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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
Have you ever prayed for a miracle? I know I have. Did you get what you prayed for? On those
rare occasions when I have prayed for a miracle, like when a friend was dying before what I
though should be his time and he had run out of all medical options – on that specific occasion
and others like it, I didn’t get the miracle I prayed for – that he would somehow be brought back
to health. I don’t think that I expected anything else, but it didn’t stop me praying for it. And I
think that that is an acceptable way to pray, even a faithful way to pray: turning to God in time of
need, sharing the desire of our hearts, hoping against hope for deliverance in the face of disaster.
I don’t want to spend too much time talking about miracles, though. Even though today’s
gospel reading is one of the miracles that almost everyone who knows anything about Jesus is
familiar with, it’s not actually called a miracle here, but a sign. And it is a sign only for a very
select group of people – Jesus’ disciples. Jesus’ mother and the servants are the only other people
who know the extraordinary source of the wine. Everyone else is in the dark.
I think what we usually do with this story is understand it as demonstrating Jesus’
divinity. Who else could change water into wine? I think that’s part of what John is up to here,
but only a part, and maybe the least important part. John’s concern is to point to who Jesus is and
what he is up to.
But before I get to that, I need to say something about the significance and character of
weddings in this part of the ancient world so that we can also catch the significance and character
of what Jesus does. Weddings in this time and place were week-long parties thrown by the
family of the bridegroom, and at great expense. So great, that people typically went into debt to
host a wedding. But not the kind of debt we think of, where you apply to a bank and they lend
you money. The debt you would take on for this would be a debt to your friends and neighbors
who would help you throw the party. They would contribute food and drink and eating utensils
and vessels. They would help cook and serve. And then you would owe them when they held a
feast of their own. One indication that that is happening here is the presence of those six twentyto-thirty-gallon stone jars at the bridegroom’s house, the place where weddings happened. A
normal household would only have one of those jars. That means that there were at least five
other families helping out here. But five other families was apparently not enough, at least where
the wine was concerned, because they ran out. And this was a disaster, not something you would
ever want to happen at a party you threw, because that would mean something bad about you. It
would mean that you were socially poor, that you did not have enough friends to help make a
party successful. That is the shame that this bridegroom’s family is about to face without further
help, shame that would have consequences for them far into the future in the culture of the day.
With that background information established, I want to turn now to this sign of the good
wine and what it was pointing to. And the first thing it was pointing to was indeed Jesus’ divine
nature and mission. But to see that clearly, we need just a little more background. On Christmas
Eve we read the first part of the first chapter of John’s gospel, which you’ll remember, was a
kind of retelling of the creation story from the first chapter of Genesis, establishing the presence
of the Word of God from the very beginning of creation. What follows is the story of Jesus’
calling of his disciples, which takes place over the course of four days that John is careful to lay
out for us. Then at the beginning of our reading today we learn that this was the third day after
those first five, making this the eighth day. That is significant. The eighth day is the beginning of

the new week. John is telling us that the week of the first creation is over. The week of the new
creation has begun. So Jesus is not only someone with divine powers, he is about the work of
new creation, which is of course God’s work.
The second thing this sign points to is Jesus’ character as a faithful friend. Having
established Jesus’ divine nature in the first chapter of his Gospel, John now moves on to tell us
about the nature of our relationship with him. And that brings us back to this wedding and the
crisis facing the family of the bridegroom. Now, we don’t know why Jesus was at this wedding,
but the fact that his mother was there too probably indicates that this is family or close family
friends who are putting on this wedding. So, Jesus’ mother comes to him with news of the crisis,
and Jesus gives this odd reply: “What is that to you and me? My hour has not yet come.” The
meaning in the larger context of the Gospel, I think, is that Jesus has bigger fish to fry than
catering weddings. He, after all, is the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world. John
the Baptist just told his disciples that at the end of the previous chapter. But notice his mother’s
response. She does not slink away in silence, having been put in her place. And Jesus calling her
“woman” is not as offensive as it sounds to us. He’ll use the same word later when he entrusts
her into the care of the Beloved Disciple. “Do whatever he tells you,” she says to the servants,
displaying remarkable confidence both that Jesus is able to do something about this crisis, and
that he will be willing to help. As a sign of Jesus’ larger mission of saving the world, which gets
laid out in John’s famous chapter 3, this rhetorical question, “what is that to you and me” is
reminiscent of Psalm 8, where the Psalmist marvels at God’s care for humankind: “What are
human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them?” Jesus proving
himself to be a faithful friend in this wedding crisis is a sign of his faithful friendship to all of
humankind, whom God deeply cares for.
The third thing that this sign points to is that the best is yet to come. That’s the punchline
of this story, after all. The wine that Jesus provides is noticeably better wine than the wine that
was served first. As a solution to the wedding crisis, it’s much more than was needed, a pleasant
surprise for the guests, and probably a boost to the family’s reputation. They will be the talk of
the town for their unconventional generosity. As a sign of who Jesus is and what God is up to in
him, it is an assurance to his disciples that God’s salvation of humankind will be better than
anything they might be expecting. It is a promise that following Jesus is the way to the life that
God intends for all people, which of course is the ultimate goal of Jesus’ mission in the world as
the Word of God incarnate, and the central point of John’s Gospel.
We might be praying for miracles in these troubled times, miracles that would end this
pandemic, miracles that would reunite our fractured society, miracles that would end the
scourges of deadly violence, poverty, and injustice. And it is good and right to turn to God for
help with these things that afflict us. So let’s do pray for those miracles. But let us also bear in
mind that God is already at work in the miracle of God’s new creation in Jesus Christ, work that
involves us as agents of that new creation, as branches to a vine, to produce the new wine for the
feast to end all feasts. Let us take heart in that promise of life. And may the peace of God, which
passes all understanding, keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

