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“Fasting and Feasting”      Text – Mark 2:18-22       Readings – Isaiah 62/2 Cor. 3:6-18 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
· Public profession of faith.  
· And very soon, it will also be our privilege to celebrate the Lord’s Supper.  We will remember the death of the Lord Jesus Christ and be further united with our loving Lord and Saviour.
· And on top of that, today is also Pentecost Sunday.  On this day, the church of Christ remembers the outpouring of the Holy Spirit that took place in Jerusalem, 50 days after Jesus rose from the dead, which is recorded in Acts 2.  
And not every passage of scripture would naturally connect with each of these occasions.  But in the Lord’s providence, as we continue with Mark’s Gospel, we come to a part of Scripture, which does connect with Pentecost, with the Lord’s Supper and with public profession of faith, and more besides.  

And to see how this is so we begin with the context of this passage.  
This is the third episode of this controversy section in Mark’s Gospel, which began at 2:1 and continues through to 3:6. 
Jesus is engaged in a series of confrontations with the leaders of the Jews.  And these confrontations reveal much about who He is and will ultimately be a part of what brings Him to the cross of Calvary.  
In the first, a paralyzed man had his sins forgiven and was made well, and in the second, a tax-collector left that life behind and became a follower of Jesus.  
And the confrontation in that second episode was about why Jesus was willing to eat with tax-collectors and ‘sinners,’ right?  And we noted that the name ‘sinners’ likely means those who do not observe the interpretations of the Law by the Jewish Rabbis.  And because He didn’t keep ‘their’ rules, the Jewish leaders were starting to view Jesus as one of these ‘sinners.’ 
However, look back again to the healing of the leper at the end of ch. 1.  After the man was healed, from v44, what did Jesus say to him?  He said, “Go, show yourself to the priest and offer the sacrifices that Moses commanded.”  So there we see Jesus very concerned that the Law be obeyed.  

And you boys and girls might remember another occasion in Jesus’ life when He was quizzed about whether He would pay the temple tax.  And in response, Jesus instructed Peter to go fishing, telling him that the first fish he caught would have the coin in it that was needed to pay the Temple tax for Peter and Himself.  
So we need to understand that Jesus was absolutely scrupulous or fastidious or devoted to keeping the Law of Moses.  But in terms of the Rabbi’s interpretations of the Law, the extra bits, we might say; the man-made additions, Jesus felt free to observe them sometimes but not at others.  And He was very firm on this point.  He was opposed to these ‘extra rules’ being binding.  
So that is a part of the theological background that is going on here in the episode that is before us today.
So let’s consider what seems a reasonable question, in v18, and then the parabolic answer, in vv19-22.
So firstly then, what seems a reasonable question in v18.

1. And we are told that disciples of John the Baptist and the Pharisees were fasting.  
a. And in Matthew 6, we are told something about the fasting of the Pharisees.  
i. There Jesus warns His followers not to do good things in order to be seen by men, as the Pharisees do.  There should not be in our hearts a desire to have our acts of devotion or kindness noticed by others.  
A. The Pharisees, you see, would go around with a sombre look on their faces and special makeup and would wear a raggedy outfit that identified them as fasting.  And they did this to impress people – wow!  Look at them.  They are super holy.  
ii. Now in the OT Law of God, fasting was required by God on just one day every year – the Day of Atonement.  That was the only fast that the Lord required.  But from that command, a whole theology and practise of fasting had grown up.  
A. The thinking was that if God required a fast on the one day a year that had especially to do with repentance of sin, then surely it would be good to fast often in relation to repentance?  
B. And if God was pleased with the devotion of fasting, wouldn’t it be good if we fasted whenever we were really serious about something?  
C. So, as you go through the OT and into the NT, you read about a day long fast, a 7 day fast, a 3 week fast, and also a 40 day and night fast.  
D. And by the time of the Gospels, we learn in Luke 18:12 that the Pharisees fasted twice a week, and in this very visible manner.
iii. And while fasting to be noticed by others and fasting with a hypocritical heart is condemned in the Bible, fasting in itself is no where condemned.  In fact, the opposite is true.  The Lord was pleased when His people denied themselves things that were perfectly good and legitimate, like food, in order to be especially devoted to Him for a time.  
b. And that is more likely what was the case with John’s disciples.  
i. In Mark 1:14, we were told that John had been put in prison.  So it may be that John’s disciples were fasting because John was still in prison or because John had since then been beheaded.  But it is likely also that John’s disciples regularly fasted.  We are not specifically told why John’s disciples were fasting at this moment.  But since John’s preaching was very much to do with repenting of sins in the expectation of Messiah’s coming, it was entirely appropriate that that repentance be accompanied by fasting.   
c. So, despite the fact that the Pharisees fasted with a sinful, ‘look at me’ attitude, that they fasted and that John’s disciples fasted was a good thing.  So you can understand then why some people found it odd that Jesus’ disciples did not fast.  
i. And while Matthew’s account of this episode tells us that the disciples of John asked this question of Jesus, in Mark and Luke it is ‘some people,’ as we see in v18.  So it’s possible that the group included the Pharisees, given that we are in the middle of a series of conversations between Jesus and the leaders of the Jews.  
So, a reasonable question has been asked.  And now we come to Jesus’ parabolic reply in vv19-22.
1. And parabolic simply means in the form of a parable or like a parable.  One of Jesus’ favourite ways of communicating the truth was with a parable.  He would use an everyday story to communicate spiritual truth.  
a. So here, to answer the question about fasting, Jesus uses the image of a wedding feast.  And in the case of this parable, the simplicity of the logic and the emotional power is enough for anyone to understand His basic point, which is plain.
i. Very soon, we will witness the wedding of James and Laura.  And many of you boys and girls will be there too.  And you know that a wedding is not a place for sadness.  Right?  A wedding is a place for laughter and joy and happiness and celebration!  And we also eat and we drink!  Right?  We feast!  That’s expected.  
A. It would be very odd if those of us who were guests at their wedding would sit there with a sad look on our faces and refuse to eat any food or drink any drink.  
B. A wedding is a time for joy and celebration!  A wedding is a time to party!  A wedding is a time to eat and drink and be merry!  
C. And after the wedding, when the happy couple have left, well then we have to tidy up and go home and carry on with the usual matters of life; feasting time is over.
D. And we all get that.  We all understand that.  It is plain and obvious.  
1) And so, the people who had asked Jesus the question were probably able to work out the implication of what Jesus said in v19, which was that He, Jesus, is identifying Himself as the bridegroom and His disciples as the wedding guests.  And because the time of the wedding has come, there is to be feasting, not fasting!  
ii. But then Jesus gets a little more cryptic as he talks about the bridegroom being taken away and the guests fasting on that day.
iii. And then you could be forgiven for thinking that Jesus has now become the host of a radio show offering practical housekeeping tips as He offers commentary on the best way to patch up an old garment and the foolishness of putting new wine into old wineskins!!  And practically speaking, what Jesus says makes sense.  
A. New fabric always shrinks.  So if you patch a hole in an old garment with new fabric, the new fabric will shrink and rip an even bigger hole in the garment.  Dumb idea!  
B. And new wine still has to ferment.  So if you fill up an old wineskin with new wine, it will expand and cause the wineskin to pop.  And any wine-lover who saw this would despair to see good wine spilled on the floor ( 
iv. But these words probably mean that by this point, many or all of His listeners were pretty confused.  What??!!  What has all this got to do with fasting?  What is Jesus talking about?
b. Now, some of us have thought about this passage before, others of us have perhaps not really noticed it or not really spent any time thinking about it, while for others of us, this is the first time we have read it.  And we are going to explain what Jesus was says here.  But we need to understand, first of all, why Jesus answers in this way.  Why was He so ‘cryptic’?  Why didn’t He just give them a straight answer?
i. Well, the answer to that says something about the person and work of the Lord Jesus.  He has come to earth with a multi-faceted mission.  
A. He must work with 12 men especially, teaching them and preparing them to be the foundation of the NT church.
B. He must show the world what the kingdom of God looks like through His preaching and healing ministry.

C. But He must also reveal the absolute unbelief that has gripped the Jews and, eventually, die on the cross of Calvary.
D. And to accomplish all of this, He must govern all of the circumstances that will bring His death about.

E. And the way that Jesus is able to do this is by how He teaches His disciples and provokes the Jewish leaders.  And He does this by a mixture of parable and plain teaching.    

1) You see, if He had just taught plainly; If Jesus had just announced who He was and what He had come to do, He would have been dead within the first month of His public ministry.  And that was not enough time to show the kingdom to the people and to teach the disciples all they needed to know and to.  
a) So, He ‘drip-feeds’ the truth about Himself and His work and His plan for the church through a mixture of parable and plain truth.  
i) And for a while, this form of teaching is enough to leave His opponents writing Him off as a kind of nut-job or a harmless fool who speaks in riddles.  Eventually though, as He slowly reveals more and more about Himself and His mission, they grow to hate Him and all that He stands for to the point that they decide enough is enough – He needs to die. 
F. Now, we know from the Bible that the disciples, as He spoke parables like this one, and even when He spoke plain truth, did not get much of what He said, at the time.  

1) Listen to John 12:16, “At first His disciples did not understand all this.  Only after Jesus was glorified did they realize [what He had been saying to them].”
a) After Jesus died and rose and ascended and poured out on them the Holy Spirit, then they began to go back and review all of the things He had said and done and have their uh-uh moments!  
i) And you can just imagine their joy in doing that.  You can imagine the first time that one of them remembers this parable.  And they start thinking about it in terms of the OT and what Jesus said and did.  
ii) Maybe Andrew says something about fasting and then Peter recalls that Jesus said something about a wedding and the Matthew remembers that He added words about garments and wineskins.  And then they do exactly what we are about to do – think about OT prophecies and other sayings and doings of Jesus, and they experience the excitement of discovering truth about the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ.

A) These would have been delightful and delirious discoveries, even as they ought to be for us.
c. So let’s think about these words in terms of the OT, the NT, and the things Jesus said and did.

i. And we have already read, today, from Isaiah 62.  
A. And there the Lord tells His people, Israel, that after He has judged them with exile because of their disobedience, a ‘golden’ time will come, a time like a wedding, a time when the “bridegroom rejoices over His bride,” a time for delighting and feasting, that will be vastly different than how it was before.  
1) Now, because of prophecies like these, the expectation of the Jews was that this time would come in a single moment and that would be that – the fullness of Messiah and all of His blessings would become the new and complete reality of the people of the Lord.  In simple terms, they expected Messiah and heaven – bang – no more sin and evil.

a) But because we have the NT and God’s Spirit within, we know that that was not the Lord’s plan.  Messiah would come and usher in the beginnings of the blessings of God’s kingdom.  But the fullness of that kingdom will not be seen until Jesus comes again. 

b) But the Isaiah passage and others like it would help them, as it helps us, see why Jesus describes Himself here as the bridegroom.  He has come and when His people are with Him there is to be feasting and joy!

ii. But we have also read from 2 Cor. 3.  
A. And there a contrast is made between “the letter that kills and the Spirit who gives life; between a ministry that condemned and a ministry that brings righteousness; between a ministry that had a kind of fading glory and a ministry which has a “surpassing glory.”
1) So, in contrast to the thinking of the Jews and especially John’s disciples here, there was to be a drastic change in how God would commune with His people.

a) In the OT, God communed with His people under the law.

b) In the NT, God communes with His people through Jesus Christ.

i) In the OT, it was obey me and know my blessing.

ii) In the NT, it is believe in my Son and know my blessing.

A) Now, the OT way ultimately pointed to Christ also, in a shadows and outlines kind of way, as the perfect sacrifice and the law keeper and the better temple, etc.  
B) But the NT way is plain and clear.  The NT way is the person and work of Jesus!
2) And this is where the words about patching of garments and wineskins come in.
a) The things appropriate to the old and the law, are not appropriate to the new and Jesus.  

i) The whole point of things like fasting and wailing and wearing sackcloth and ashes was to lament sin and long for the removal of guilt through sacrifice.  
A) But when the One who removes that guilt is present, we feast!

ii) The whole message of the OT is that we have no claim to the favour of God because of our sin. 

A) But when the One who restores us to fellowship with God is present, there is joy!  

B. So with all of that in view, notice now what had just happened before this question about fasting was asked?  Jesus was eating with tax-collectors and ‘sinners,’ “for there were many who followed Him.”  

1) Boys and girls, some of you might remember this but if not I want you to turn to Isaiah 7:14 and tell us what name the virgin’s child was to be called.  It means ‘God with us.”  Immanuel.

a) And so, because Jesus is Immanuel – God with us, because Jesus was now physically present with His disciples, they were allowed to enjoy the full happiness of the kingdom.  
2) With Jesus, they enjoyed direct, intimate, personal communion with God.  And there is no room in that sort of communion with God for things like fasting.  That communion demands feasting and joy!
3) What those disciples experienced with Jesus, then, for the short time that He was with them on earth, was a foreshadowing, a taste, a preview of what will be our privilege in even greater measure in the age to come 

Now, with you and me, the words of v20 are especially appropriate.  
And they are, by the way, the first time that Jesus tells His disciples, in parable language, to be sure, that He would not be with them always.  
But you and I live in the in-between times.  Jesus has come but He is no longer physically present with us.  But He will come again, physically, to judge all mankind.

So it is appropriate now that you and I fast, for example.  
But this is not in the OT way, as in God commands us to fast one day a year as part of our obligation to keep the law, but in the NT way of looking back to what Jesus has done for us on the cross and recognizing our ongoing struggles with sin and its consequences and yearning for all that awaits us in the glories of heaven by being free to forego something good and useful, like food, for example, in order to be especially devoted to prayers of confession or thanksgiving or adoration or supplication, on a regular basis, perhaps, or on an occasional basis, perhaps.
But consider these truths today also as we conclude and approach the Lord’s Supper table.

1. For a short time, these disciples experienced God with us in Jesus.  But what happened on the Day of Pentecost?  The Father and the Son sent the Holy Spirit to live where?  In the hearts of God’s people.  
a. So you may not have God with you in the person of the Lord Jesus Christ, but you have God in you in the person of the Holy Spirit!  You enjoy direct, intimate, and personal communion with God.
2. And while the disciples of Jesus were eating with Him here in Mark 2 and while they later ate the Last Supper with Him without knowing what it meant, you get to enjoy this Lord’s Supper table knowing exactly what it means!  
a. This bread and this wine are symbols of the body and blood of Jesus who died for the complete forgiveness of all your sins.
i. And mysteriously, as you eat, believing in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, the Spirit in you joins you to the body and blood of your Saviour, Jesus.  
b. So let me ask you this question: 
i. This Supper is about Jesus’ presence among us by His Spirit, and it is a picture of the great wedding feast that we will one day celebrate with Him in heaven that Rev. 19 speaks of.  
ii. This Supper reminds us of a time when the disparity between earth and heaven will be gone – the time when there will only be the fullness of kingdom joy!  
iii. So as we celebrate, yes, we remember with reverence the agonized death of our saviour.  But shouldn’t there also be on our faces the smile of joy as we anticipate the joys that await us, with Him, in heaven?  
And all those who profess faith in Christ are new creations.  By faith, you have joined the ranks of those who have been converted from death to life, from hate to love, and from rebellion to submission.  
So if I can borrow and adapt the imagery of Jesus, you were an old wineskin, but not anymore, because the Spirit of Jesus Christ has taken up residence in your heart.  So He makes you a new wineskin.  And that means that there is no room, any longer, for the old.  Thoughts, customs, prejudices, Allow Christ to change you – take my life and let it be consecrated Lord to Thee.  Take my moments and my days, let them flow in endless praise, take my hands and voice and money and intellect and will and heart and love… take myself and I will be ever, only, Lord for Thee.  Amen.
