
1 

Encounters with Jesus: The Wedding Party Sunday, 1/29/23 

Last week we met three siblings enduring the circumstances of death, all of whom had 

encounters with Jesus and were left changed in different ways in the aftermath. Jesus is the 

resurrection and the life, bringing us the hope we need in the way we most need it. 

This week, we’ll take a look at one of the very few Scriptural accounts of an 

interaction between Jesus and his mother, Mary. The occasion lacked the usual gravitas that 

we’re used to experiencing in the ministry of Jesus. You know what I mean- blind people 

seeing, lame people walking, and dead people rising. Instead, we get two people getting 

married. Instead of a heated debate with the Sadducees about performing healings on the 

Sabbath, we’re treated to an exceedingly brief and apparently mundane dialog about the 

wine at the wedding that most likely took a matter of seconds: Mary to Jesus: “They have no 

more wine.” Jesus to Mary, his mother: “Dear woman, that’s not our problem. My time has 

not yet come.” And then Mary to the servants:  “Do whatever he tells you.”1 

I’ve said before that the miraculous changing of water into wine had long been a 

perplexing miracle to me. Healing the blind? I got that. Walking on water? Sign me up! But 

providing beverage service at a wedding? I thought, “Isn’t that just a little basic, Jesus?” For 

a first miracle, this one seems, well, just a little disappointing, doesn’t it? Not quite as 

spectacular as, say, the parting of the Red Sea. 

But this brief encounter with Jesus, his mother, and some servants speaks volumes 

about who Jesus is, what his mission is, and his relationship with the others.  And as is often 

the case, there’s most likely more going on here than appears at first glance. 

The miracle of the water changed into wine is the first of seven miracles in the section 

of John’s Gospel commonly called the “Book of Signs.” The Book of Signs gets its name 

from John’s frequent reference to the miracles as signs of the divinity of Jesus. We don’t 

have to guess why John included the water into wine miracle in his Gospel. He tells us 

himself at the end of his Gospel, writing “these are written so that you may continue to 

believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing in him you will have 

life by the power of his name.”2 So let’s dive into the details of this unique encounter with 
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Jesus and see if we can discover how they inspire us to believe in Jesus, the light and life of 

all people. 

Let’s start with the servants and their response to Jesus. It was the servants to whom 

Mary said, “Do whatever he tells you.” Their obedience to the instructions of Jesus, filling 

the jars with water, set the stage for the miraculous sign. Perhaps, Adam Hamilton suggests, 

“John may have been saying, similarly, that if all of us do as Christ tells us, that our lives can 

become extraordinary.”3 It’s a point that John obviously wants to make. Following Jesus 

closely in loving obedience is how we find light and life. Do you remember the story of the 

Three Siblings from last week? The courageous obedience of Lazarus in walking out of the 

tomb was also a part of his return to light and life. The miracle belonged to God, but it took 

place in the context of a relationship of trusting love and obedience. 

Let’s look to Mary next. Why should Mary have cared that there was no more wine at 

the wedding? Timothy Keller points out that the idea and purpose of marriage used to be 

quite different than it is today. He writes, “The purpose of a marriage was not primarily the 

happiness of the two individuals but instead to bind the community together and to raise the 

next generation…Each wedding was a public feast for the entire town because marriage was 

about the whole community, not merely the couple…[A]ncient wedding feasts went on for a 

week at least.”4 

The other important factor to consider is that this wedding took place in what Keller 

calls a “shame-and-honor culture,”5 in which one’s position in society was ranked by the 

accumulation of public appearances which either added to one’s status by bringing honor to 

the family and community or subtracting from one’s status by bringing shame. Running out 

of wine at such a public event involving the entire community would have been deeply 

shaming.  

But why did Mary turn to Jesus for a solution to this problem? At this point in the 

Gospel, Jesus had never before performed a miracle, at least not in public. Did Mary just 

assume that Jesus had the power to avert disaster for the couple and community because of 
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what the angel Gabriel had said about him? Or perhaps it all comes down to relationship 

again. Mary knew the heart of Jesus and his temperament. She knew him and trusted him 

after raising him and walking side by side with him for countless years. So turning to Jesus 

for help must have been the most natural thing in the world for her to do, even not knowing 

specifically what he would do about it. 

How about you? Are you familiar enough with Jesus that you can turn to him for help, 

trusting in his response, even if you don’t know what that response might be? 

Before we turn our attention to Jesus and why he would inaugurate his ministry with 

such a seemingly trivial miracle, let’s remember that God has long described the fullness of 

God’s presence on earth in terms of a banquet. I’m reading from Isaiah in the twenty-fifth 

chapter, beginning with verse 6 in the New Living Translation. {Read Isaiah 25:6-8 NLT}  

Occasionally, when we’re celebrating Holy Communion, I’ll say “Taste and see that 

the Lord is Good.” It comes from Psalm 34 and it captures this idea that it’s not enough to 

agree with our heads that God is good, we need to experience God’s goodness, we need to 

taste it and see it. That’s why Jesus was born, so we can experience the love of God rather 

than just hear about it. And that’s why Jesus started his ministry in John’s Gospel with a sign 

at a wedding feast, to show us that his presence signals the beginning of the greatest feast 

there will ever be, the fullness of the Kingdom of God on earth. As Timothy Keller wrote, 

“Jesus Christ comes to bring transporting joy and deep heart fulfillment, not only later but 

now.”6  

You’ve heard and read that God is good. Perhaps you even know that God is good. 

But can you taste God’s goodness? Can you see God’s goodness? 

I’ve never paid attention before to how much water and wine was involved in this 

miraculous sign. The Scriptures tells us that there were six stone jars, each one holding 

twenty to thirty gallons.7 That’s one hundred twenty to one hundred sixty gallons of wine! It 

must have been quite a party! 

Of greater significance is that these jars “were used for Jewish ceremonial washing.”8 
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Why is that important? Because this was a clear signal that the purpose of Jesus went far 

beyond blessing this couple’s wedding. Jesus used the tools of Jewish ritual in a completely 

unexpected way, saying, in effect, that the old system of becoming right with God by 

keeping commandments and performing rituals had come to an end. He used what had been 

used to wash away ceremonial uncleanness and turned it into an abundant sign of joyful 

blessing. Jesus himself would cleanse us from our sin now by taking our places on the cross. 

Can you see now why Jesus said to his mother, “My time has not yet come?”9 Jesus 

saw beyond the problem at the wedding and into the real problem, which is that we are 

mired in sin and in bondage to the law. He knew that he could help out the couple in Cana, 

but that his real help would come on the cross. If it seems that he was a little short with his 

mother in his reply, then perhaps it was because he knew that launching his public ministry 

with a miracle would take him one step closer to the unimaginable horror of the cross. 

Some people believe that Jesus was a wise moral teacher who came to share wisdom 

and set a good example. There’s no doubt that he did both those things, but to see that as the 

limit of the work of Jesus is to miss the point of the Gospel writers entirely. Our faith isn’t 

primarily about an agreed upon set of propositions for morality, like “Thou shalt not kill.” 

It’s not about denominations or political alignment. It’s about our relationship with the one 

who came to usher in a joyful wedding feast at the conclusion of all time. John himself put it 

so beautifully at the conclusion of his Revelation. “Then I saw a new heaven and a new 

earth, for the old heaven and the old earth had disappeared. And the sea was also gone. And 

I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven like a bride 

beautifully dressed for her husband. I heard a loud shout from the throne, saying, ‘Look, 

God’s home is now among his people! He will live with them, and they will be his people. 

God himself will be with them. He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be no 

more death or sorrow or crying or pain. All these things are gone forever.’”10  

Jesus came that we might have joy, and have it abundantly, in this life, and in the life 

yet to come. When you decide to turn to Jesus, and walk with him in close relationship, you 

can learn to trust him and learn to experience a foreshadowing of that future joy today, 
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regardless of whatever it is that life may be throwing your way. 

Take a moment to reflect on the joy of God’s Kingdom. Ask God to reveal some of 

that joy to you today! 
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