
THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 

CHAPTER 2 and 3 

June 9, 2021 

 

General Outline of Chapters 2 and 3 

2:1-11  First Sign at Cana in Galilee 

  Jesus changes water to wine and his disciples come to believe in him 

2:12  Transition (Jesus goes to Capernaum) 

2:13-22 Cleansing of the Temple in Jerusalem 

  Jesus is challenged by the Jewish authorities  

2:23-25 Transition (Reaction to Jesus in Jerusalem) 

 

3:1-21  Discourse with Nicodemus in Jerusalem  

  Jesus speaks of begetting from on high (and is not understood) 

3:22-30 John the Baptist gives final witness to Jesus 

3:31-36 Discourse completes the two previous scenes of this chapter 

4:1-3  Transition (Jesus leaves Judea) 

 

4:4-42  Discourse with the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well  

  Jesus offers the gift of living water  

He is hailed by Samaritans as the Savior of the world 

4:43-45 Transition (Jesus enters Galilee) 

4:46-54 Second sign at Cana in Galilee 

 

First Sign at Cana in Galilee – John 2:1-11 

Verse 1 – Usual festivities for a wedding consisted of a procession in which the friends of the 

bridegroom brought the bride to his house where they had a wedding supper.  The festivities 

would last seven days.   

 

From the Mishnah (Kethuboth 1)  

A virgin is married on Wednesday and a widow on Thursday.  The reason for the former is that 

twice a week courts convene in the towns, on Monday and Thursday, so that if the husband had a 

claim concerning the bride’s virginity (when consummating the wedding on Wednesday night) 

he would go early the next morning to court and make his claim. 

 

Cana – In the New Testament this town is mentioned only by John.  Only John and Luke know 

of Jesus’ activity in the hill country near Nazareth immediately after his baptism.  Matthew and 

Mark begin the ministry of Jesus at the Sea of Galilee. 

 

Mother of Jesus – Among Arabs today the term mother of . . . is an honorable title for a woman 

who was fortunate enough to bear a son.  In John he never calls Mary the mother of Jesus.  There 

is an apocryphal tradition that Mary was the aunt of the bridegroom, whom some identify as 

John, son of Zebedee.  In a similar tradition Salome (wife of Zebedee and mother of John) was 

the sister of Mary.  If we follow that thread then John was the cousin of Jesus.  It would account 

for the presence of Jesus at the wedding.  Another thought is that the invitation came from 

Nathanael who was from Cana. 



Verse 2 – Presumably those who were called in John 1 have now become the regular followers 

of Jesus.  They abandoned the ascetic ways of John the Baptist for the practices of Jesus.  In 

consistently referring to these men during his ministry as disciples and not apostles, John shows 

a historical preference to reserve the word apostle to the post-resurrection period. 

 

In the Lesser Festivals of the Lutheran Church 

St. John, Apostle and Evangelist   December 27 

St, Mark, Evangelist    April 25  Companion of Peter 

St. Matthew, Apostle and Evangelist  September 21 

St. Luke, Evangelist    October 18  Companion of Paul  

 

St. Bartholomew, Apostle   August 24 

 

Verse 3 – Why was Mary especially concerned about the lack of wine and why did she turn to 

Jesus?  Some scholars believe she was asking for a miracle.  However, there is no evidence of 

any previous miracles performed by Jesus, and there is nothing in the Old Testament picture of 

the Messiah which would have led the Jews to expect him to work miracles on behalf of others.  

An expectation of miracles is more understandable if Jesus is thought of as a prophet like Moses 

or as Elijah who came back to life.  The Old Testament attributed miracles to both of these men.  

So Mary may not have been asking Jesus for anything but was simply reporting the desperate 

situation.  But his answer seems to indicate that something was being asked of him because he 

refused to become involved. 

 

Comments: 

This conversation between Mary and Jesus and its aftermath are difficult to understand.  In other 

stories found in John there are similar insoluble situations (5:5-7, 6:5, 9) without any expectation 

of (or request for) intervention by Jesus.  However, Mary does seem to expect some answer or 

action on Jesus’ part.  The exact nature of the expectation is not clear from the narrative, and 

none of the scholars have come up with reasonable guesses.  Jesus’ negative answer to Mary is in 

harmony with the Synoptic passages that deal with Mary in relationship to Jesus’ mission.  Jesus 

always insisted that his family ties could not affect the pattern of his ministry for he had the work 

of his heavenly Father to do.  He was the first of those whose true heritage was not by blood but 

by God.  Such a refusal in Greek culture was seen as polite.  There was no indication that Mary 

was rebuked or rejected.  What was denied was a role and not the person.   

 

Story makes more sense on a theological level (not as a historical tradition).  Importance of the 

story is given to us in verse 11.  There we are told that Cana was the beginning of Jesus doing 

signs.  John specifically relates it to the other miracles of Jesus and to a concrete place in his 

ministry.  Then John tells us what Jesus accomplished: through it Jesus revealed his glory and his 

disciples believed in him.  The first sign had the same purpose that all the subsequent signs will 

have – revelation about the person of Jesus.  John does not put emphasis on water changing to 

wine or on Mary and her request.  His primary focus is on Jesus as the one sent by the Father to 

bring salvation to the world.  What shines through is his glory, and the only reaction that is 

recorded is the belief of the disciples.  

 

 



Cleansing of the Temple in Jerusalem – John 2:13-22 

Scene that John narrates here has parallels in all three Synoptic narratives.   

 

1) The Synoptics describe a similar cleansing of the temple area during Jesus’ only ministry in 

Jerusalem just before he died.  In Matthew 21:10-17 and Luke 19:45-46 Jesus did this on the 

day on which he entered Jerusalem in triumph.  In Mark 11:15-19 he did this on the day after 

he entered Jerusalem.   

 

2) In the Synoptics action of Jesus was not challenged immediately but some time later the chief 

priests, scribes, and elders would ask by what authority he did those things (Mark 11:27-28).  

Jesus refused to answer unless they were willing to comment about John the Baptist. 

 

3) In the Synoptics (at the trial of Jesus before the Sanhedrin) false witnesses reported that Jesus 

threatened to destroy the Temple and rebuild it in three days (Mark 14:58) (Matthew 26:61).  

We hear other echoes of this threat attributed to Jesus by the passers-by at the foot of the 

cross (Mark 15:29) (Matthew 27:40).  It reappears in the trial of Stephen in Acts 6:14. 

 

As just noted the Synoptic accounts (although not perfectly harmonious among themselves) 

present some marked differences from John.   

 

1) One theory: John was correct where he placed the cleansing of the Temple.  In the Synoptic 

tradition there was only one journey to Jerusalem (the journey that preceded Jesus’ death).  

Since the Temple was in Jerusalem the three gospels had no choice about where to place the 

scene.  John had Jesus take several trips to Jerusalem so he was freer to locate the scene at 

the point in time where it really could have happened.   

 

2) Other theory: Synoptic gospels were correct because such a serious affront to the Temple 

would have forced the priests to take quick action against Jesus.  According to the Synoptics 

they quickly put Jesus to death.  In John he was allowed to function for at least two years 

after the event and to visit the Temple on several subsequent occasions.  

 

Johannine Interpretation of the Scene  

Original importance is consistent with the Synoptics.  It was a protest like that of the prophets of 

old against profaning the house of God.  It was a sign that the messianic purification of the 

Temple was at hand.  In John this fits in with themes already discussed at Cana.  In the Synoptics 

that cleansing was set amid a group of scenes that warn of the rejection of Israel.  Verse 19 is 

seen as an eschatological proclamation and would have been understood to those who knew the 

Old Testament background (Jeremiah 7:11) (Zechariah 14:21) (Malachi 3:1). 

 

John 2:23-25  

Verses prepare the way for the discourse with Nicodemus.  He would be one of the many in 

Jerusalem who had come to believe in Jesus.  Here we see that the faith produced by Jesus’ signs 

in verse 23 was not enough.  The reaction described here is intermediary.  It was better than the 

hostile blindness of the Jews in the temple scene.  But it was not equal to the faith of the 

disciples at Cana.  In Jerusalem there was a willingness to see the sign and be convinced by it.  

But all that was seen was that Jesus was some kind of wonder-worker. 



     John 3:1-21 

     Nicodemus is mentioned only in John.  He represents a group among  

     the Jewish leaders who hesitantly came to believe in Jesus.  

     

     Nicodemus was a Greek name.  He almost certainly belonged to the  

     highest governing body of the Jewish people composed of priests  

     (Sadducees), scribes (Pharisees), and lay elders of the aristocracy.  Its  

     seventy members were presided over by the high priest.   

 

     John will consistently recall the detail of darkness because of its  

     symbolic import.  Darkness and night symbolize the realm of evil,  

     untruth, and ignorance.  In 13:30 Judas leaves the light to go out into  

     the night of Satan.   

 

 

On the other hand, Nicodemus came out of the darkness into the light.  The nighttime visit may 

have been a way to secretly visit Jesus for fear of the Jews.  It may also reflect the rabbinic 

custom of staying up at night to study the Law. 

 

Basic meaning of the exchange between Nicodemus and Jesus – Nicodemus was one of those 

who believed in Jesus because of the signs he had seen.  In 2:24-25 Jesus reacted unfavorably 

toward their faith.  This same reaction is how Jesus greeted Nicodemus.  All that the signs have 

taught Nicodemus is that Jesus is a distinguished rabbi (one of the many rabbis to whom miracles 

are attributed in Jewish writings).  Approach by Nicodemus to Jesus was well-intentioned but 

theologically inadequate.  In ancient times such a visit by Nicodemus was looked on as part of 

the Pharisees’ scheme to entrap Jesus.   

 

Answer of Jesus was meant to show Nicodemus that Jesus had not come from God in the sense 

that Nicodemus thought but in the unique sense of having descended from the presence of God to 

raise up people to God.  His Old Testament background should have enabled Nicodemus to 

understand that Jesus was proclaiming the arrival of the eschatological times when people would 

be children of God.  This concept was known to Judaism even if the theme of divine begetting 

had not received much emphasis.  It was precisely on the theme of begetting that Nicodemus 

stumbled.  His misunderstanding enabled Jesus to explain further.   

 

In one interpretation Jesus’ discourse to Nicodemus was on a level that he could have understood 

against the background of Old Testament ideas about sonship and spirit.  So far Nicodemus 

heard that entrance into the kingdom of God required the eschatological outpouring of the Spirit.  

It was something that people could not accomplish on their own.  For Christians they would have 

interpreted being begotten of water and spirit as a reference to Christian baptism.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



Final Witness of the Witness (John 3:22-30) 

Some scholars believe that 3:22-30 is a doublet of the scene in John 1. 

1:19-21 John the Baptist is not the Messiah, Elijah, or the prophet 

3:28  John the Baptist is not the Messiah 

 

1:30  John the Baptist is preparing for the one to come after him 

3:28  John the Baptist is sent before him 

 

1:30  The one to come after John the Baptist ranks ahead of John the Baptist 

3:30  He must increase while John the Baptist must decrease 

 

1:31  John the Baptist has been given the role of revealing him to Israel 

3:29  John the Baptist is the best man arranging the marriage of the bride and groom 

 

Themes are the same but the actual conversation is quite different.  It seems to be a fragment of a 

larger Johannine tradition about John the Baptist.  Some scholars believe this scene was the 

original beginning of the gospel before it was replaced by the present opening.  Its present 

location may reflect a desire to bring out the baptismal motif of the Nicodemus story.   

 

That the work of John the Baptist is over and his destiny is to decrease is a note that we did not 

find in John 1.  But in 3:30 it is very clear.  John the Baptist accepted his role and destiny with 

joy. 

 

Discourse Concluded (John 3:31-36) 

Problem in this section concerns the identity of the speaker.  Since John the Baptist was the last 

speaker (and no change of speaker has been indicated) some scholars believe that he is still 

speaking.  An even stronger case can be made for Jesus as the speaker.  Verses 31-36 resemble 

closely the style of speech attributed to Jesus in the gospel.  In particular it has close parallels in 

Jesus’ words to Nicodemus.  No such parallels can be advanced between verses 31-36 and the 

words of John the Baptist.   

 

Conclusion is that what was once an isolated discourse of Jesus had been attached to the scenes 

of John 3 as an interpretation of those scenes.  The discourse closes in verse 36 on the theme of a 

dualistic reaction to Jesus, the same theme that closed the Nicodemus discourse in verses 18-21.   

 

When John used the words believes and disobeys he was not thinking of a single act but a pattern 

of life.  The contrast to believing is disobeying (the strong connection between the way a person 

lives, acts, and keeps the commandments and his/her belief in Jesus).  The positive side of this 

realized eschatology is seen in the affirmation that whoever believes in the Son has eternal life. 

 

Next Session – June 16 

John 4, 5 and 6 

                     

 

 

 


