
New Wineskins  

We love traditions.  How many of you have Christmas traditions, things that you do the 
same way every year?  Now, how would you feel if, one year, the family decided to do 
things differently, to open gifts on Boxing Day instead of Christmas morning or 
Christmas Eve?  What would happen in your heart if there was a move afoot to forego 
the turkey dinner and go through the drive-thru at McDonald’s instead?  Most 
McDonald’s are open on Christmas Day, believe it or not.  Those kinds of changes are 
unsettling, they rattle us.  We might even find it unsettling if we came here on a Sunday 
morning and the chairs were all arranged differently and we couldn’t sit where we 
usually sit.  Traditions are just things that we’re used to doing, patterns of life that fit like 
our favorite pair of jeans, except that the word usually refers to things that last from one 
generation to the next.  We do things the way our parents and grand-parents did them, 
with some slight alterations to make those traditions “ours”.  And we get so used to them 
that we think they are a little bit sacred.  

The musical “Fiddler on the Roof” begins with a song praising the traditions that keep 
the community together, that tell everyone how to function in their relationships with 
everyone else.  Throughout the play, the traditions break down one by one and, at the 
end, the community is disbanded and people leave for Europe or America as the town is 
abandoned.  Traditions do have a powerful role to play in family and community 
relationships, but they can also act as barriers to understanding others and to learning 
what’s true and what pleases God. 

The religious leaders of Jesus’ day had books of traditions.  They had traditions about 
washing hands, about what constituted “work” on the Sabbath, about ways for adult 
children to get out of supporting their aging parents - and lots that appears to be 
superstition.  They justified their traditions by saying that while Moses wrote down a 
portion of the law when he wrote the first five books of the Bible, there is another whole 
body of law called the oral law, words that weren’t written down until the second century 
-- in other words, after the time of Jesus.  With this rather large collection of unwritten 
traditions to draw from, the Pharisees and teachers of the law had a lot of room in which 
to make the application of God’s laws difficult, confusing and even absurd.  But they 
loved their traditions, and held to them as tightly as they held to the written laws of 
Moses.

When Jesus began His ministry, it was inevitable that He would come into conflict with 
the traditions of the elders.  His message didn’t fit with these traditions and, in fact, 
seemed often to point in a different direction.  As we move forward in Mark’s Gospel, we 
run into some of these areas of conflict, areas where Jesus’ teaching required new 
wineskins, new containers, that wouldn’t burst at the seams when the Kingdom of God 
arrived.

Let’s start right after the call of Levi, or Matthew:



! John’s disciples and the Pharisees sometimes fasted.  One day some people 
! came to Jesus and asked, “Why do John’s disciples and the Pharisees fast, but 
! Your disciples don’t fast?”  Jesus replied, “Do wedding guests fast while 
! celebrating with the groom?  Of course not!  They can’t fast while they are with 
! the groom.  But someday he will be taken away from them, and then they will 
! fast.  And who would patch an old garment with unshrunk cloth?  For the new 
! patch shrinks and pulls away from the old cloth, leaving an even bigger hole than 
! before.  And no one puts new wine into old wineskins.  The wine would burst the 
! wineskins, spilling the wine and ruining the skins.  New wine needs new wine-
! skins.”  (Mark 2:18-22)

“Why don’t your disciples fast, Jesus?  Everyone else who is serious about serving God 
seems to be doing it, so why aren’t you and your disciples committed to this holy 
activity?”  Fasting has always been one of the important disciplines of the spiritual life.  
It has value in helping us focus on God, even while we feel hungry.  It has the value of 
helping us to pray, because the hunger pangs pull us out of the busyness and remind us 
why we’re fasting.  But Jesus and His disciples didn’t seem to find value in it and so, 
one day, a group described only as “some people” confronted Him about it.  “Why not, 
Jesus?”  Jesus’ reply helps us to understand the teaching that follows, so let’s make 
sure we get it: “Do wedding guests fast while celebrating with the groom? Of course not!  
They can’t fast while they are with the groom.  But someday he will be taken away from 
them, and then they will fast.”  

Fasting in Bible times was an urgent response to an impending, or occurring, disaster.  
Like putting on sackcloth, you didn’t just do it for the sake of tradition, but you would fast 
and seek God for deliverance from an enemy or from a plague, or something like that.  
By the time of Jesus, it had become something you did to show how pious you were, 
how spiritually mature you were.  The Pharisees, for example, would fast on the second 
and fourth day of each week, not because they were desperately praying for the nation, 
but because their religious traditions required it.  The fact that Jesus and His disciples 
did not fast, meant, to the Pharisees, that they were not real observers of the law, that 
they didn’t take the traditions of the elders seriously, that they shouldn’t be trusted to 
lead people spiritually.

But Jesus points out that this isn’t a national emergency, but a season for great joy.  He, 
the Messiah of God’s people, has come - it’s time to celebrate, not to mourn, not to 
engage in fasting.  There will be hard times to come -- things that parallel losing the 
bridegroom in Jesus’ analogy -- and in the midst of those trials and that sadness, that’s 
the place for fasting.  Jesus is simply saying, “This isn’t the time; this isn’t the 
appropriate occasion for a fast.”  

In saying that, Jesus is also rejecting their idea about what fasting is all about.  It’s not 
some religious duty, a thing you do so that God or people think more highly of you.  It’s 
something you do when you’re desperate for God to act, when you are crying out to Him 
for help.  The Pharisees would do it a couple of times every week as a matter of course, 



to prove their devotion, to show off their piety.  But that’s not what biblical fasting is all 
about and so Jesus rejects the assumption behind their question.

It’s like He’s saying, “You guys don’t get it!”  A season of joy is not the time for gloom 
and doom.  This is like sewing new unshrunken cloth onto old, washed many times and 
well-shrunken cloth - it isn’t compatible.  The two things don’t go together any better 
than new wine and old wineskins.  The Kingdom of God is making its presence felt in 
the person of Jesus and the appropriate response is not religious solemnity but 
unencumbered joy.  Don’t just keep doing the same old things in the same old way - 
God is doing something new and you should respond to this new thing.  

The next passage in our journey starts with verse 23:
! One Sabbath day, as Jesus was walking through some grainfields, His disciples 
! began breaking off heads of wheat.  But the Pharisees said to Jesus, “They 
! shouldn’t be doing that!  It’s against the law to work by harvesting grain on the 
! Sabbath.”  
! But Jesus replied, “Haven’t you ever read in the Scriptures what King David did 
! when he and his friends were hungry?  He went into the house of God, ate the 
! special bread reserved for the priests alone, and then gave some to his 
! companions.  That was breaking the law, too.”  Then He said to them, “The 
! Sabbath was made to benefit people, and not people to benefit the Sabbath.  
! And I, the Son of Man, am master even of the Sabbath.” (23-28)

The first thing to note is that plucking heads of grain off the stalks was not against the 
law - and the Pharisees don’t make an issue of that.  It would have been against the law 
for them to walk through someone’s grain field with a sickle and harvest a portion of the 
field, but hand-picking was okay.  

The only thing the Pharisees were objecting to was that they did this on the Sabbath.  
The Pharisees interpreted their actions as “reaping”, which is a bit of a stretch, as there 
were no reaping tools involved, but that’s how they took it, and so they protested to 
Jesus.  Jesus, as the rabbi, was held responsible for the actions of His disciples.  And 
He responds by asking the Pharisees to consider the situation described in 1 Samuel 
21:1-6 in which David and his men ate the bread that was reserved for the priests.

But what relationship is there between what David and his men had done and what 
Jesus and His disciples had done?  There are actually a few links that tie the two stories 
together:
1. In both cases it was a leader and his companions that were involved.  David was with 

his men and shared the bread with them.
2. They could both involve an action that took place on the Sabbath.  David’s response 

to the priest in 1 Samuel 21:5 suggests this.  “The men’s things are holy, even on 
missions that are not holy.  How much more so today!”  Rabbis in Jesus’ day took it 
that way.

3. The third thing that links these two passages is the idea that the Pharisees and 
scribes were too strict in their interpretations of the law.  Nowhere do we read that 
God was angry with David and his men for eating bread that had been consecrated to 



God.  And Jesus is blunt in rejecting the Pharisees’ condemnation of His disciples.  
They missed the spirit of the law which was that the law was blessing people with a 
day of rest, a day of spiritual and physical renewal, whereas the Pharisees saw it as a 
day to nit-pick over minor little details like, “When the disciples rubbed the grain in 
their hands, wasn’t that the same as winnowing or grinding?  That’s a violation of the 
commandment to refrain from working on the Sabbath!”  While Jesus doesn’t directly 
confront the Pharisees for their strict- ness, His use of the story of David undermines 
their argument against the disciples.  

The closing sentence of Jesus’ rebuke to the Pharisees is worth noting.  He says that 
He, the Son of Man, is the Master of the Sabbath, or Lord of the Sabbath.  He is not 
conceding any authority to the Pharisees, even though they were popular among the 
common people of the day.  He is not really engaging in an argument with them about 
what is or is not allowed on the Sabbath.  He is telling them that this is His area of 
authority and of responsibility and that should be the end of the conversation.  Talk 
about a new wineskin - there is a whole new way to look at the Sabbath that is coming 
from Jesus in this passage.  And the discussion continues as we continue on into 
chapter 3:
! Jesus went into the synagogue again and noticed a man with a deformed hand.  
! Since it was the Sabbath, Jesus’ enemies watched Him closely.  Would He heal 
! he man’s hand on the Sabbath?  If He did, they planned to condemn Him.  Jesus 
! said to the man, “Come and stand in front of everyone.”  Then He turned to His 
! critics and asked, “Is it legal to do good deeds on the Sabbath, or is it a day for 
! doing harm? Is this a day to save a life or to destroy it?”  But they wouldn’t 
! answer Him.  He looked around at them angrily, because He was deeply 
! disturbed by their hard hearts.  Then He said to the man, “Reach out your hand.”  
! The man reached out his hand and it became normal again.  At once the 
! Pharisees went away and met with the supporters of Herod to discuss plans for 
! killing Jesus.  (3:1-6)

We’ve seen a progression in the response of religious leaders to Jesus’ actions on the 
Sabbath.  When He delivered a demonized man in Capernaum, they didn’t have a 
response.  When the disciples broke off some heads of grain on the Sabbath, they 
accused Jesus of not respecting the law, but here, they are looking for Jesus to do 
something with the intention of condemning Him for it!  And when He does this 
wonderful, merciful thing for the man with the deformed hand, they begin to plot His 
death.  This is a rapid escalation in the response of religious leaders to someone they 
view as a threat to their authority among the people and to their position in relation to 
Rome.  

The thing that I want to highlight in this passage is Jesus’ response to the condition of 
their heart.  He sees that their hearts are hard and He is deeply disturbed by it.  He 
doesn’t choose the safe thing, but chooses to confront this heart disease by first getting 
the man to stand in front in front of everyone, then asking those He knows are against 
Him if it’s “legal” to do good or to do harm on the Sabbath and then, when they refuse to 



reply to His question, He tells the man to reach out his hand - and in that act of 
obedience, the man is healed.

The other thing we’re told about Jesus’ response is that He looked at these religious 
people “angrily”.  He was not pleased that they had so twisted the laws of God that they 
had become a barrier to an act of kindness - and so He feels anger towards them, but 
compassion towards the man who is standing in front of everyone feeling awkward 
because his hand is deformed.  

One more quick story:
! Jesus went out to the lake with His disciples, and a large crowd followed Him.  
! They came from all over Galilee, Judea, Jerusalem, Idumea, from east of the 
! Jordan River, and even from as far north as Tyre and Sidon.  The news about His 
! miracles had spread far and wide, and vast numbers of people came to see Him.
! Jesus instructed His disciples to have a boat ready so the crowd would not crush 
! Him.  He had healed many people that day, so all the sick people eagerly pushed 
! forward to touch Him.  And whenever those possessed by evil spirits caught sight 
! of Him, the spirit would throw them to the ground in front of Him shrieking, “You 
! are the Son of God!”  But Jesus sternly commanded the spirits not to reveal who 
! He was.  (3:7-12)

We’ve already seen several new wineskins, new forms for the practice of following God 
in His Kingdom.  We’ve seen that fasting is not a religious duty for the pious few, but an 
activity that people who are seriously seek-ing God will sometimes engage in.  We’ve 
seen that it’s important to understand the reason behind God’s laws, His good purposes 
that bring blessing to us.  This will at times mean that we will act in ways that some strict 
legalists will be offended by, but through which we are fulfilling the spirit of the law.  We 
see that Jesus has a whole new paradigm for understanding the Sabbath.  e sees it as 
a day for doing good, for blessing people, rather than a day for staying shut up in your 
house and avoiding any activity that someone might label “work”.  We’ve seen also that 
Jesus offered a new interpretation of how activity on the Sabbath should be judged: by 
His lordship over it.  Now, what new wineskins do we come across in this final 
paragraph?

I think there are a couple, not exactly new in this passage, but ones we haven’t spent 
time on before.  One is that Jesus made Himself accessible to the people.  He allowed 
them to come to Him, so much so that they threatened to crush Him just by their eager-
ness to receive healing or deliverance.  He didn’t hide behind a pulpit in the synagogue 
or remove Himself from the social settings of the common person.  Instead He walked 
through their villages, ate meals with them, touched them and ministered to their 
individual needs.  

The second “new wineskin” is that Jesus didn’t try to capitalize on every opportunity to 
expand His influence or advertise His authority.  He didn’t use the testimony of evil 
spirits, but commanded them to keep quiet about who they knew Him to be.  He didn’t 
try to convince the religious leaders of His day to change their minds and to become His 



supporters.  He simply continued to act in compassionate power towards people in 
genuine need and to let their testimony about Him spread the word to Galilee, Judea, 
Idumea, east of the Jordan, all the way to Tyre and Sidon on the Mediterranean coast.

Everything was different with Jesus.  You can see why He said that the old ways didn’t 
fit well with the new ways He was enacting.  Jesus wasn’t confined to the social norms 
and religious regulations that seemed to control the Pharisees and teachers of the law - 
He had a different way about Him, a new wineskin.

Let’s look at what a difference this can make for us:

1. When do you feel most free and uninhibited in your Christian walk?  I can almost 
guarantee that it’s in those times that you are sensing the Spirit’s leading and you feel 
excited to follow.  You feel it less when you are worried about what other people are 
going to think and are trying to adapt your life to fit in with their expectations or the 
social conventions of our time.  I think Jesus enjoyed ministering to hurting people 
and I don’t think He cared very much for the attitudes of those who wanted to put 
barriers to ministry in His way.  As long as He was doing the will of the Father, there 
was joy in the journey.  And the same principle operates in our lives, as well.  If we 
are engaged in doing the things God wants us to do, we will find joy in serving the 
people He brings across our path.

2. The other side of the coin is that we don’t want to be the kind of people that put 
barriers in the way for others to come to Jesus.  In the history of the church there 
have been many people who have had some kind of compulsion to make things 
difficult.  There are rules that have to be followed that keep people away from Jesus.  
There are conditions which have to be met in order for people to receive ministry.  
And it just makes it harder for people with need, like the folks we’ve read about who 
were demonized, to come to the place where they should receive help.  Let’s be door-
openers, rather than gate-keepers, when it comes to dealing with people who really 
want God to touch their lives and to minister to their need.


