 
from weary souls with chains of fear and the manacles of death?  How long will justice be crucified, and truth 
bear it?"  

I come to say to you this afternoon, however difficult the moment, however frustrating the hour, it will not be 
long, because "truth crushed to earth will rise again".  

How long?  Not long, because "no lie can live forever".  
How long?  Not long, because "you shall reap what you sow"… 
How long?  Not long, because the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.  
How long?  Not long, not long, because:  Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord! … Glory, 

Glory, hallelujah!  Our God is marching on.  [from MLK Jr. “Our God Is Marching on”, Selma, AL, March 25, 1965, 
http://americanradioworks.publicradio.org/features/prestapes/mlk_speech.html.] 

https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/1964/king/acceptance-speech/
http://americanradioworks.publicradio.org/features/prestapes/mlk_speech.html

