NEW WINESKINS

Text: Matthew 9:14-17
Readings: Hebrews 4:14-5:10, Lev 19:1-18
Theme: The coming of Jesus brought about a new era on God's salvation that required new structures. 
Purpose: To explain the great significance of Christ's coming and the resulting changes from the Old Testament to the New.

Congregation,

It is always a great joy to hear of a young couple who want to get married and it is a privilege to be invited to a wedding reception. You are glad to attend because it is wonderful to be able to share in the happiness of the bride and groom and the wider family on those occasions. Weddings are times of joy and laughter, eating and drinking, feasting and song. It has been like tis in most cultures throughout the history of the world. It was certainly true of the Jewish culture in the time of Christ. 

This is why Jesus described himself as a bridegroom to explain THE SIGNIFICANCE OF HIS COMING and the joy he had come to bring. 

Jesus had called Matthew as one of his disciples. In celebration of his new calling Matthew held a big party so that all his friends and associates could meet his new friend, Jesus. Now while Jesus and his disciples had been feasting, the disciples of John the Baptist had been fasting. They came to ask Jesus about this; "How is it that we and the pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?" 

Jesus responded by using the picture of a wedding banquet: "How can the guests of the bridegroom mourn while he is with them?"
When you attend a wedding banquet you will usually heard the groom thank the guests for coming and he will often encouraged them to enjoy their meal. You won't hear anyone urge the guest to exercise restraint or moderation in eating at a wedding! They won't say; "Remember your diet. Watch your cholestral. Be sure you don't over-eat." No, this is a time of celebration. It's not the time to practice a diet, let alone a fast! Eat up! Enjoy your meal!

Jesus uses the wedding banquet as a picture of the joy associated with his coming and his time with his disciples. The Old Testament often pictured the relationship between God and his people as a marriage. And the Jews used the picture of marriage to describe the coming of the Messiah and the great banquet they would share with him. There are a number of passages in the New Testament where Jesus and the apostles pick up this theme - like this one. Jesus is the bridegroom. His disciples are his guests and close friends. This was the time to celebrate.
However, Jesus knew that one day he would be taken away from his disciples. He was referring to his suffering and death. That would be the time to fast.
By this picture Jesus described the great change that had come about through his coming into the world. He was the Messiah. He was the One promised. He was introducing a new age - the Age of the Messiah. 
This New Age was a time of joy because Jesus had come with a New Covenant which was the fulfilment of all the promises of the Old.
But it wasn't going to be all joy all the time because there would also be times of persecution, of self-denial, of sorrow over sin, of mourning in death and sadness in sickness. The New Age had already come in the Lord Jesus but it was not yet complete. 
So Jesus isn't ruling out all fasting in this New Testament age. "There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven", to borrow the words of Ecclesiastes (3:1). While there is much to rejoice in, especially in our situation in our church and in our lives, there will be times of mourning and fasting. 

Having pointed out the significance of his coming then Jesus went on to give TWO ILLUSTRATIONS of the great changes in structure that would come about as the result of this new age.

His first illustration is taken from the world of sewing. "No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch will tear away from the garment, making the tear worse." (Verse 16).
If you want to repair an old pair of jeans then you don't take a new piece of denim that hasn't ever been washed and use that, because if you do the new piece will shrink and it will tear the old cloth and make it even worse. 
In this picture the old garment is the Old Testament with its ceremonies and sacrifices, and the new patch is the new teaching of Jesus. Jesus is saying that he can't just sew it onto the old covenant - it needs a whole new garment. 

His second illustration is about wineskins. This is well before the days of plastic bottles and glass jars. People then would make a storage container out of an animal skin. They would kill and skin the animal, remove the fur, treat it, then turn it inside out, and close off all the openings except for the neck. That would then be used to store water or wine. But after a time these wineskins became hard and brittle. They were fine for storing old wine. But they would not do for new wine because that would need to ferment and the pressure would break the animal skin. Amateur wine-makers have sometimes had their bottles explode, and children making ginger beer have had the tops blow off bottles as a result of the pressure of the fermentation process! 

In this illustration the old wineskins are the forms and ceremonies of the Old Testament and the new wine is the life and teaching of Jesus and his kingdom. Jesus is saying that his new teaching requires new forms, new structures. 

This raises the whole matter of THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE OLD TESTAMENT TO THE NEW, of the Old Covenant to the New Covenant.

This is a huge and complex subject and we can't base our interpretation on just a few verses of the Bible. One of the basic rules of biblical interpretation is to compare Scripture with Scripture. We need to compare these verses with everything else the Bible has to say about the progression from the Old Testament to the New. When you do that you see that there are some things that continue and some that do not. There is continuity and distinction. 

It is possible to go to one extreme or the other here; either to over-emphasis the changes or to over-emphasise the things that stay the same. 

The extreme of over-emphasising the change is illustrated in dispensationalism, a method of interpreting the Bible popularised in the Scofield Bible. Christians holding this view divide the Bible up into seven 'dispensations'. In this arrangement they clearly separate the Old Testament from the New. In their view there is very little continuity; hardly anything from the Old Covenant continues on into the new. 
Martin Luther leaned in this direction at times by over-emphasising the difference between law and grace. He saw the Old Testament as all law and the New Testament as all grace. But there was law and grace in both the Old Testament and the New Testament. 

At the other extreme you have believers who see too much continuity between the Old Testament and the New. 
One example of this tendency is the Seventh Day Adventist church which sees the Old Testament Sabbath and food laws as continuing on into the new.
Another group that leans to this extreme are strict theonomists who believe that all the detailed laws of the Old Testament ought to be applied in the present situation unless the New Testament has specifically done away with them. 

The truth of the matter is to be found between these two extremes. Some practices continue from the Old to the New, but some are radically changed or dropped as a result of the coming of the Lord Jesus. This is vital to the whole interpretation of the Bible, so let's note briefly some of the main changes that have taken place.  

*	The rule of God over the people of Israel in Palestine in the Old Testament is extended in the New to the rule of Christ over the whole world.
*	The people of Israel in the Old Testament are taken up into the people of God in the New, drawn from all the nations, and gathered into the church of the Jesus Christ.
*	The animal sacrifices of the Old Covenant are fulfilled in the perfect and complete sacrifice of Jesus on the cross.
*	The priests of Israel are fulfilled in Jesus as the Great High Priest. Now we don't need any human mediators between us and God. We are all priests and we all have direct access to God through Jesus.
*	The Passover is fulfilled and changed into the Lord's Supper.
*	Circumcision is fulfilled and changed into baptism as the sign of entry into the covenant people of God.  
*	The centralised worship of the  Old Testament that was based in Jerusalem gives way to the worship of believers who gather together as local congregations all over the world. 
In all of this there is a pattern of promise and fulfilment; there is a sequence, a progression, a development so that there are important changes from the Old Covenant to the New. 

In this development there are also many things that remain the same. 
*	We believe in the same God.
*	He call all people to the same salvation in Christ.
*	He requires the same faith in Jesus and obedience to his laws.
*	He offers the same forgiveness through the sacrifice of Jesus.
*	It is the same covenant - the covenant made with Abraham, which continues from the Old Testament into the New. 

How does all this APPLY TO US - what does it mean for us in our New Testament situation? 

First of all we know the liberty of Christ.

In the Old Testament believers lived under the detailed restrictions of the law of Moses. Their lives were carefully regulated. There were many specific laws. They needed these regulations because they were like children and they had to be told exactly what to do and what not to do. 
But, like children, they found it very difficult to keep the law. They tried hard but they lacked the willingness, the motivation and the ability to live up to God's law.

In our New Testament situation all this has changed. We must still live according to the law of God and we must keep his commands and do his will. But we are not bound to all the detailed ceremonial laws of Israel, nor to the detail of the civil law. Those civil laws contain principles that we apply to us today but in a different application from the Old Testament.
Moreover, now that the Holy Spirit has come, we have been given the power to live according to God's law; we have the ability to keep it - not perfectly of course, but much more so than under the Old Covenant (Jer 31:31 and Roms 8).

Secondly, we know the joy of Christ. 

The people of God in the Old Testament lived in a great fear of God. Not all the time of course. But they were often afraid of God and his wrath. God was at a distance from them. It was difficult for them to get close to him. Think of the time when the people of Israel gathered at Mt Sinai; they were so afraid of God that they said to Moses; "You go up and speak to God for us." 

In the New Testament that fear is taken away. God has come close to us in the Lord Jesus. We can approach God directly through Jesus our Mediator. There is much more joy and gladness and much more awareness of the spiritual blessings we can enjoy in and through Jesus. In him we have been given every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places (Ephs 1:3). This is a time of joy, feasting and celebration. The bridegroom has come, and gone, but is coming back one day! 

So we know the liberty of Christ, the joy of Christ, and finally, we know the presence of Christ. 

The Old Testament prophet Isaiah predicted that Jesus would be called Emmannuel, "God with us". In the  Old Testament times God was with his people through the temple. Sometimes the cloud of his glory would fill the Holy of Holies. He was with his people through his representatives - the prophets, priests and kings of those times.

But through Jesus God has come to be with us. He was physically with his disciples while he was on earth, but now he is physically in heaven. Yet through His Spirit he is with us wherever we are and in whatever we are doing. He is our Prophet, Priest and King. We can remain in him and he will remain in us (John 15). 

The coming of the Lord Jesus has brought about great changes in this New Testament age - great privileges we can enjoy: The liberty, joy and presence of the Lord Jesus. 

This is the new wine of this New Covenant and it has been poured into the new forms of the church and the kingdom of Christ in this present age. 

We have already received many blessings and experience much joy, but the best is yet to come with the return of the Lord Jesus and the joy and happiness of the wedding banquet of the Lamb! 

Amen.

