
The Wine Sign 

Read John 2:1-11 

 We use signs to point us in the right direction.  Several years ago now, 

church member Andy Bordi graciously made us many attractive signs to direct 

new comers around our labyrinthine building:  “This way to the sanctuary, that 

way to the nursery, rest rooms over there, parking lot this way,” and so on. Every 

once in awhile I come across a poor disoriented soul looking totally lost in here.  I 

am fond of pointing out that I was the pastor here for at least five years and I was 

still discovering hidden stairways.  Welcome to the maze! 

The Gospel of John gives us a number of accounts of episodes in Jesus’ life 

and ministry which he says are signs.  In chapter 4 he tells the story of Jesus 

healing an official’s son.  In chapter 5 there is the healing of the blind man.  In 

chapter 6 Jesus multiplies bread enough to feed a whole throng of people, and 

then later that night walks on water.  Another blind man is healed in chapter 9 

and in chapter 11 he raises his good friend Lazarus from the dead after he’d 

already been in the tomb for four days. All these deeds of power, all these 

miracles, point beyond themselves and back to the one who performed them, 

back to Jesus. 

Of all these signs, the wine sign is the first and as the first it just may 

contain something of such importance that it sheds light upon all the ones that 

follow it in the Gospel.  Bible scholar Frederick Dale Bruner points out that what 

he calls the wine sermon is coupled in chapter 2 with the whip sermon which tells 

how Jesus formed a whip of cords and drove the money changers out of the 

Temple.  He notes that these two taken together flesh out what John said of Jesus 

in chapter 1: “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and 

truth.”  Bruner rightly says that the wine sermon is about grace, the whip sermon 

about truth. 

So today when we talk about the wine sign, we’ll be talking about grace.  I 

hope I don’t hear you muttering, “Oh no, not grace again.  It seems like all you 

ever want to talk about is the grace of God.”  I guess I have become sort of a one 



trick pony.  I love to talk about the grace of God.  I love to receive the grace of 

God.  I love to be constantly growing in my awareness of the presence of God’s 

grace in the world, in your lives and in my own life.  If there is anything greater 

than God’s grace I’d like to know what it is, because I can’t think of a thing. It has 

almost become a cliché to say that grace is unmerited favor.  But I like another 

definition that I heard from a preacher named Graham Cooke.  He says that grace 

is that power that issues in our direction from the favor of God which enables us 

to become all that God intends us to be.  Along with incredible life transforming 

power comes all the giftedness we need to get where God wants us to go. 

Lest we  get super-spiritual about it, sticking our pious heads in heavenly 

clouds, lest we become as one pithy critique has it, so heavenly minded that we 

are no earthly good, John places a very useful road sign right at the beginning of a 

disciple’s journey.  He tells us the story of the wine sign. There is much to think 

about in this simple story.  Let’s dissect it a little. 

Jesus had gathered a small group of disciples who had left the only life they 

knew and launched out upon what must have seemed to be a great adventure.  

He called them and they said yes; they left all to follow him.  Where was the first 

place he took them?  To a party.  To a wedding feast.  But it wasn’t a big fancy 

wedding in a royal court somewhere. It was a modest affair in a small rural village 

named Cana which is not much more than a stone’s throw from Nazareth where 

Jesus grew up. His mother was there.  Probably some of his home boys were 

there too, people he’d grown up with.  Some even speculate that the groom was 

one of his disciples.  Cana seems like the least likely launch pad from which the 

Messiah would spread out and save the world.  But then again, we know now that 

grace is like water which seeks the lowest level, filling things from the bottom up. 

Have you discovered this principle yet?  Before grace sets about crucifying 

your pride it specializes in healing your wounds. The grace of God slips right into 

our hearts through the door of humility.  Cana is the human heart in need of God. 

Pride and arrogance don’t get along well with grace.  They are the target of 

truth.  Pride and arrogance often hide out in the Temple, in the so-called spiritual 

life, in the places where we think we have it all together, where we know all the 



answers, in the places where we think we can have our own way in the name of 

religion.  The proud and the arrogant are destined to feel the whip of cords, the 

truth that will expose their corruption.  Truth will expose all human attempts to 

be religious for profit.  If you are a person who always wants to get something out 

of your religion but who never invests one iota of your heart in obeying God I’m 

afraid you are going to be disappointed.  I wish I had a dollar for everyone who 

ever said, “I don’t go to church because I don’t get anything out of it.”  The truth 

is that that statement reveals the heart of a money changer who sits at the table 

of religion and then complains that the profits are not worth the investment.  

They once again fulfill the declaration delivered from God through the prophet 

Isaiah who said, “This people honors me with their lips but their hearts are far 

from me.” 

Most of us spend a great deal of time trying to live between Cana and The 

Temple.  We have one foot in the world and one foot in the Kingdom of God.  We 

fancy ourselves as moderates, middle of the road types seeking to blend in with 

the crowd and not draw too much attention to ourselves.  And I think the reason 

is that we think if we really follow Jesus, all the fun and festivities offered in life 

will somehow be declared off limits.  We fear that to be a true Christian will make 

of us plastic, fantastic people whom ordinary folks, our friends and our neighbors 

and our peers will find difficult to relate to.  We think that, instead of our faith 

causing us to become more vibrant human beings than we’ve ever been, we will 

become simply uptight, and become overly scrupulous about everyone’s sins and 

faults, and finally just too dull to hang around with.  The wine sign puts a stop to 

all that foolishness. 

Whoever the groom was, whatever family was the host, to run out of wine 

would have been a very humiliating, embarrassing development.  In Israel, wine 

was viewed as a source of joy and no feast would be joyous without it.  For the 

hosts of the feast there must have been shock waves running through them when 

the wine ran out.  “How could this happen?  How did we so miscalculate the 

amount we would need?  What will everyone think of us?”  Etc., etc., etc. 



Perhaps no one at the wedding knew better the power of public 

humiliation more than Mary the mother of Jesus.  She’d tasted a severe dose of 

the power of public wounding at the time she explained her pregnancy leading to 

the birth of Jesus as being due to a visit from the angel Gabriel and being touched 

by the creative power of the Spirit of God. In deep empathy she went to the one 

other guest who would also have known a thing or two about it also; she went 

straight to her son Jesus.  “Do something.”  Even though his answer seemed to 

say, “It’s none of my business,” Mary knew him well enough to know that it was 

every bit his business.  No doubt she already knew something of the deep 

compassion for the little people that lived in her son’s heart.  “Do whatever he 

tells you,” said Mary to the servants, then excited stage right to mingle among the 

wedding guests.   

That is good advice for anyone who wants to follow Jesus.  Discipleship 

made simple: do whatever he tells you. And what he told them was not hard.  

They weren’t expected to walk on water, simply carry some and put it in empty 

jars standing nearby.  Anyone could do it.  Surely John does not want us to miss 

this direction from Mary.  Do whatever he tells you greases the skids for grace to 

enter our lives.  Insofar as we are able, obedience is our part in cooperating with 

the Holy Spirit who wants to bring us the abundant life promised by both the 

Father and the Son. 

John tells us that the six large water jars nearby were to hold water for the 

Jewish rites of purification, for foot washing and hand washing, symbolically 

representing the purifying work of God’s law.  Pointedly in our story, the jars were 

empty, just as for real human beings, real flesh and blood sinners and lost people 

like you and me, obeying rules and regulations can never bring us to real life.  Law 

without grace is empty.  We cannot satisfy its demands.  We cannot be good 

enough to be good enough. 

But Jesus was on hand not only to fulfill the law [fill up the jars] but to go 

far beyond and far deeper than law or religion can take us. The waiters filled up 

the jars with water, filled them to the brim says John.  They were as full as human 

beings could make them. But so far the contents were still water.  If the contents 



of those jars had remained water, the feast would have been a dismal failure and 

all the guests would have gone home dissatisfied and loaded with disdainful 

gossip about the family who failed to provide enough wine.  They’d have whined 

and sneered, “The wine ran out so they gave us Poland spring water instead.”  

The sign the disgruntled crowd would have painted would have said, “Dead End.” 

But Jesus came to fill us with new wine and with the joy of the Lord and to 

plant a sign in our hearts that reads, “Abundant life.” Now pay close attention.  

Jesus didn’t dance around the jars, gashing himself like the prophets of Baal in 

their contest with Elijah atop Mount Carmel.  He didn’t weep and wail or make 

long, sonorous prayers, begging God to just this once be kind to the poor and 

lowly.  He simply, probably in a very normal voice, said, “Fill the jars; now draw 

some out; now take it to the steward of the feast.”  That’s it.  No drama.  No 

pyrotechnics of any kind; just a quiet word.  Just a simple, painted sign that said, 

“This is the way to life abundant.  Follow me.  Believe in me.  Trust in me.” 

In this very first sign that John relates to us, we are shown that life as a 

disciple of Jesus plants our feet firmly on the ground.  It takes place at a party, at a 

feast.  It speaks to us of God’s gracious response to us when we are at the end of 

our resources and the end of our rope, when all we have and all we are are empty 

jars hanging on the edge of a precipice of keen discouragement.  At those places 

in our lives, God proves over and over again just how amazing God’s grace truly is. 

The wine sign is a profound metaphor pointing us to the transforming 

power of the Holy Spirit that is aimed right at your heart and mine.  Jesus is 

saying, “Have a drink on me.  I’ll put it on my tab.” 


