New Wineskins
Reading: Mark 2:18-22

Introduction

The rapid changes in technology in recent years illustrates very clearly how new innovations replace the old.

We are very aware of yesterday’s models when we consider mobile phone technology, computers, television and so on.
This only reflects trends which have been going on for a long time. Candles were replaced by gas lamps, filament bulbs, and now fluorescent tubes.

But what about religion? The twentieth century saw many religious movements – some good, some bad, some ugly. Sometimes these movements were contained within existing religions or denominations, sometimes not.
The Charismatic Movement witnessed a move of God’s Spirit which has revitalised many churches of all denominations worldwide.

On the other hand, with the coming of Jesus the Judaism of his day could not contain the new move of the Holy Spirit and the Old Covenant gave way to New Covenant.
Old ways of doing things had no place in the early Christian Church. It was a time of radical change and was foreshadowed in the teaching of Jesus himself.

A Question about Fasting

Verse 18

18 Now John's disciples and the Pharisees were fasting. Some people came and asked Jesus, “How is it that John's disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees are fasting, but yours are not?”
Fasting is going without food and sometimes liquid for a period of time. “Breakfast”.

One of the obvious differences between Jesus’ disciples and the followers of John the Baptist and those influenced by Pharisaic ideals and practices concerned fasting.

The Pharisees get a bad press. They originated as a pietistic group which sought to maintain the purity of the Old Testament religion. Sadly, however, The Pharisaism of Jesus day had become very legalistic. 
Some people noticed that Jesus’ disciples didn’t fast and this naturally prompted the question, “How is it that John's disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees are fasting, but yours are not?”
Today, people might ask a variety of questions about one of the cults or one of the other world religions.

· Why don’t Baptists baptize infants when many other Christian groups do?

· Why don’t Mormons drink tea or coffee?

· Why are Jehovah’s Witnesses opposed to blood transfusions?

· Is there any truth in the DaVinci code?
· What’s all this fuss over a few cartoons?

· Why can’t a Christian be a Freemason?

It’s OK to ask questions. We Christians need to know some of the answers.

So, what’s the deal on fasting?

The Old Testament had specified only one day when fasting was mandatory on all Israel – the Day of Atonement. It was designated as a day for cleansing from sin and affliction of the soul.
However, a number of other fasts were introduced. The prophet Zechariah makes reference to fasts in fourth, fifth, seventh and tenth months (Zech 9:15). However, these degenerated into religious formalism.
4 Then the word of the LORD Almighty came to me: 5 "Ask all the people of the land and the priests, 'When you fasted and mourned in the fifth and seventh months for the past seventy years, was it really for me that you fasted? 6 And when you were eating and drinking, were you not just feasting for yourselves?
Zech 7:5

We need to continually ask ourselves, is our worship and devotion directed towards God or has it become a habit?

The practise of regular fasting continued into the first century. The Pharisees fasted voluntarily on Monday and Thursday of each week. So that they wouldn’t be like them, the early Christians fasted on a Wednesday and Friday.
Fasting was a mark of personal piety and self-consecration. It was a mark of repentance. So why didn’t Jesus’ disciples fast?
The question may have carried a note of criticism. Jesus wasn’t playing by the rules of the game.

· "Today is the day to fast, and you're not fasting!" 

· "Today is the Sabbath, and your disciples are working by picking wheat!" 

· "Today is the Sabbath, and you're doing work by healing!" 

· "You are breaking the rules!"

Jesus’ Answer

So, how did Jesus answer the question?
Verse 19
19 Jesus answered, “How can the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is with them? They cannot, so long as they have him with them. 

Jesus’ answer, posed a counter-question which highlights the new situation created through his presence with the disciples.

Jesus uses a picture of a wedding and sys guests at a wedding don’t fast. In effect, Jesus is saying it is inappropriate to be fasting at this point in time.

There may be nothing wrong with fasting, in and of itself, but at a wedding it is inappropriate.

Although not obviously recognisable at the time, Jesus’ words convey messianic overtones. He is the bridegroom in the messianic banquet – the marriage supper of the lamb. 
How we view Jesus’ response to the question about fasting depends on who we think Jesus is. But, the main point relates to the joy the disciples experience in the presence of their master. 
For Christians, our day of conversion is seen as a joyful moment - O Happy Day!

The presence of Jesus can take away our hurts and transform us inside. Our relationship with him is not to be characterized as all sadness and mourning, though there is a time for that. Instead, Jesus proclaims, "Here I am! The desire of all nations has come! I am the bridegroom; I offer forgiveness, freely! Come to the fountain of living water and drink! Rejoice!"

Are we experiencing joy in the presence of Jesus? If so, there is no need to fast.

There is nothing wrong with fasting, but in the context of the passage it was inappropriate.

The Dark Side of Christian Experience

There times, however, when things in the Christian life are going well. Times of spiritual dryness, persecution, loss and bereavement are part of Christian experience, as the next verse demonstrates.

Verse 20
20 But the time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them, and on that day they will fast.
Here we have a reference, albeit veiled, to Jesus’ passion and subsequent return to heaven.
The early church, and we who follow in the footsteps, would see this as a reference to separation from Jesus. At such a time, it is appropriate to fast. From his arrest in the Garden until his resurrection appearances, Jesus’ disciples were in great anguish. I bet they didn’t fancy anything to eat in those days.
For nearly 2000 years, Jesus has been seated at the right hand of the Father. Although  the Holy Spirit has been poured on the day of Pentecost, and meets us in our need, we look forward to that great day when we will enjoy our heavenly reward.

In these days of separation, it is sometimes appropriate to fast.

The Role of Fasting in the Christian Life
Fasting is an expression of wholeheartedness. This is clear from Joel's call to the nation of Israel: “Yet even now,” says the Lord, “return to me with all your heart, with fasting. . .” (Joel 2:12).
Andrew Murray said, “Fasting helps to express, to deepen, and to confirm the resolution that we are ready to sacrifice anything - to sacrifice ourselves - to attain what we seek for the kingdom of God.”

So why fast? To demonstrate that we are seeking God “with all our heart.” Fasting puts things in proper focus. It is a physical way of saying, "Food and the things of this life are not as important to me now as getting in touch with God about this situation."

How do you know when to pray and fast and when to just pray? That is not a question that someone else can always answer for you. But here is a principle: In God's word we always find fasting connected with a very troubled spirit or a very anxious heart before the Lord. So a reason for fasting is not something you choose on the spur of the moment. Rather the reason is a consuming one. In a sense, it's not something you choose, so much as something that chooses you, because it's that important.

Fasting is Assumed by the New Testament: When Jesus spoke about fasting, he didn't say if you fast, but “when you fast” (Matthew 6:16). Our Lord assumes that Christians will fast. And from the rest of the books in the New Testament we know that they did.

A number of examples in the Bible when it was appropriate to fast.

1. Mourning someone's death. We see fasting and mourning connected with the death of Saul in 1 Samuel 31:13. 

2. Mourning sin, i.e. in repentance and confession. Even wicked king Ahab fasted in repentance (1 Kings 21:27) while Ezra repented on behalf of the sins of others (Ezra 10:6).

3. A situation of impending danger; for protection. When Ezra was carrying a large consignment of gold and silver to the temple in Jerusalem along a route infested with bandits, he records: "I proclaimed a fast...that we might humble ourselves before our God, to seek from him a straight way for ourselves, our children, and all our goods" (Ezra 8:21,23,31). Also Esther 4:3.

4. Direction. Fasting helps us find God's will. We find an example of fasting for direction in 2 Chronicles 20:1-30. Three nations were coming against Judah to destroy them. King Jehoshaphat, the king of Judah, proclaimed a fast for the whole nation and they asked the Lord what they should do. God heard their prayer and their fast and gave the people prophetic direction through one of the choir members! God told them what to do.

Acts 13:2 is another example of direction being given by God during a fast.

Acts 13:1-3

1 In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen (who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul. 2 While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” 3 So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off.
The church leaders in Antioch met together for a time of worship and fasting. A prophetic revelation was given and Paul and Barnabas were sent out as missionaries following further fasting.  


5. Sickness: There are two examples in Scripture of fasting on behalf of those who are sick: 2 Samuel 12:15-23; Psalm 35:13. Both of these examples come from the life of David. In Psalm 35:13 David says, "Yet when they were sick, I put on clothes of sadness and showed my sorrow by going without food." David saw fasting as a way to ask God for physical healing in the lives of other people.

6. The ordination of missionaries or church leaders: Fasting appears to have been a regular part of the ordination of church leaders and missionaries. We have already looked at Acts 13, the calling of Paul and Barnabas for missionary service. Verse 3 tells us that after they received this direction from the Lord, then they ordained them for missionary service by prayer, fasting and laying their hands upon them.

We find the same thing later on in the book of Acts -- Paul and Barnabas fasted at the selection of the first elders for the new churches they planted (Acts 14:23). It would appear that fasting in these cases is a way of seriously seeking God's blessing, anointing, and power upon the leaders of the church.

7. Special revelation. Daniel sought God with fasting to ask God to fulfil His promise to restore Jerusalem (see Daniel 9:9,18 and compare with Jeremiah 29:10-13). He received through the angel Gabriel a wonderful unfolding of God's plan for Israel. Also Daniel 10:1-3. 

Fasting therefore has a valid place in church life today, but it should be voluntary and never become a legalism.

Two Illustrations

The Patch of Cloth

Verse 21
21 “No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. If he does, the new piece will pull away from the old, making the tear worse.
Jesus uses two illustrations to drive home his point about inappropriate responses to new situations. 

John the Baptist was preparing the way for the coming Kingdom. In Jesus, God’s Kingdom was being ushered in. John’s message was one of repentance. Jesus was initiating a new age of the Spirit.
The picture of a new patch on an old garment highlights the fact that the old religion couldn’t contain the new. Christianity would inevitably outgrow Judaism.

Similarly, successive moves of God’s Spirit have often been resisted by the established religious order of the day.

New Wine – New Wineskins

Verse 22

22 And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the wine will burst the skins, and both the wine and the wineskins will be ruined. No, he pours new wine into new wineskins.”
At this time, wine was stored not in bottles but in containers made of animal skin. The wine, still fermenting, would expand in the container. An old, dried out, brittle skin would burst if the expanding, fermenting wine was put inside it. A new skin, however, was flexible and pliable -- it would stretch to contain the new wine.

In context, the old wineskin represents the rule-based religion of the Pharisees. Such a religion is brittle, inflexible, unable to adjust to a dynamic relationship with Jesus. 

The New Age of The Spirit

The new disrupts the old and burst its mould. In the same way, Judaism could never contain the Church.
The Pharisaic practice of fasting perpetuated the old in an unbelieving mechanical fashion blind to the new moment which God had which God had introduced.

Judaism had become inflexible and rule-based. It could not contain a Holy Ghost revival.

Similarly church structures which were innovative and fresh during a move of the Spirit have often become like old wineskins – unable to contain the new things that God is doing.

The Catholic Church could not contain Reformation thinking.

Methodism sprang out of the dead formal Anglicanism of the 18th Century. But William Booth left the Methodists to start the Salvation Army.
Mission halls grew out of other denominations. So did Pentecostalism. More recently, house church movement. And so on.
God is always at work. Are we ready for a new move of God’s Spirit? 
Of course, this can be challenging, disruptive, uncomfortable.
One of the saddest things – to miss a genuine movement of God’s Spirit. Some people missed the 1904/05 revival dismissing it as emotionalism.

We need to be those who seek God, asking him to visit us through the Holy Spirit.

In such a case, fasting would be appropriate.
At a recent deacons’ meeting we shared our vision for the church over the next 5-10 years.


Bible-based


Praying


Discipling

Mission/Evangelism

Worshipping

Loving, caring, welcoming

Community-focussed

Youth Work

Can mean a lot of change and disruption. Need a fresh move of God’s Spirit. But it’s worth it to know God’s presence and power in the church.
So my encouragement tonight is for us to be those who are open to a new move of God’s Spirit in our day. It may mean change – but it will be exciting and the means to the Reformation of the church.
Mark 2:18-22

18 Now John's disciples and the Pharisees were fasting. Some people came and asked Jesus, “How is it that John's disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees are fasting, but yours are not?” 

19 Jesus answered, “How can the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is with them? They cannot, so long as they have him with them. 20 But the time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them, and on that day they will fast. 

21 “No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. If he does, the new piece will pull away from the old, making the tear worse. 22 And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the wine will burst the skins, and both the wine and the wineskins will be ruined. No, he pours new wine into new wineskins.”
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