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Traditional: to be or not to be
Luke 5:33-39

Key Verse: 5:38 

“No, new wine must be poured into new wineskins.”

If you remember in last week’s passage, Jesus invited Levi, the tax collector, to follow him. In doing so, Jesus extended an invitation to become one of His disciples. Levi jumped at the chance. In a display of gratitude, Levi throws a huge party where some of the most notorious people come. And all the while the religious leaders were scoping it out, wondering what in the world Jesus was doing there. This would be like Sam hanging out in a gay bar. If we didn’t know him, we’d wonder what he was doing there. Naturally they were critical of Jesus. Today’s passage is a continuation of the discussion that was going on at Levi’s party. 

Take a look at verse 33. “They said to him, "John's disciples often fast and pray, and so do the disciples of the Pharisees, but yours go on eating and drinking."” Of course “they” in this verse refers to the Pharisees and religious leaders who were questioning Jesus about his disciples eating habits. The Pharisees' criticized: "John's disciples often fast and pray, and so do the disciples of the Pharisees, but YOURS go on EATING and DRINKING." They implied that Jesus and his disciples were not as “spiritual” as John the Baptist, the Pharisees, and their followers.
Before we go further, we should understand what the meaning of fasting is. Fasting, or its equivalent, appears about 60 times in the Bible. In the Old Testament, people would fast in times of disaster and as a sign of their humility and repentance. Fasting represented mourning. During that time, the people approached God with humility and sorrow for their sin. The first mention of fasting comes after Israel had 18,000 of their men killed. So they fasted and wept before the Lord. (Jud 20) Another time the nation Israel fasted after King Saul and his son were killed. (2Sa 1) Sometime later, King David, after he sinned with Bathsheba, fasted before God, in hopes to save the life of his child. In another instance, Jehoshaphat proclaimed a fast for all Judah in order to inquire of the LORD. (2 Ch 20) And Ezra and Nehemiah proclaimed fasts to humble themselves and the whole nation before God. Esther asked all the Jews to fast for her when she risked her life going before the king. (Es 4) Daniel fasted before the Lord when he learned that Israel would be punished for 70 years. (Da 9) The Apostles fasted when they decided to send out Paul and Barnabus. (Ac 4) In Isaiah 58 we see the true meaning of fasting. Verse 4 says, “Your fasting ends in quarreling and strife, and in striking each other with wicked fists. You cannot fast as you do today and expect your voice to be heard on high.” As we can see, fasting was a way to seek God, to cry out to Him and pour out our concerns and repent of our sins. 

But somewhere along the line the Pharisees twisted the meaning of fasting. Instead of crying out to God in repentance, they used it to display how “spiritual” they were. So they fasted twice a week, on Mondays and Thursdays, (Lk 18) and made themselves look good in front of everyone. Unfortunately we’re conditioned to think of all Pharisees as hypocrites, and with good reason, but there were also sincere Pharisees that obeyed the law from their heart. But in the end instead of drawing closer to God, they were only burdened under the weight of legalistic rituals. The Pharisee’s became bitter and envied the freedom and joy of Jesus’ disciples wishing they could eat and drink what they wanted. The Pharisees contrasted Jesus' disciples "eating and drinking" with John the Baptist's and the Pharisees practice of fasting. So they tried to make Jesus’ disciples seem barbaric and therefore unqualified for religious service.

Jesus stepped up and defended his disciples by answering them, "Can you make the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is with them?” (v34) Jesus compared his disciples to guests at a wedding banquet and himself to the bridegroom. Everyone knows that weddings are joyful and the reason the bride and groom invite guests is so that they can share their happiness with them. They want to celebrate their new life together and it is a privilege for the guests to be part of it. Therefore it was a time for celebration, not for mourning. Imagine when Dan and Viola get married and all of us fasted and mourned at their wedding. Sure it would help them save money, but it would be more like a funeral than a wedding. The Pharisees had their time schedules mixed up. There is a time for everything and this was not the time for fasting and mourning. That time would come in the future. Jesus added, darkly, “But the time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; in those days they will fast." (v35) Jesus knew that someday the groom will be taken away from the people, referring to his death. Then they will fast in sorrow. Jesus knew why he had come —to die, paying the penalty for sin.
Jesus knew the legalistic Pharisees would not understand what he meant so “He told them this parable: "No one tears a patch from a new garment and sews it on an old one. If he does, he will have torn the new garment, and the patch from the new will not match the old.” (v36) When we get a new pair of jeans, it takes a while to break them in. But when they are broken in, they fit so nice and are so comfortable that we never want to get rid of them. But over time the material wears out and they usually rip at the knee. And because they fit so nice, it’s better to patch them rather than to through them away. But when they are patched the new material is stiff and dark blue, but the rest of the jeans are faded and therefore it looks cheap because they don’t match. 

Jesus’ arrival on earth was the dawning of a new covenant between God and mankind. The New Covenant called for a new way of expressing personal faith. The newness of the gospel could not be combined with the legalism of the Pharisees any more than a piece of cloth from a new garment should be used to patch an old garment. Not only would the patch not match but when it was washed, the patch would shrink, pull away from the old garment leaving it in worse condition than before. And in the end both garments would be destroyed. What this means it that Jesus did not come to patch up the old religious system of Judaism with its rules and traditions. His purpose was to fulfill the law and start something new, though it had been prophesied for centuries. The “new” cannot fit with the “old” patterns of thought. Jesus Christ, God’s Son, came to earth to offer people forgiveness of sins and reconciliation with God. The gospel did not fit into the old rigid legalistic system of religion. The gospel offered grace; Judaism offered law and rule keeping.

Before the Pharisees could respond, Jesus fires another parable at them. Take a look at verse 37. “And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the new wine will burst the skins, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined.” Back in Jesus’ time, people would store wine in goatskins sewn around the edges to form watertight bags called wineskins. And these skins when new were stretchy just like our skin. New wine after it has been pressed goes through a fermentation process during which gas is produced, thus new wine must be put into new wineskins. Fermentation in the wineskin might continue for another two to four months until the process slows down and stops. By that time the skin has been stretched to its limit. The alcohol is probably about 12%, and the collagen protein that gives the skin its stretching ability has been stretched out, and probably denatured by the alcohol, destroying its natural resiliency. The skin's ability to contract and stretch is gone. So when the pressure gets too great, they burst. The wine runs out and the wineskin is ruined. Let’s read verse 38. “No, new wine must be poured into new wineskins.” New wineskins are flexible so they are able to expand as the new wine expands. So it’s a no brainer, new wine must be poured into new wineskins.
Why did Jesus talk about the contrast between old and new? What is new that would be ruined by being attached to the old? What's Jesus getting at?

Jesus had come with a radical new gospel to the poor, the oppressed, the sick, the broken hearted. He spoke with authority, as if he had lived it, unlike the religious leaders of his day. Their man-made rules of who he could, and couldn’t, eat with and how, and when, he should fast, would just get in His way. They were externals, nothing more. And the reason Jesus came was to expose the heart of those with self-righteous faith. He wants to renew their love for God and for their neighbor, to have mercy, love justice, and walk humbly with their God. These things are the core of faith which gives life, not the dead traditions that only offer the appearance of piety but never change the heart. The law reveals the nature and will of God; likewise Jesus reveals the nature and will of God. But while the law could only point out sin and condemn people, Jesus gave his life to bring forgiveness of sin and to save people. The gospel is like new wine and is illustrated in Jesus’ life. Like old wineskins, the Pharisees and even the whole religious system of the time had become too rigid to accept Jesus who could not be contained in their traditions and rules. 

We are tempted to think that these issues were problems of Jesus’ time and not our own, but unfortunately it has a way of raising its head again and again. For example, in Paul’s time he is constantly challenged by the Jews as to why he wasn't imposing the Jewish regulations on his Gentile converts. (Ac 15) Again and again he has to insist that we are free in Christ and must not become entangled in a legalistic religion trying to pass itself off as Christianity. A more modern example would be Hudson Taylor. When he went to China as a missionary, he wanted to get rid of his suit and wear native Chinese clothing. This was viewed as scandalous at the time for the others believed that was improper for Englishman. So the other missionaries sought to preserve their British ways, but Taylor was convinced that the Gospel would only take root in Chinese soil if missionaries were willing to affirm the culture of the people they were seeking to reach. He learned from Apostle Paul’s example saying, “Let us in everything not sinful become like the Chinese, that by all means we may save some.” And it is said that “Hudson Taylor was, ...one of the greatest missionaries of all time, and ... one of the four or five most influential foreigners who came to China in the nineteenth century for any purpose...” It couldn’t have been done unless he fought against the old wineskin way of thinking. Yes, legalism and the old wineskin mentality are problems of every generation.

Why? At the close of his parable of the wineskins, Jesus puts it this way: “And no one after drinking old wine wants the new, for he says, 'The old is better.' ” (5:39) If Jesus was here today he might have said, “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.” For most people it is easier to fall back to what is familiar and comfortable, and justify that, rather than launch out into a life guided not by laws and regulations but led by the Spirit of God. The two are opposites, the old and the new. We can’t combine them without destroying both.

Jesus insists the gospel must not be hindered by the man-made rules of the Pharisees' religion. It must be free to work its power. Still we have to understand that the new wine may not be as smooth and finely aged as old wine. It may be a bit sharp and unrefined. A little rough around the edges we may say. That’s why it may be offensive to some, but it’s alive and has power. 
Even though Jesus came as a new wineskin, He didn’t say to throw out the old covenant. He makes it very clear in the Sermon on the Mount that he comes to fulfill the Law, not to abolish it: Jesus said, "Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them." (Mt 5:17) Jesus didn't come to set aside the law, but to strip away the Pharisees' precious tradition so people could see the power and spirit of the Law, and repent, preparing for the coming of the Kingdom. And Jesus wasn’t always critical of the old. He told his disciples, "Therefore every teacher of the law who has been instructed about the kingdom of heaven is like the owner of a house who brings out of his storeroom new treasures as well as old." (Mt 13:52) Jesus didn’t say all that was old is bad, just that they cannot be mixed. 

Therefore we have to have spiritual discernment and wisdom to put Jesus’ words into practice. We must always pray and sincerely seek God to put Jesus' teaching in perspective and apply his words personally because it’s not always apparent to us when we become like an old wineskin. We don’t have old wineskin detectors that suddenly go off like a blinking blue light when we begin to act like an old wineskin. 
Another temptation we fall into is thinking that “old” and “new” have something to do with our age. That only old folks are old wineskins but that is not the case. The old wineskin mentality is an equal opportunity hindrance. And a young person can be an old wineskin just the same. So how can we avoid becoming an old wineskin? Ahhh, that is a good question. One I am not sure that I have the answer because I think that deep down, all of us have some form of an old wineskin mentality. Hidden beneath our surface we have our own set of standards and when we don’t like something we deem that it must be wrong. So every person, every generation, every culture has to examine itself to see what their standards of living are. As in the case with Hudson Taylor, wearing a suit and looking good is not bad. But when they begin to set that as the standard for being Christian they are in danger of becoming an old wineskin and therefore useless to God. If I say that the only thing acceptable to God is for us to the organ, wear robes, do chants, and shave our heads I am on the brink of becoming an old wineskin. On the other hand, not every new thing that comes along is spiritually good for us as well. So Jesus must be the measure, the standard, of all we do and say. 
We have to think, what are the structures of our own age, where are we rigid and resistant to change. Where have we tried to sew the pieces of Christianity, that we like, into our own life without getting rid of our old ways? Are we more comfortable with our old traditions because we are used to them and are uncomfortable to change? 
Remember Levi the tax collector? He was a despised man because he turned his back on his suffering people and took advantage of their trouble for his personal gain. In the eyes of everyone around him, he was a waste of human flesh. Even his dog didn’t respect him. But Jesus saw Levi with hope. And when called, at once, Levi got up, left everything and followed Jesus. Levi made a clear commitment to live a new life, giving Jesus’ word first priority. Levi was like a new wineskin. On the other hand, the Pharisees were old wineskins who became useless to God. They did not receive his precious word; nor did they try to understand Jesus’ heart. They were proud, stubborn, and legalistic. People like them never learn and never grow and act like a baby at the age of 60. Let’s repent of our stubborn hearts and legalistic thinking and grow to be more and more like Jesus every day. 
