There is also the troubling fact that alcohol is at the center of the miracle. During Prohibition, teetotaling Temperance preachers tried to explain away this troubling detail of the miracle. A whole host of explanations grew up to account for that fact that Jesus not only attended a banquet where people drank, but that he appears to have picked up the bar tab! One theory is that all wine in Jesus’ day was simply unfermented grape juice. Another theory suggests that people habitually diluted their wine with water, so it had hardly any kick at all. But Scripture says Jesus procured real wine, and we have no reason to doubt it. Jesus turned water into wine out of compassion for the bride and groom and their parents, to spare them the social stigma of failing to extend the customary hospitality. 

There is also ample evidence in Scripture that Jesus loved a good party. We have plenty of stories where Jesus ate, drank, and was merry with others. This is one of the things about Jesus that the scribes and Pharisees loved to criticize. They measured their lives by grim fasting and strict discipline; but this tradesman-rabbi from Nazareth found joy in the company of others.

Reflecting on this story, one preacher wrote: “There is a time to laugh as well as a time to weep, and the Son of Man, who shared our tears on the way to the grave of Lazarus and the cross of Calvary, shared also our mirth at the feast of Cana. All the faculties of life are to be, not suspected, but redeemed from evil by the Christian; and one of the richest and happiest is the faculty of mirth. Our duty is not to check its brightness, but to keep its innocence; and surely in the laughter that is like the laughter of the child, of the sunlight and the birds, God is well pleased.”1

The writer reminds us that Jesus came into the world as Redeemer. He came not merely to purchase back human lives from slavery to sin, but to redeem the very earth itself. As Paul declares in Romans 8, Jesus came so “creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (Romans 8:21).

Jesus did not come merely as rule-giver, as the sort of austere and humorless leader for which the Pharisees fervently hoped. Jesus came to celebrate all that is good about this world and human life, and to teach us what needs to be done to make sure such goodness continues to abound. Naturally, Jesus opposed sin; and naturally, Jesus would not condone overindulgence at the wedding in Cana. But time and again, Jesus demonstrated such a love of laughter and such an appetite for life that he was at times charged by the pharisees with being “a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax-collectors and sinners” (MT 11:19).

Growing up in a small Jewish village and later in tramping the countryside with his disciples, Jesus took on human life in all its rich variety. He embraced it and he redeemed it. Jesus made this human life of ours holy. He made the experiences of birth, marriage, and even death more sacred and more meaningful. In a small, out-of-the-way village such as Cana, a wedding could be the social event of the year, the focus of enormous pressures on the families involved. Jesus was happy to play a small role in making that social event a success.

In the Bible, there are 35 recorded miracles of Jesus. John recounts just seven of those miracles of Jesus, and those miracles are unique to his gospel. John is not interested in presenting a straightforward historical narrative. John chooses and arranges his miracle stories deliberately to make a point. John’s choice to include the wedding in Cana is intentional. John is painfully aware that the journey of Jesus that began with such joy, with an entire village laughing and dancing and singing the night away, will end in grief at the cross. John begins with the tale of water-turned-to-wine because he wants to teach something important about Jesus.

Consider the water jars. John takes pains to tell us they are the stone jars for the Jewish rites of purification. Upon entering the banquet hall, wedding guests would wash their hands and feet in the biblically prescribed manner to make themselves ritually pure for the celebration. This was in fulfillment of the law, so surely every guest, Jesus included, would have washed. Which is why those jars are sitting there empty, and why Jesus instructs the servants to fill them with water.

It may be with a sense of humor that Jesus singles out these containers to hold his new wine. He could have easily used wineskins or clay jars from the first round of drinks. Instead, Jesus uses the purification vessels. Why? Jesus chooses these six stone jars to make a point. Jesus is faithful to God’s law, but he knows that too many people are burdened by the overly zealous application of that law. Jesus observed that the law, first given as the Ten Commandments to free humanity from sin, is now transformed by the Pharisees into an intricate machine for crushing the human spirit. 

In time, Jesus will take up a cross and give up his life. In so doing, he will bear the burden of the world’s sin. But in the bright and beautiful days leading up to that moment, the Savior of the world is not one to be weighed down by care and worry. He is not one to borrow trouble by gazing solemnly out into the distant future. “Today’s trouble is enough for today,” he teaches in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:34). At the wedding feast, let the wine be poured! Let the people dance! Let the bride and groom be radiant with joy!

John calls the changing of water into wine a sign. John studiously avoids calling it a “miracle,” even though that is the word most of us use in retelling this story. For John, the most important feature of the water turning to wine is the greater reality to which it points: the reality of God’s redeeming love, already at work in the person of Jesus Christ. The wedding at Cana is a tantalizing glimpse, a sneak preview of all that will one day come to pass which is nothing less than the rescue of the universe from the forces of darkness and the everlasting celebration that will follow.

Richard Wilbur is a former poet laureate of the United States. In 1971, his son got married. When your father is a poet, what you get for a wedding present is a poem. In these brief and beautiful words, Wilbur captures the wonder of this sign of water turned to wine: its joy and its promise. “A Wedding Toast”

St. John tells how, at Cana's wedding feast,	Which is to say that what love sees is true;
The water-pots poured wine in such amount	That the world’s fullness is not made but found,
That by his sober count	Life hungers to abound
There were a hundred gallons at the least.	And pour its plenty out for such as you.
It made no earthly sense, unless to show	Now, if your loves will lend an ear to mine,
How whatsoever love elects to bless	I toast you both, good son, dear new daughter,
Brims to sweet excess	May you not lack for water,
That can without depletion overflow,	And may that water smack of Cana’s wine.2

This “first sign” Jesus did “in Cana of Galilee,” John says, “revealed his glory” (John 2:11). That is the future dimension of this story, the one we are likely to miss if we allow ourselves to be dazzled by the miraculous nature of the event. For John, what is most significant about the wedding of Cana is the way it points us to the future and the way it functions as a sign that directs us to Jesus.

The rabbis say that “without wine, there is no joy.” May the same be true for us and all we love. As the years unfold before us, may we discover, both in our own lives and in the life of the world, the joy of knowing that God “has saved the best for last!”

Prayer: Thank You, Jesus, that You always fulfill Your plans and purposes in Your perfect timing. Thank You for loving us so much that You were born as one of us and lived a sinless life so that You could redeem us when that hour finally arrived. Give me a deeper understanding in my heart of all that Your death and Resurrection achieved. Thank You that my times and my future are safe in Your hands. In Jesus' name, Amen.

1. Cosmo Gordon Lang, “The Miracles of Jesus: Sunday Readings” in Good Words, vol. 41, August 1900, 569.
2. Richard Wilbur, New and Collected Poems (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1988).
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We’ve all heard the saying about weddings: “Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue.” We might add: “Something to go wrong.” I usually mention this to couples during premarital counseling. There are feeling nervous that everything may not go smoothly. “Don’t worry,” I assure them, “it won’t go according to plan.” There is always something or someone forgotten, neglected, backwards, or late. There is always a slip-up or a mishap, and a stumbling over words, stairs, or long dresses.

At the marriage at Cana, something went very wrong. The wine ran out! This was no minor hiccup. This was a social disaster.  Hospitality required a host to keep the wine flowing until all the guests had their fill; but midway through the feast the final drop of wine is poured out. The bride’s parents are dejected. The bride has tears in her eyes. The groom is turning red with embarrassment. Round the room the whispers go: “They have no wine.”

Mary, the mother of Jesus, hears the whispers; but when she turns to Jesus, he declines to pass the rumor on to the next person. He dismisses his mother’s concern. “Woman,” he says to his mother, “what concern is that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come.” Mary, who somehow knew what her son could do, responds by turning to one of the servants and gesturing in Jesus’ direction, says “Do whatever he tells you.”

Jesus commands the servant to fetch six stone jars lined up against the wall. These jars held the water used for washing hands and feet upon entering the house. Jesus has the servant fill them with water, and when he pours some back out, wonder of wonders, it has turned to wine! And not just any wine. This is the good stuff, the finest vintage wine most hosts would serve first to impress their guests. This is not the bargain brand, screw top, watered down wine held in reserve for when inebriated guests won’t know the difference.

The bride and the groom look at each other with astonishment and relief. If, as the servant claims, all six of the stone jars are now filled with wine, there is not a chance of running out again. Each stone jar held 20-30 gallons, so there is at least 120 gallons of wine. Jesus took the family’s shameful deficiency and transformed it into overflowing abundance!

This miracle story of the wedding at Cana is sometimes troublesome to Christians. At first glance, it seems so trivial. Set alongside the healings, the feeding of the hungry, the calming of the storm, and the raising of the dead, this miracle pales in comparison. 

