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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, the gospel reading concluding with these words, “This, the 
first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his 
glory. And his disciples believed in him.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 This text from John is, at the same time, both a beautifully 

thematic beginning to John’s gospel, and a head-scratcher of a first 

sign for Jesus earthly ministry.  

 On the one hand, pastors love to show people how 

beautifully this passage carries divine themes of Christ’s marriage to 

His Church, His honoring of the institution of marriage, preliminary 

images and themes of the never-ending marriage banquet, His “first 

of signs being the sign of the divine groom who saves His bride and 

the never-ending joy of their marriage feast. That is all very beautiful 

and it is all very true… so that, last time I preached on this text, we 

took the entire sermon to meditate upon God’s gift of the marriage 

estate, as it confesses and hopes in the perfect marriage Christ has 

vowed to His Church, and the Church in kind, has vowed and rejoiced 

in with her husband.  

 On the other hand, there is the historical reality that Jesus 

did not do this miracle outside of time or ‘late in his ministry, but 
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recorded as if early in his ministry.’ He even says in our text: “My 

hour has not yet come.” And there is the closing statement to the 

text that “This, the first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee.” So, 

how do we understand the importance of this as the first of signs?  

 That question brings with it a whole new theological debate: 

some would point out that the word “first” here means “chief” – so 

that this is the greatest of his signs because of its great theme of the 

marriage institution, so central to the creation from the very 

beginning and so central to the truth of the New Creation, namely 

our salvation in Christ the bridegroom who laid down his life for his 

bride and presented her unto himself holy and blameless having 

washed her with water and the Word, that she might take part with 

him in the never-ending marriage feast. Wonderful! That’s all true, 

so that we have meditated upon that before! 

 But there’s also the reality that this word first is the word 

“”, which means not just chief, but perhaps more directly first 

in the sense of source or beginning… so that we understand that this 

truly is the beginning of indications in Jesus’ ministry that He is the 

one sent by God as the Christ… this truly is the first of signs. 

 And, perhaps that’s the word we really should be focused on. 

Not the word “first” and whether it means “chief” or “beginning” 

and what to do with all that. But, rather the word sign… which, as we 

heard it in the Christmas season goes far beyond Jesus doing 

miracles. 
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 We need signs. We know instinctively that our judgment is 

clouded with darkness, that our understanding of God is hazy, that 

our life is fragile and frail and can be snuffed out in a moment’s 

notice. We know, as the prophet Isaiah says, “We hope for light, but 

there is darkness; for brightness, but we walk in gloom. Like the 

blind, we feel our way along the wall, groping like those without 

eyes” – the blind leading themselves they know not where.  And so, 

we know we need signs that God loves us, that He has not forsaken 

us, that we have hope beyond the inevitable grave this world offers.  

 And because we instinctively know that, we’re constantly 

looking for signs… most people looking for signs among the 

pantheon of false religions and philosophies, and whatever idolatries 

give them a sense of security for today, even if tomorrow it is proven 

futile so that it’s on to a quest for the next sign.  

 Christians at least know that there is one true God – Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit – and that whatever sign of salvation and hope 

there is comes from that one God. The problem even among 

Christians is that too many are taught to look for signs of what God 

would have them do. They’re taught to believe that the Bible is a 

dead-letter instruction manual on moral living, and that the true 

wisdom of God is going to be found in signs of what He wants to 

show you apart from His Word, things He wants you to do to prove 

you are really united with him in your great faith, that he might then 

shower you with blessings that give you hope for tomorrow.  
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 But God’s Word is not a dead-letter book of moral 

instruction; His Word became flesh for our salvation, and every letter 

of the written Word, from Genesis to Revelation, points us to him; 

and every breath of that written Word spoken and proclaimed points 

us to the Christ, as the reason for hope beyond the grave.  

 And, thus, as God knows we need signs, and as God 

graciously has predestined salvation to be through the Christ, and as 

(the book of Hebrews says), “in former days God spoke to His people 

by the prophets, but in these last days God has spoken to us by His 

Son,” then that coming Christ must produce signs, that all might 

know He is the one to whom we look.  

But the signs of the Christ are more than wonders before the 

eyes, lest man simply try to compare Jesus’ miracles to a magician’s 

slight of hand to see which is greater. The signs of the Christ, the 

miraculous wonders before the eyes, are signs that God is at work 

through His Christ. And, as we said over the Christmas season, the 

signs always carry substantively – in flesh and blood – that which 

they promise: “Unto you is born a Savior; the sign is that you will find 

a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes.” Again, Simeon saying, “This 

child is appointed for a sign that will reveal the hearts of many, and 

that sign is that he will be pierced in flesh and blood for the salvation 

of all.” 

 As we have that correct understanding of signs, and as we 

know that the Lord’s purpose is to point us to His Christ, and that His 
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Christ will do those signs which reveal himself in flesh and blood to 

the world, then we are right to meditate upon this first of signs that 

He did in Cana of Galilee and ask the good question: “What does this 

mean?” 

What does it mean that the changing of water into wine at a 

marriage banquet was first? Does it mean he wanted to start simple 

and get more advanced as he went? No. Does it mean Christ is the 

great bridegroom who provides the eternal marriage banquet? Yes. 

Does it mean Christ honors the institution of marriage and we ought 

cherish it as well? Yes. Does it mean that alcohol is not inherently 

sinful and Christians can have their whiskey and wine tastings? Yes. 

Those are all applications that can be gleaned from this text. But do 

any of those really capture in totality God at work in Christ Jesus in 

this scene? (And perhaps there isn’t a way to fully describe, capture 

in totality, God at work in Christ Jesus in this scene.) 

But, as we recall that Jesus is the fulfillment of the 

prophecies, perhaps the prophets can shed light on this first sign of 

the Christ. Our Old Testament reading begins, “For Zion’s sake I will 

not keep silent, and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not be quiet…” 

Well, that’s a good start, isn’t it? God promised – for the sake 

of His Zion (recall, Zion is the Old Testament ‘code name’ for His 

Church), God has promised he will not keep silent… and what do we 

hear in our text, but that though Jesus’ time has not yet come, 

though his ministry is not yet widely known and though the hour of 
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the cross is still far off on the horizon, he will not keep silent for 

those who hope in him. Rather, he will help… and his help will allow 

the wedding feast to go forth as it was intended, an image of the 

Church going forth in righteousness thanks to Christ Jesus, or – as 

Isaiah says it – The Lord “will not be quiet until her righteousness 

goes forth as brightness and her salvation as a burning torch.”  

And, what do we hear later in Isaiah’s passage, but we hear 

the Lord speak of his Zion, his great Church, as his Lady, the one of 

whom He is not ashamed – “You shall be called My Delight Is in Her, 

and your land Married; for the Lord delights in you, and your land 

shall be married.” 

In other words, it’s not just that Jesus saves a wedding that 

we might know his love for earthly marriage, and its not just that 

earthly marriage is a picture of Christ’s marriage to His Church 

(though that certainly is the promise of “your land shall be 

married”)… It’s that, in marrying himself to His Church, in tying 

himself to her and calling her “My Delight,” he has restored her 

reputation just as he saved the reputation of that Cana wedding. He 

has restored and saved your reputation! He has not kept silent, that 

you might waste away in sin and shame, but He has acted and 

bestowed upon you His righteousness, that such righteousness may 

go forth in brightness and your salvation as a burning torch. Perhaps 

this is why this is the first sign, an implication and symbol that Jesus’ 
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purpose is to restore His Church, to save His people’s reputation 

before God… your reputation before God. 

How does the end of Isaiah’s passage say it? – “And as the 

bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over 

you.” That’s an image of one proud of, delighted over, pleased with 

His beloved. She may be ugly to the world, plain and unbecoming to 

those who seek the passions of the world, but she is beautiful to the 

One who has redeemed and loved her. In short, God in Christ has 

saved you from yourself, from your own sinful reputation, from the 

sin you have heaped upon yourself – this is what the Christ has come 

to do, to take the Church (and you in it) unto himself as His  own 

bride, to call it “My Delight is in Her” and rejoice over the Church – 

rejoice over you! – that no one may bring you to shame on account 

of your emptiness.  

Yes, if it were up to us, there would be no wine for the 

banquet, no righteousness, no standing before God and man – just 

emptiness and shame and gloom. But, because of Christ and all the 

signs He does to show us God’s promises are fulfilled in him, and 

because all those signs are fulfilled in the cross when he cries “it is 

finished,” and because all those fulfilled promises are then poured 

out from his pierced side in water and blood of sacramental signs, 

we may rejoice with this morning’s Introit, “They feast on the 

abundance of your house, and you give them drink from the river of 

your delights.”  
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And thus, we may plead before God with a cheerful heart 

and joyful confidence. A few months ago, in our class on the liturgy, I 

mentioned that some of the Church’s collects (that prayer right 

before the Readings, which ‘collects’ into one the thematic prayer of 

the Church) the collects are almost always either seasonal or refer to 

the specific Gospel reading. But what is our prayer today: “mercifully 

hear the prayers of Your people and grant us Your peace through all 

our days.” Does that sound like Epiphany? Not specifically. Does it 

sound like the wedding of Cana? No. But what it does sound like is 

God’s work in Christ bringing us Christ’s righteousness, that we may 

be God’s delight and thus live by the merits of Christ’s reputation 

and thus in peace and quietness.  

And not only in peace and quietness, but in celebratory joy. 

There’s one more application of this text and its marriage banquet 

that is quite truly ours. Christ saved and preserved the banquet not 

only for the bride and groom but for all the banquet guests. And, you 

know well, that when you are invited to rejoice with the bride and 

groom at their marriage banquet, you do not come to serve but to 

be served… to be with and alongside them guests of honor. It is 

perhaps the only earthly celebration we can all understand where 

everyone involved is a guest of honor, at the labor and expense of 

(quite often) the father of the bride or perhaps of the groom.  

So also in the Divine Service, the Father of Christ and the 

Father of the Church bids us all come, not only as his dear children, 
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but also as his honored guests – not primarily that we might serve 

Him, but that we might share in all the joy and celebratory benefits 

of the marriage banquet. Christ has brought this Divine Service to 

pass with his righteousness, with all the sacramental signs that flow 

from and carry the Word made flesh… and, in joy and thanksgiving, 

we come to the banquet and say, “You have saved the good wine for 

us, for Your Church, that we may forever rejoice with you in your 

kingdom in the marriage feast that never ends.” 

 
 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
January 16, 2022 


