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Mark 2:18-22 To Fast or not to Fast

In some ways Jesus’s ministry was characterized by conflict as much as it was teaching
and miracles. Today in our passage in Mark, Mark 2:18-22, we see another point of
conflict with the religious leaders. Now, in Mark 2 going all the way through Mark 3:6,
we see Jesus having conflicts with the religious leaders, primarily the group known as
the Pharisees. This section will actually end with the Pharisees looking for a way to Kill
Jesus. There are 5 separate points of conflict in this chapter, and this is the 3™ of those.
So, let’s read this passage and see what the conflict is over. Mark 2:18 -22 Now John's
disciples and the Pharisees were fasting. And people came and said to him, “Why do
John's disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?”
19 And Jesus said to them, “Can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with
them? As long as they have the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast. 20 The days
will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in that
day. 21 No one sews a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. If he does, the patch
tears away from it, the new from the old, and a worse tear is made. 22 And no one puts
new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the wine will burst the skins—and the wine is
destroyed, and so are the skins. But new wine is for fresh wineskins.”

The question that is raised here is about fasting. It was asked during a regular time of
fasting that was being observed by the followers of John the Baptist and by the
Pharisees. This does not tell us a lot about the timing of this fasting, but only who is
involved. We do not know a lot about the disciples of John. We do know from the Bible,
but very few extra-Biblical records, that there was a group of disciples who followed
John the Baptist and his teachings. Of course, John himself pointed people to Jesus as
the Son of God and Messiah, but he had a group of followers who followed his patterns
of spiritual disciplines. Given what we know about him and his dedication to his message
of Repentance and Faith, it would make sense that there would be the spiritual discipline
of fasting built into their daily weekly and monthly schedules. The Pharisees are different
from the disciples of John. They never accepted Jesus as Messiah, and we know a lot
about them not only from the Bible, but also from extra-Biblical sources. There were
numerous sects active in the social and religious life of Israel at the time of Christ. The
Pharisees were one of them. Others were the Sadducees who did not accept
supernatural events. The Herodians, who were basically a political sect that supported
Herod the Rome appointed ruler. There was also the Zealots who were in some ways a
rebel sect waging a war against Rome and wanted to see Roman rule overthrown in
Israel.

The Pharisees numbered about 6000 during the time of Jesus, but their authority on
issues of interpretation and practice of religion were respected by most of Jewish
society. How they interpreted the Old Testament law was considered to be right. Of
course Jesus directly confronted some of those interpretations during his earthly
ministry. The Pharisees had added many centuries of Jewish Rabbinical teaching to the
actual commands in the Torah, the Old Testament Law, which had become part of how
to actually keep the commandments and be a Godly person. So, these practices that
they said would lead to godliness, and the formal process of keeping and following them
had become the definition of a relationship with God to the Pharisees. So, in the example
of fasting, the Mosaic Law, the Torah, only has one command to fast. Leviticus 23:27
says, 27 “Now on the tenth day of this seventh month is the Day of Atonement. It shall
be for you a time of holy convocation, and you shall afflict yourselves and present a food



offering to the Lord. Afflicting yourself on the one day per year, Day of Atonement,
called Yom Kippur in modern Hebrew, means to fast. That is the only command given
directly by God in the Old Testament law to actually fast, and it is one day per year. The
Pharisees had transformed that teaching into teaching that fasting should be done two
days per week in order to truly be a pious person. Of course, not every person did this,
but it would have been considered the mark of piety to keep these fasts and all the
other ones designated throughout the year. It is with this background that Jesus is
questioned about his disciples not participating in these fast days.

Jesus’s answer is very significant. He uses the imagery of a wedding, and is pointing to
himself as the bridegroom. Verse 19 gives us Jesus’s answer. “Can the wedding guests
fast while the bridegroom is with them? As long as they have the bridegroom with them,
they cannot fast. A wedding is a joyful occasion, especially in that time. For a regular
marriage, it was a week of partying and feasting in honor of the newly married couple,
and for a remarried widow, it was 3 days of the same party and feasting. The wedding
was not a time to stop eating, but to indulge in the pleasure of food and drink. This is
especially significant for Jesus to use this example. In the Old Testament, God often
pictured himself as the bridegroom coming for Israel, His bride. Here are just a few
examples of this. Isaiah 62:5 says, For as a young man marries a young woman, so shall
your sons marry you, and as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God
rejoice over you. Ezekiel 16:8 “When | passed by you again and saw you, behold, you
were at the age for love, and | spread the corner of my garment over you and covered
your nakedness; | made my vow to you and entered into a covenant with you, declares
the Lord God, and you became mine. And another, Hosea 2:19-20 "° And | will betroth
you to me forever. | will betroth you to me in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast
love and in mercy. °| will betroth you to me in faithfulness. And you shall know the Lord.
What this shows us is that by Jesus using this bridegroom image and implying that he is
the groom, it is Christological in nature. In other words, he is declaring that the picture
of God as a bridegroom applies to himself as God’s Christ, or Messiah. As the Messiah,
Jesus Christ, he was equating himself with God. He was not some lesser being than God
nor was he the same type of human as everyone around him, but he was the bridegroom
that the people of Israel had been looking for for centuries. He was their Messiah and he
was their God. As the Messiah, the Redeemer sent by God, he was the fulfillment of
everything the law, and the requirements of that law were pointing to. So, in Matthew
5:17, Jesus says, 17 “Do not think that | have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets;
| have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. So, why are the followers of Jesus
not fasting? Because Immanuel, God with us is here! He is on the earth. The law is
fulfilled in him, and the need for fasting that existed in the Old Testament due to the
absence of a Redeemer who could atone for sin is over!

Now, if Jesus had stopped there, then the question for Christians today of whether we
fast would be answered completely. But that is not what he did. No, in verse 20, he
clarified his remarks on the wedding feast by saying, 20 The days will come when the
bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in that day. Jesus was
pointing to the fact that his first coming was not a permanent return to this earth, and
that the kingdom he came to establish was spiritual and not at that point physical. Some
have interpreted this to mean the three days Jesus was in the tomb before his
resurrection the disciples would fast, but it does seem to have a broader context of his
return to Heaven and leaving the earth physically after his resurrection. In the book of



Acts, we clearly see the early church still practicing fasting, so Jesus must not have only
intended this to mean his three days in a grave. Acts 13:2 says, 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 | have called them.” So, if, in Christ, the law is fulfilled there is
no need for the fasting that came from longing for the Messiah and redemption of sins,
but Jesus says his followers will fast at some point, then how do we reconcile those
ideas? Those ideas are reconciled in the final illustrations Jesus gives in this passage
using a cloth and a wineskin.

In verse 21 he talks about not putting a new piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment
to patch it up. The reason is that it would shrink as it is washed and actually pull against
the cloth it was patching and tear an even bigger hole in the fabric. Then he uses the
illustration of the wine and wineskin in verse 22. He talks about an old wineskin. This
would have been a leather container, basically a bag, used to keep wine in to be
transported or stored. The problem is that once they were empty and left to dry out and
not used for a long time, they really could not be reused, because they would get hard
and somewhat brittle. They would start as soft leather that had some stretch to it in
order to fill it with wine, but an old brittle wineskin would crack not stretch if you tried to
fill it with wine which would push the sides of it open again as it was filled. You would
end up wasting the wine. Jesus is answering the question of fasting by saying that he is
like the new cloth and the new wine. You don’t take what is new and just add it to the
old system or fit the old system in around it. Jesus brings something completely new
into this world by fulfilling the law that required fasting!

The question is really not just about fasting, but we do have to address it here for
Christians. Should we fast? It is not commanded in the New Testament, but Jesus seems
to indicate that at various times once he leaves the earth, we can and should. But there
should be a difference to our fasting that the Pharisees who held that legalistic standard
over people’s heads could never grasp. John Piper in his book on fasting called, “A
hunger for God” says, The Great central decisive act of salvation for us today is past
not future. And on the basis of that past work of the bridegroom nothing can ever be
the same again. The lamb is slain. The blood is shed. The punishment of our sins is
executed. Death is defeated. The spirit is sent. The wine is new. And the old fasting
mindset is simply not adequate. But we all know that while this is the spiritual reality that
Jesus has come and all things are new that we live with the tension of this has already
happened, but in this fallen world we don’t experience it fully. We live in the reality of
“already, but not yet” which we have talked about before. This is why we fast. Because
we have a longing to actually experience the presence of the bridegroom as the
followers of Christ in Mark walking with Jesus were experiencing. We know that we do
not gain favor with God as the Pharisees thought by fasting. We know that in Christ our
salvation is complete. But we want to experience more of Jesus, the new wine, filling us
up as his wineskins. Again, Piper says, “As an act of faith, Christian fasting is an
expression of dissatisfied contentment in the all-sufficency of Christ. It is an expression
of secure and happy longing for the all-satisfying fullness of Christ:-It is a hunger for
God awakened by the taste of God freely given in the gospel.” So, yes as Christians
there should be times we should fast out of a heart that desires to forsake something
that is good - food, for something that is better, God.



But there is an even bigger question being addressed here that the Pharisees could not
see. The question is whether those hearing the gospel would forsake their religious
understandings and the rules they had created for themselves and their society and join
the wedding celebration with the bridegroom. You couldn’t do that by just adding Jesus
to what and who you already are. You can’t remain as the old garment or the old
wineskin. You have to be transformed and renewed by Jesus Christ. 2Corinthians 5:21
says, 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed
away; behold, the new has come. As a new creation in Christ Jesus, like the expanding
fermentation of wine, he fills us by his Holy Spirit in order to make us into the bride he
wants us to be as part of his church, the bride of Christ.

Some of you like the Pharisees are trying to do something to make yourself more
appealing to God. You work at living a moral life. You may be even systematically doing
some religious exercises. You may want Jesus, but you want to add him to who you
already are. The problem is who we are is a sinner who has completely failed to glorify
God with any of our actions. This was the problem with the Pharisees. They thought
because of their actions, they were godly and righteous and not sinners. But that was
far from the truth. All of us need to be made into a new creation. We need to be
regenerated in order to truly follow Christ and accept him. We need to be a new cloth
and a new wineskin. That only comes through repentance of sin and throwing yourself
on the mercy of Jesus Christ, trusting that he alone can pay for your sin and provide
forgiveness because of his death on the cross. That is why we celebrate the Lord’s
Supper. Each time we come to this table we remind ourselves of who we are. We are
sinners who deserved to die as punishment for our sins, but Christ died for us. His body
was broken and his blood shed in order for us to be made new in Jesus Christ. If you
have repented of your sin and accepted Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior and been
obedient by being baptized, then | invite you to join us in this communion meal today. If
you have not accepted Jesus or been baptized, then | would ask you to not partake.
Parents, you teach your children the importance of this meal by not allowing them to
participate if they are not ready. After | pray, the Deacons will serve the bread and juice
from the 4 corners of the room and we will eat and drink together as we remember the
sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ. Let’s pray.



