
SERMON FOR EPIPHANY 3, 2018 – CSP at 9.30 

Texts: Genesis 14: 17-20; Revelation 19: 6-10; John 2: 1-11 

What a lovely story John gives us in today’s gospel! Jesus, in compassion for the host of the 
celebrations, uses his divine powers to provide for the guests and averts a social disaster and 
public humiliation for the family. Lovely – just what you might expect from a loving and 
compassionate Saviour.  

But of course – especially as this is St John’s gospel, there is more, much more, layer upon 
layer of meaning in this story. Let’s unpack some of it. 

At face value, everything we have said is true. Cana was a small village, not far from 
Nazareth, so the whole village would be invited to the marriage feast, which would last about 
a week. I’ve been to one rather like that in Pakistan. I’m told that in Aramaic the word for 
“wedding feast” has the same root as the word for drink – which tells you pretty well 
everything you need to know about the celebrations. Village people were not rich – though 
they cultivated vines and made some wine, it was too expensive to drink except on special 
occasions, so the bridegroom’s family would have saved up for a long time for this 
celebration. And everyone they knew would be at the feast. 

There is one strand of thought which suggests that this was actually a family wedding, 
perhaps John’s own. His mother Salome was Mary’s sister (we know that from the list of 
women who went to the tomb after the Crucifixion). So “Aunt Mary” would feel very much 
part of the hosting, and be very anxious about the wine. So she turned to Jesus. And – as an 
aside – when we are at the end of our tether and have no more resources left, we can do no 
better than turn to Jesus and trust what he says, or what he tells us to do. 

Yet Jesus is reluctant to intervene: “My hour has not yet come”. We’ll come back to that 
mysterious saying later. And no-one quite knows what his words “What to you and to me?” 
actually mean – is it “It’s nothing to do with me”? Or is it “Leave this to me, I’ll handle it in 
my own way”? Either way, it seems that Jesus, having given this rather brush-off response, 
has a change of heart (which perhaps his mother can sense) and issues the instruction to fill 
the large jars  and then take some of the contents to the steward. And, in the beautiful words 
of a medieval scholar: “The modest water saw its Lord, and blushed”. But Jesus is very 
discreet in his actions – as so often, his work is hidden. Only Mary and the servants know 
what has actually happened. And that great saying of the steward has become the perfect text 
for a wedding sermon: for those whose marriage is blessed by God and who remain faithful 
to each other, the relationship deepens and becomes ever richer as the years pass, so in later 
years the couple can say to God “You have kept the good wine until now”. 

But this miracle is about more than just wine – it is a transformation. It is the first of the 
“signs”, John tells us, by which Jesus revealed his glory. These “signs” are occasions when 
heaven and earth intersect with each other. For the different dimensions of reality, divine and 
human, spiritual and physical, come together when Jesus is present, and when people do what 
he tells them. And this first sign is not only about the transformation of water into wine. The 
water in the stone jars was used for the Jewish rites of purification – washing in a particular 
way before food, between each course, and after food. But Jesus has come to bring a better 
purification, forgiveness, cleansing, not by water but by his blood – so here is a foretaste of 
the work of the Atonement, when Christ on the Cross died to take away our sins once for all 
and make us pure before God – a better and a lasting cleansing than water. For by Jesus’ 
death we are transformed into children of God’s own household, heirs of God, ransomed 



healed, restored, forgiven, released to grow into the full stature of humanity and to become 
Christ-like. Purification becomes celebration, lives are transformed….and notice that John 
dates this event as “on the third day”. I don’t think he just means Wednesday (traditionally 
the day when virgins were married). I think it’s a strong nudge to connect this with Jesus’ 
resurrection when mourning is turned to joy. And as one commentator remarked, wherever 
Jesus comes, and whenever he comes in, it’s like water turning into wine - there’s a new 
exhilaration, the air fizzes, hearts leap, hearts and minds are transformed. 

But there’s another layer of meaning still, and it’s to do with that mysterious saying “My 
hour has not yet come”. What is this “hour”? Some think Jesus means the Cross, when the 
glory of God is revealed in his death. Some think it’s the Messianic Banquet – the “marriage 
feast of the Lamb” in the great hereafter, as described in our Epistle reading today. It’s true 
that the overflowing abundance of Jesus’ provision – 120 gallons of the best wine (some 
party!) and later the feeding of 5,000 men (besides women and children) …feels like a divine 
celebration on a cosmic scale. There’s also the text in Isaiah when God promises a banquet 
(Isa 25:6) – “Here on Mount Zion the Lord Almighty will prepare a banquet for all the 
nations of the world – a banquet of the richest food and the finest wine”. So the great feast of 
the Messiah is definitely part of the meaning, but my view is that Jesus was also thinking of 
the Last Supper – the time when he would inaugurate the Eucharistic Feast as a sign and 
foretaste of that heavenly banquet. And this is where we join in. For as we take bread and 
wine at Communion, we are partaking in that great feast, the marriage feast of the Lamb, and 
in a way we become guests at the wedding also ,and so participate in his glory. 

So in this story we are reminded that by Jesus’ work of transformation we too have been 
purified, healed, forgiven and become children of God; and that at this and every Eucharist 
we are guests at the Messianic Banquet, which is the marriage feast of Jesus, the Lamb of 
God. Let us thank God for his overflowing generosity to us, and resolve to reflect his 
generosity in our giving and our celebration.  

And in this week of prayer for Christian Unity, let us remember that that marriage is a 
symbolic one between Christ and his church, and pray that all of us Christians, all who are 
members of his church,  may be one in heart and mind, and with one voice proclaim the glory 
of God and the love of Jesus. Amen 

 

 

 


