Exegesis on John 2:1-12: The Wedding at Cana 
Introduction
The wedding at Cana records first miraculous action of Jesus in John’s Gospel, an event which John distinctively calls ‘the first of his Signs’ (2:11). These Signs have spiritual meaning beyond the physical; they reveal Jesus’ ‘Glory’ and engender faith in his followers. For John, that is their purpose, a purpose discernible in John’s wedding story.
John’s prologue reveals Jesus as the incarnate Logos (or Word [footnoteRef:1]) of God, present “in the beginning “ [footnoteRef:2], and through him all things came into being (1:1-2). In him is ‘Life’, ‘Light’ and ‘Glory’ (1:3-4, 14), signature terms in John’s Gospel. John proclaims Jesus as Divine from the beginning of his Gospel (1:1), and ends it with his evangelistic purpose in writing: “But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name” (20:31).  [1:  Logos is “preeminently used of Christ (Jn 1:1), expressing the thoughts of the Father through the Spirit” Strong Logos 3056]  [2:  Probably a deliberate echoing of Genesis 1:1] 

John’s succinct and unique [footnoteRef:3] story of the wedding at Cana is about transformation. Jesus with his mother and friends arrive as guests at a country wedding in Cana in Galilee. His mother points out to Jesus that their wine has run out, but Jesus rebuffs her. Subsequently, Jesus tells the servants to fill six large purification water jars with water, and later when full, Jesus tells them to take a sample to the chief steward. The steward declares it the best wine yet. John acclaims this miracle as the first of Jesus’ Signs revealing his Glory, and the disciples believed in who Jesus is. Jesus with his family and friends move on to Capernaum on the shores of lake Galilee, over 35km away. [3:  It is not recorded in the Synoptic Gospels] 

John recounts the calls of five of the disciples [footnoteRef:4] immediately before this wedding story (1:35-51). He immediately follows it with that of Jesus in Jerusalem cleansing the Temple courtyard of moneychangers (2:13-22), thereby halting Temple sacrifice for sin [footnoteRef:5]. Both are important in providing further interpretational richness to John’s keynote first Sign. [4:  Andrew, Simon-Peter, Philip, Nathanael and one un-named person, presumably John.]  [5:  Sacrifices could only be paid for in Temple coinage, which the moneychangers provided in exchange for unclean Roman coinage, thus fulfilling an essential ancillary function to the main function of the Temple.] 


2:1-2	A Normal Human Celebration
The first Sign of who Jesus really is, reveals him to be a deeply human man who retains his Divine creative power. 
The Sign counterbalances the prologue’s emphasis on Jesus’ Divinity with an assertion of his true humanity. It also unlocks the interpretation of the others of John’s seven Signs, which culminate in the Sign of the raising of Lazarus from death (11:1-53). This is itself a clear anticipation of the death and resurrection of Jesus himself, and one with clear personal implications for John’s readers.
The setting of Cana is significant, being a small country town where a wedding would be an important event for the community. The invitation of Mary, Jesus and his friends implies that they were known there. There is a suggestion that a relative of Mary was the bride or groom [footnoteRef:6]. Of more interpretive significance is that it was probably the hometown of Nathanael (21:2) [footnoteRef:7], the ‘true Israelite’ in whom Jesus sees ‘no deceit’ (1:47) and whom Jesus promised ‘will see greater things’ (1:50). Thus, the first Sign may be for Nathanael a fulfilment of that promise, and one to which he could attest beyond deceit. [6:  Cooper KT (1979) p 365]  [7:  Koshy G (2017) p 95] 

John sets the story “On the third day” (2:1). This may simply refer to three days after the call of the five disciples. It may allude to Exodus 19:11 when “God appears in glory to give the Law” as here Jesus reveals his ‘Glory’ and then goes on to surpass the Law [footnoteRef:8]. It is more likely that John is alluding to the three days between the Crucifixion, Death and Resurrection of Jesus, the Great Triduum. If true, this adds further interpretational richness to the Sign (v.i.). [8:  Lincoln AT (2005) p126] 

At a distinctly human level, here is Jesus and his mates celebrating a wedding in a country town and, at a time when the wine ran out and most of the guests might be drunk (1:10), he is alerted to the absence of wine. Privately, independently, secretly and perhaps in an excessive kind of way, Jesus remedies the situation miraculously by changing common water into rich wine, and then moves on to Capernaum.
John’s portrayal of Jesus as an ordinary man of his time, one of the lads partying, contrasts starkly with the Divine Jesus of the prologue. John, in this Sign, reveals Jesus to be fully human and, to those who can recognise it, Divine.
The presence of Jesus’ human mother on the occasion of his first public miraculous Sign serves to emphasise Jesus’ humanity. The only other glimpse John gives of Mary is at Jesus’ death (19:25-27), where her presence performs the same function of emphasising Jesus’ humanity: the Son of God who died on the Cross was fully human too.
John’s juxtaposing of the Divine perspective of the prologue with the human perspective of the first Sign speaks of his carefully considered Christology, and presages that of the Council of Chalcedon (451CE) that Jesus is "perfect both in deity and in humanness; this self-same one is also actually God and actually man”.

2:3-5	Jesus and Mary
It is his mother who brings the absence of wine to Jesus’ attention. She seems sensitive to the inevitable shame that no wine would bring upon their hosts, but Jesus dismisses her concern as no proper concern of theirs (2:4). Mary appears to ignore this and tells the servants to do whatever Jesus tells them (2:5). One wonders if Mary had witnessed other private or domestic miracles which led to her confidence that Jesus could and would now save the day. The Church had not yet given Mary the honorific title of ‘Mother of God’ (Theotokos) to emphasise Jesus’ perfect humanity and Divinity in one person (hypostasis), but here Mary seems to have knowledge of both natures in Jesus. 
Jesus refers to his mother as ‘Woman’ (guné) both here and from his Cross (19:26-27). Unlike in the English idiom, this usage is “curteous, never dismissive” [footnoteRef:9]. Here in the vocative case, it may carry the tenderness of ‘O woman…’. It may also be a device of John to underscore that Jesus is the son of a fully human woman [footnoteRef:10], even though he is Divine. [9:  Strong guné 1135]  [10:  That is, Mary is not herself some demi-god as might be in a Greek play or myth within John’s cultural experience in Ephesus.] 

John portrays Mary in this passage as a deeply empathetic and loving character, able to assess and action problems, to persevere following implied rejection, to be the closest to understanding her Divine Son, and to be steadfast in creating the circumstances for the revelation of the Glory of Jesus. That Jesus reciprocates her depth of loving is seen in his providing for her welfare following his death (19:26-27). John also displays Mary’s faith; only Mary appears to believe in Jesus before witnessing this Sign. Mary’s words to the servants are a paradigm of discipleship: “Do whatever he tells you” (2:5).
After a time, Jesus acts. Perhaps this is Jesus asserting that he is his own man and will do this in his own way, or an indication that he acts on his Father’s bidding (10:25). Perhaps it is the public nature of the inevitable revelation of his abilities that he is weighing before responding: “My hour has not yet come” (2:4). Jesus also waits before acting in the final Sign of raising Lazarus (11:16), and acts semi-privately in other Signs (4:46, 5:2-9, 6:16-21, 9:1-12). Cooper [footnoteRef:11] believes that premature disclosure of who Jesus is could have jeopardised his Messianic mission, given the scepticism of the Jews at that time (1:11).  [11:  Cooper KT (1979) p371] 

When Jesus’ hour does come, it is on his Cross (v.i.).

2:6-9	Water into Wine
Jesus acts. He spots six stone jars used for Jewish purification rituals (120 to 180 gallons in total capacity), has them filled with water and then transforms it into superb wine, when one or two jars of wine might have sufficed. What might have been a small private act known only by a few (2:9) becomes, significantly, a disproportionate excess in both quantity and quality (2:10).
What is most noticeable in this Sign is its a remarkably hands-off manner. He tells the servants to refill the water in six stone purification jars (2:7). He later tells them to take a sample to the chief steward (2:8), who unwittingly confirms the transformation into wine has taken place (2:10). John recounts no physical contact between Jesus and the water nor the transmuted wine. The miracle is effected purely by the authority which Jesus wields through his Will, rather than by any direct action on his part. This is also true for some of the other Signs [footnoteRef:12] while others are distinctly tactile [footnoteRef:13]. Here at the wedding, it is the Divine authority of Jesus which John is emphasising [12:  The healing of the official’s son, also in Cana, in 4:46-51, the raising of Lazarus by word of command in the final Sign of 11:1-53]  [13:  Notably, the healing of the man born blind (9:6)] 

While there are few witnesses to the transmutation, there can be little doubt that it occurred. John clearly believes it occurred and should be made public in his Gospel as it reveals Jesus’ ‘Glory’. The disciples present believed it occurred, and through it realised that Jesus could be no ordinary human being and came to believe in Jesus (2:11) as the Messiah, the Son of God.
Transforming water into wine is not simply a physical phenomenon: It is loaded with symbolic and religious meaning, on which the Sign relies for its greater impact.
John will have known that In the Tanakh [footnoteRef:14] wine has connotations of abundance and the Messianic Age to come. This is evident in Isaiah’s vision of the banquet of the end of times [footnoteRef:15], in Amos seeing the restoration of David’s kingdom as a time of repair and as a time of fruitful excess [footnoteRef:16], and in Baruch’s vision of profligate branching vines and vast quantities of wine (2 Baruch 29:5). Micah prophesied the abundance, peace and prosperity in the Messianic ‘days to come’ [footnoteRef:17]. The coming of the  Messiah will be a time of plenty, of rejoicing, and a fulfilment of Israel’s yearning for God. As Lincoln points out [footnoteRef:18], the abundance of wine in this Sign signifies “life and joy” and “the salvation of the end times”.  [14:  The ‘Old Testament’]  [15:  “On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-matured wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of well-matured wines strained clear” (Is. 25:6)]  [16:  “mountains shall drip sweet wine and the hills shall flow with it… they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine” (9:11-15).]  [17:  “…out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. He shall judge between many peoples, and shall arbitrate between strong nations far away; they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning-hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more; but they shall all sit under their own vines and under their own fig trees, and no one shall make them afraid; for the mouth of the Lord of hosts has spoken. For all the peoples walk, each in the name of its god, but we will walk in the name of the Lord our God for ever and ever” (Micah 4:2-5)]  [18:  Lincoln AT (2005) p129] 

Jesus changing water into wine connotes the coming of the Messianic era: A new age has now dawned, the Messiah has arrived in Jesus. Set in the context of a wedding, the wine of the Messianic era also foreshadows the wedding feast of the Lamb (Rev 19:6-9). Wright comments “…God is doing a new thing from within the old Jewish system, bringing purification to Israel and the world in a whole new way” [footnoteRef:19]. [19:  Wright NT (2002) p 22] 


2:9-11	The Good Wine ‘Kept Until Now’

The water jars of the Jewish purification ritual stand empty. Jesus firstly organises their filling with water but then changes the water into the best wine. It is as if the Jewish emphasis on purification has run its course and, even when reinvigorated by Jesus, it is transformed into something altogether greater. Moreover, John follows this Sign immediately, and out of historical sequence, with the scourging of the moneychangers in the Temple courtyard (2:31-22), thereby bringing Temple sacrifice for sin to a halt. Taken together, they can be seen as Jesus not only replenishing Jewish purification custom as Messiah, but also turning it into something greater, when he will become the only sacrifice and remedy for sin. The New Covenant which Jeremiah foresaw [footnoteRef:20] will soon replace the Old Covenants: The Way, the Christian faith, fulfils and then transforms the Jewish faith. [20:  Jeremiah 31:31-34] 

Early Christian communities sought to remain part of a reinvigorated Messianic Judaism, probably until they were blamed for the destruction of the Temple in 70CE (through their ‘blasphemy’) and expelled from the synagogues [footnoteRef:21], which had taken over as the main centres of Judaism after the Temple’s destruction. Jesus himself affirmed Judaism by teaching in synagogues (6:59, 18:20 [footnoteRef:22]) including that at Capernaum, Jesus’ next stop after the wedding (2:12). [21:  This purpose is expressed in 9:23 and may have happened to John’s community.]  [22:  Also in the Synoptics, for example, Matt 4:23, 13:54, Mk 1:21,39, Luke 4:44, 6:6] 

The wine of this Sign may also prefigure that of the Christian Eucharist, particularly in conjunction with the feeding of the 5,000 (6:1-14) as described by Koshy  [footnoteRef:23]. Cooper [footnoteRef:24] discerns further meanings in the abundant wine. [23:  Koshy G (2017) p154, following St Cyril of Jerusalem, relates the view of the Orthodox Church that: “The Cana miracle was a prelude to the Lord’s Supper, great and holy Communion. In the holy Eucharist, wine and bread are transformed into the Body and the Blood of Christ… [Also] Jesus miraculously multiples bread and fed the multitude (6:1-15)… In both these instances, Jesus was preparing the apostles and other disciples to understand the great mystery of holy communion… [that] their master could transform bread and wine into his Body and Blood. Thus, the transformation of water into wine was a sign pointing towards the transformation of wine into Jesus Christ’s Blood, and that of the bread, to his Body”.]  [24:  Cooper # p376-380 Cooper describes the transformed wine as “the wine of compassion” referring to the response of Jesus to the lack of normal wine; as “the wine of replacement” replacing “a good thing with a better” meaning Temple worship with that of the Messianic age; as “the wine of abundance” referring to the quality and quantity of the new dispensation in Christ Jesus; as “the wine of the Bridegroom” referring to the future ‘marriage’ of Christ and his Church; and as “the wine of glory”, manifesting Jesus’ Glory to his disciples to elicit their faith.] 

John’s only mention of wine beyond this Sign is in relation to Christ’s death on the cross, when his ‘hour’ had come. There, sour wine on a sponge is held to Jesus’ mouth (19:29) and when Jesus tastes it “he said it is finished, bowed his head and gave up his spirit” (19:30). The contrast is remarkable, and typical of John.
Timing plays an important role in this first Sign, set ‘on the third day’: Jesus’ ‘hour has not yet come’ (1:4) and the good wine has been kept ‘until now’ (2:10) [footnoteRef:25].  [25:  “On the third day” has been discussed earlier] 

John recognises the importance Jesus attaches to timing. Elapsed time (kronos [footnoteRef:26]) is less important than timing (kairos [footnoteRef:27]) in the sense of ‘the time is right’ [footnoteRef:28]. [26:  Strong kronos 5550]  [27:  Strong kairos 2545]  [28:  McGann D (1988) pp 25-26] 

Jesus frequently speaks of his ‘hour’ [footnoteRef:29]. The first mention is to his mother, in this Sign, when “my hour has not yet come” (2:4). The final mention is to his Father: “Father the hour has come, glorify your Son, so that the Son may glorify you” (17:1). John mentions Jesus’ ‘hour’ eight times [footnoteRef:30]. Jesus acts when the time is right. In this Sign, Jesus avoids publicity until the time is right (2:4). The ‘hour’ comes, the time is right, at his glorification on the Cross (16:4, 17:1, 19:27). [29:  Strong hóra 5610]  [30:  2:4, 7:30, 8:20, 12:23,27, 13:1, 17:1] 

John also recognises the importance of elapsed time. The provision of transformed wine has been delayed “until now” (2:9), referring both to the chief steward’s assessment of the new wine, and, spiritually, to the waiting of mankind for the coming of Jesus, the Jewish Messiah. Israel had waited with what retrospectively seems inferior religious provision until God’s timing was right for Jesus to transform it into the new and superior provision we now call Christianity. The old but good religion has been replaced by the better.
Even though John proclaims Jesus as Divine from the beginning (1:1), John’s transformations centre theologically on the ‘hour’ of the death and resurrection of Jesus, and not on his incarnation. Both events are of cosmic proportions, but without the incarnation of the Son of God, there could be no meaningful Cross and Resurrection. John has little detail of the incarnation beyond “And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth” (1v14). The hypostatic union of Divine and human natures in the incarnation of Jesus seem either less transformative to John than Jesus’ death and resurrection, or less publicly visible, or simply taken for granted by the Evangelist. The unique transformation John emphasises to his readers is that Jesus died and rose from the dead (20:7-8, 17, 19, 26-28).
The death and resurrection of the Theanthropos [footnoteRef:31] is seen by John as the pivotal transformation of history. “On the third day” the timing was right (kairos) for the history of God’s chosen people to be changed forever. The time elapsed (kronos) in waiting seems insignificant when God acts. [31:  Origen used this term for Jesus: Jesus the God-Man] 


2:11		Glory and Belief

Of the three signature terms highlighted above as mentioned in the prologue, it is ‘Glory’ that John refers to in this Sign. He does so in a way which emphasises its centrality as the means of recognising and coming to belief in who Jesus really is.
In the prologue, ‘Glory’ is a feature which the pre-incarnational Jesus shares with God (1:14). It has a range of connotations [footnoteRef:32] , not least with the Glory of the Lord filling the portable Tabernacle (miskan) the ‘residence or dwelling place’ of God (Ex. 40:34), only to be superseded by Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem [footnoteRef:33]. Jesus’ Glory signifies the presence of God residing in him; implying that Jesus is the new Tabernacle and the new Temple of God’s presence on earth. [32:  Connotations of doxa (glory) in Strongs NT 1391: glory, honour, splendour, magnificence, majesty; very apparent, of wide application. Corresponds to Kabo in the Tanakh meaning ‘to be heavy’, God’s infinite intrinsic worth.]  [33:  Wickipedia: ‘Tabernacle’ 3/3/2026] 

God’s Glory, embodied in Jesus, is recognised by his followers in the first Sign. Following Jesus for those called by him (1:35-51) is only the first stage of their transformation, as it is witnessing his Glory that leads to belief in him (2:11). In the final Sign, the raising of Lazarus, belief precedes witnessing Jesus’ Glory, as before the stone to his tomb is rolled away, Jesus says to Martha “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the Glory of God” (11:40). Jesus then prays to his Father in heaven before calling Lazarus out from his four-day entombment. Whatever the sequence to faith, Jesus himself claims that the Divine Glory resides in him, “the Glory that I had in your presence before the world existed” (17:5 NRSVA).
Glory is mentioned no less that seventeen times by John in his Gospel. Jesus does not accept glory from human beings (5:41), though religious leaders may seek glory from each other (5:44). Glory comes from God (5:44) and God’s Glory should be sought (5:18). Jesus does not seek his own Glory (8:50,54) but its revelation is his stated purpose in raising Lazarus, “so that the Son of God may be glorified though it” (11:4). Isaiah also witnessed God’s Glory (12:43) and Jesus gifts its witness to his disciples for the sake of their unity (17:22). He prays to his Father for his followers that “they may be with me where I am, to see my Glory, which you have given me before the foundation of the world” (17:24).
John 2:11 can be regarded as paradigmatic for John’s evangelistic purpose: that the Evangelion is that God’s Glory has been revealed to be in the person of Jesus, and that recognising this is key to eliciting a belief in who Jesus really is. For his disciples, Glory transforms following into faith. As Barrett says of Jesus: “the [doxa, glory] is not to be seen alongside the [sarx, flesh], not through the [sarx] as through a window; it is to be seen in the [sarx] and nowhere else”[footnoteRef:34]. [34:  Barrett CK The Gospel According to St John p165 – quoted by Ford DF (2021) p37-38] 

The five disciples called immediately before this Sign, witnessed this first Sign when Jesus “revealed his glory”, and believed [footnoteRef:35] in him (2:11). Their call was to “come and see” (1:39, 46); they came, they saw, they believed. In this they are paradigmatic of the transformation to belief in who Jesus is that John explicitly wishes for all his readers (20:30-31). [35:  pisteuo, Strong 4100] 


Synthesis

John’s first Sign juxtaposes the humanity of Jesus with the prologue’s assertion of his Divinity. Both are evident in Jesus transforming water into wine. The rich association in the Tanakh of wine with the Messianic era is used by John to show that the Messiah has now arrived in Jesus. Jesus’ replacement of the water of Jewish purification and his halting of Temple sacrifice in John’s account of the moneychangers immediately following this Sign, point to the superseding of the Old Covenants with that of the New, sealed by Jesus’ death on the Cross when his ‘hour’ finally comes. Belief in who Jesus really is follows glimpses of his ‘Glory’ in this Sign, in all John’s Signs, and supremely in Jesus’ sacrifice on his Cross. To glimpse Jesus’ pre-existent ‘Glory’ and thereby to find faith is John’s purpose in writing. In this first Sign, Jesus’ newly called followers do both, and the Evangelist urges his readers to do the same.
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