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If you were worshiping with us last week, you’ll remember that in last Sunday’s passage from Matthew,
we saw Jesus refuse to turn stones into bread in the Judean desert. In today’s passage, Jesus does intervene in
the usual course of nature to turn water into wine at a wedding.

Two different settings: wilderness and wedding. Two different requests, explicit or implied: “If you are
the son of God, tell these stones to become bread,” Satan says. “They have no more wine,” says Jesus’
mother. Two moments of need that defy simple solutions. Yet in only one of these situations does Jesus
exercise his divine power to meet a need. Last week Peter took us through the story of Jesus’ temptation. The
contrast between Jesus’ outright refusal to conjure a nature miracle in the wilderness last week, and this
seemingly reluctant nature miracle at a wedding raised a question for me. Why does Jesus get involved in the
situation at Cana? What does the Apostle John want us to see about Jesus in this miracle?

In the book of John, Jesus’ miracles are called signs. Signs are never only about the on the ground facts
of the miracle; they’re always pointing to something more, and they’re always for the purpose of building faith
in Jesus. John selects seven of them to present his gospel. At the end of the book, he tells us his main point:
“Jesus performed many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But
these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you
may have life in his name.”

Jesus performs signs to confirm his identity as the Son of God, and he also does them to meet others’
needs. These conditions are different from the conditions of Satan’s wilderness temptation. Without denying
the legitimate faith of those who believe because they have seen, in John, Jesus speaks a special blessing over
those “who have not seen and yet have believed.” If you’re listening today and you believe in Jesus, did you
know that Jesus himself commends your faith? You who have not seen firsthand his signs or his resurrection.
You who grieve the fallout of sin in your own life or the injustice of this world. You who bear witness to
scarcity or shame and ask God to meet those needs with his abundance and joy. You who let him know you’re
willing to do whatever he says. Jesus commends your faith.

As we explore this miracle of water into wine, | want to consider it on two levels. We'll look for the
immediate rescue that Jesus brings to the wedding celebration and look for signs of the broader rescue his
ministry will accomplish.

Jesus and his newly-called disciples have come to Cana for a wedding. The week of feasting and
dancing and toasting and singing is in full swing. And in the middle of the spirit of celebration a wave of unease
ripples through the servants. “The wine is running low. Let’s hope it holds out. Serve the most important
guests first.” “The wine is running low. Start pouring half glasses.”

It’s hard for us to feel the weight of this problem twenty centuries later. For us, weddings are once-in-
a-lifetime family events involving a year’s planning and tens of thousands of dollars. Today if you host a
wedding that serves wine and it runs out, you might endure some complaints or teasing and be embarrassed.
It won’t feel great. But you’re not likely to be shamed by your relatives, friends, and neighbors for years
because you failed in your obligations as a host. In Israel at Jesus’ time, though, shaming is exactly what would
happen. Running out of wine at a wedding was a major social no-no. It tarnished the host family’s honor and
might also be considered a bad sign for the marriage. An equivalent faux-pas for us might be promising out-of-
town wedding guests overnight accommodations and then sending them out to your backyard with a sleeping
bag. You just can’t do that.



Somehow this crisis reaches Mary’s ears. She hustles to talk to the bartender, scoots to the wine cellar,
racks her brain for wine merchants in the area who might have something on hand. When she’s out of ideas,
she has one last thought. She knows somebody. Jesus’ mother catches his attention and quietly informs him of
the issue: “They have no more wine.” That’s all she says. No clear request, no suggested solutions. Just an
observation. When Jesus’ mother tells him about the wine, she’s telling him about the wine. But she’s also
telling him about so much more than the wine. With her last sip of wine Mary tastes the souring of joyful
family memories. She anticipates mutual relationships in the village dumped out like so many dregs. She
pictures the groom’s family’s reputation as she piles up stained kitchen linens. She cannot stay quiet about it.
So she seeks out Jesus. She doesn’t clearly ask for help or tell him what to do. But the way Jesus responds
shows that he knows she’s not merely observing. She expects him to do something. “Woman” or, maybe
better “Ma’am,” Jesus says, “What does that have to do with us? My hour has not yet come.”

| submit to you that this may not have been the response Mary was hoping for. It seems terse, to our
ears, perhaps almost disrespectful. But if it sounds that way to you, note that Jesus identifies Mary by this very
same way from his cross, when he says, “Woman, here is your son.” and tells John, “Be sure to take good care
of my mom.”

Here at the opening of Jesus’ public ministry, he starts distinguishing between his priorities as Mary’s
Lord and his responsibilities as her son. He’s making space between her aims and his. When Jesus tells his
mother, “My hour has not yet come,” he’s anticipating something she doesn’t see yet. Jesus knows the time is
coming when his signs will come into focus. Water into wine today takes him a step closer to the suffering of
the cross tomorrow. Saving a family in Cana from public disgrace will begin his journey to experiencing the
very same thing himself. As that hour approaches, a sword will pierce Mary’s heart too.

Despite her son’s rebuff, Mary’s trust in Jesus is unfazed. Settled in her expectation that Jesus will do
what is good with all appearance to the contrary, she tells the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” She leaves
the problem with Jesus, the best judge of whatever comes next.

In his sermon on the wedding at Cana, Martin Luther thinks Jesus here is being strategic, developing
the awareness of need, laying the groundwork for faith. “Christ waits to the very last moment when the want
is felt by all present, and there is no counsel or help left. This shows the way of divine grace; it is not imparted
to one who still has enough and has not yet felt his need. For grace does not feed the full and satiated, but the
hungry.... Whoever still deems himself wise, strong, and pious, and finds something good in himself, and is not
yet a poor, miserable, sick sinner and fool, that [person] cannot come to Christ the Lord, nor receive his
grace.”

All initial indications notwithstanding, in a moment of need, Jesus gets involved. What’s on hand? Six
enormous stone water jars used for ceremonial washing. A couple of willing servants. For the more
conscientious Jewish guests, it would have been unconscionable for those stone jars to be filled with anything
other than pure water for ritual washing. But Jesus makes a tough call, one that might provoke criticism of his
respect for Jewish law. He sets aside the law’s ritual requirements in the interest of meeting the human need.
“Fill the jars with water,” Jesus tells the servants. “Then draw some out and take it to the master of the
banquet.” That’s it. No elaborate preparations or lengthy prayers, no spectacle. Just quiet instructions to a few
servants who do exactly as Jesus says. John is careful to note that the servants fill the jars ‘to the brim.” Fill,
draw, take. It's not hard, no more effort for the servants than a typical celebration requires. It might take
some faith for the servants that what they take in the cup will be satisfactory to the master of the banquet.
But take it they do.

When have you been in Mary’s position—coming to Jesus with a need without any ideas about how to
solve it? Or maybe you’ve been in the servants’ position - needing to trust that the next step of simple
obedience is enough in Jesus’ hands. We all have moments when our ideas and options run out and we show
Jesus our need again, just as we did when we first came to him. Across our lifetimes, trusting reliance on
Jesus’ grace is a hallmark of faith. When we trust Jesus to “capital-S” Save us, he does. He saves us from our
most formidable enemies, whether or not we can always see that. Sure of that, we can continue trusting Jesus



to “small-s” save us in the immediate needs and trials we face. We can believe in his goodness and trust him
to act in his own wisdom and time.

Some of you at LaGrave have told me this very thing in different words from your own vantage points.
In the expectant space between your belief in God’s goodness and his clear activity to meet your needs, you
talk about a God who meets another kind of need, a God who grants you life in the in-between and fills up
your capacity to trust him. When you tell your stories of life and joy that only Jesus can provide in the
meanwhile, you show us what faith looks like. You help us see God’s trustworthiness and encourage our faith
too. You know that believing in Jesus always includes entrusting ourselves to Jesus. Mary and the servants
show us the way on this too. Jesus does all the heavy lifting for the miracle, but Mary and the servants do their
small parts. They mention the need and do what Jesus says. Their simple faith-filled acts give them a front row
seat to something amazing.

When the servants bring the goblet to the master of the banquet, he is stunned with the wine’s
quality. It is the very best. And the wine keeps on a-flowing, from a barrel as bottomless as the life Jesus
brings. Jesus makes 150 gallons of wine that day, enough to serve upwards of 750 people a glass. There is no
way the wine in those purification jars will run out now. The only passive onlookers who witness Jesus’ sign in
real time are the disciples. And the result of this sign is that they respond with faith. Do you realize that the
bridal couple and the host don’t even know in the moment the dishonor they’ve been spared? That blissful
unawareness, of course, is part of the gift. Jesus could hardly have saved the couple and their families from
the shame of running out of wine if he had called attention to himself as the wine maker.

But seeing the wine maker as both the Giver of life and joy at a family wedding and Lord of the whole
creation is, of course, John’s point. In his book Miracles, CS Lewis says: “The miracles done by God incarnate
perform the very same things as th[e] wholesale activity [that God works in creation], but at a different speed
and on a smaller scale. One of their chief purposes is that [people]...may recognize, when they see the same
thing done on the larger scale, that the power behind it is also personal - is indeed the very same person who
lived among us 2,000 years ago....God creates the vine and teaches it to draw up water by its roots and, with
the aid of the sun, to turn that water into a juice that will ferment and take on certain qualities. Thus every
year, God turns water into wine. That, [people] fail to see....When Christ at Cana makes water into wine, the
mask is off. The miracle has only half its effect if it only convinces us that Christ is God. It will have its full effect
if, whenever we see a vineyard or drink a glass of wine, we remember that here works He who sat at the
wedding party in Cana."

In this miracle Jesus begins revealing himself as a Savior. This Savior concerns himself both with the
cosmic, eternal needs of the whole world as he is “lifted up to draw all people” to himself; he also offers joy
and life to one couple and their wedding celebration. Whenever we remember that the one who lived and
died for us all is also the one who comes to each of us and brings us joy, we honor him. Amen.
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