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MARK:  FASTING AND NEW WINE  

MARK 2.18-22 

DAVE WAGNER  

 
ark is recounting for us 6 stories of opposition and trouble which Jesus 

faced in his ministry. Last time we saw the Pharisees question Jesus' 

associations with unsavory sinners; now Jesus' disciples are being questioned on 

their lack of fasting, which puts them out of step with the normal piety of their day. 

We'll see in this text that the coming of Jesus creates a new situation which 

transcends the old forms of Judaism and which makes fasting, at least for the time, 

improper.  

The OT law prescribed one fast in connection with the annual Day of Atonement. 

Later on other fasts were added in Judaism such as for the commemoration of 

historical disasters. The Pharisees at the time of Jesus or slightly later fasted twice a 

week on Monday and Thursday. By the time of Jesus fasting was one of the three 

pillars of Judaism along with prayer and alms. That the followers of John the 

Baptist and those of the Pharisees would observe regular fasts is not surprising.  

Jesus' disciples, however, did not fast along with the previous two groups, thus 

provoking the challenge of v18.  

Jesus' defense is to point out the nature of the present situation which has arisen at 

his coming. Jesus' coming has created a situation similar to a wedding, and of 

course it would be completely inappropriate to fast during a wedding feast. Jesus 

points to himself as being the Bridegroom, whose presence requires rejoicing and 

celebrating, not fasting. In speaking of himself as the Bridegroom, Jesus is probably 

using imagery derived from the OT, in which Yahweh himself is the Bridegroom 

who takes Israel to be his wife. Additionally, both OT and NT describe the glorious 

consummation of all things as a feast, or a wedding feast, which may be just what 
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Jesus has in mind as he uses the idea at this point: Jesus is the Bridegroom who has 

brought the glorious feast of the consummation to God's people; certainly this 

would call for rejoicing and not fasting, and the continued fasting of the followers 

of the Pharisees and the Baptist reveals their lack of understanding concerning the 

nature of Jesus' coming. 

In spite of the present joy at Jesus' coming which makes fasting unthinkable, Jesus 

reveals there will be a time when his disciples will fast; that time will come when 

the Bridegroom is taken away from the wedding party. Now thus far Mark has used 

language which connects Jesus to the suffering servant of Yahweh but, apart from 

that, v20 is Mark's first reference to the coming seizure, death and ascension of 

Jesus. This understanding is confirmed by the sorrowful response of fasting which 

the disciples will exhibit upon the bridegroom's being taken away.  

What this means is that while it would have been improper for his followers to fast 

during his earthly ministry, joyous occasion that it was, Jesus does expect fasting to 

be a feature of his disciple's experience after his ascension to heaven, and during 

the interim between his first and second coming. While the Scripture certainly 

directs Christians to joy over the Person and Work of God, especially as manifested 

in Jesus (observe Philippians alone to confirm this), it would be improper for 

Christians to avoid completely a biblical expression of sorrow and mourning 

through the practice of fasting. What is the cause of this sorrow? Simply that Jesus 

has been taken away from us for the present, and we long for his return. Christian 

fasting, then, is eschatological in nature, that is, it is provoked by the removal of 

Christ from our presence and it is oriented toward his restoration to us at the end 

of all things. Proper Christian fasting says, "I grieve that Christ is no longer here; I 

long for the restoration of his presence among us, and I will not be satisfied until 

that day."  

That's what disciples will do when Jesus is gone. However, fasting and the presence 

of Jesus the Bridegroom are simply incompatible.  
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To further express that point Jesus then gives two illustrations. If you sew a new 

patch on an old garment, when you wash it the new garment will shrink, but the 

old garment, having already shrunk, will not; the result is a tear. If you put new 

wine into an old wineskin, when the new wine lets off gasses there is expansion, but 

the old wineskin has already done its expanding and so is brittle; the result is a 

damaged wineskin and wine on the floor. In both cases Jesus is expressing 

incompatibility, just as fasting and a wedding celebration are incompatible.  

Probably, though, Jesus has more in mind than merely the present question. The 

new situation brought on by Jesus' coming is incompatible with the old forms of 

Judaism, and cannot be fitted into them. Being a thing which is actually new, it 

requires new forms to contain and frame it. Jesus' contemporaries were wrong to 

assume Jesus would simply come along and get in step with the existing system; 

Jesus is not just one more Jewish prophet, but the Bridegroom of the coming 

wedding feast and the Opener of God's Eschatological Kingdom. Jesus' coming 

signals the end, an end in which the old forms of Judaism become obsolete. 

Now this truth, that Jesus brings something that is really new, has significance for 

the reformed churches. This is because reformed Christians tend to subscribe to 

Covenant Theology; Covenant Theology (CT) is a way of looking at the total sweep 

of redemptive history. Basically, it holds that all of God's redemptive dealings with 

man should be understood as subsumed under one, overarching Covenant of 

Grace (this excludes the covenant of works which God made with Adam, and 

which Adam broke in the Fall): The covenant of grace arises in eternity past in the 

redemptive plans of God, and finds expression in all the various covenants of the 

Bible except that with Adam. CT is a system which sees almost complete continuity 

between the Testaments, and between the Old Covenant and the New Covenant. 

As a result, it is often difficult for those who hold to CT to allow that the New 

Covenant is in any way actually new. On the contrary, because of their belief in the 

covenant of grace, the covenants of the OT, and especially the Old Covenant of 

Moses seem to run right into the New Covenant as if the New Covenant was just 
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more of the same. This is why most who believe CT hold to such things as 

Sabbatarianism and infant baptism. For them, it is almost irrelevant that the New 

Testament may either not support or even contradict such things as the previous, 

since they don't see the New Covenant as having much or anything that is really 

new. If they find support for something in the OT that is sufficient to maintain the 

thing, and the New Testament seems to have little say in the matter. 

But our present text has something to say to those who believe CT. We have seen 

that Jesus really did bring something new, so new that it would not fit into the old 

forms of Judaism which were still practiced by the pious of the day. It's not just that 

Jesus' teaching wouldn't fit into the legalistic forms of the Pharisees, since John's 

disciples are also mentioned, and since fasting is not itself legalism. The coming of 

Christ initiates a truly new situation such that we are required to understand Jesus 

on his own terms before rushing to fit him into the forms and ideas of the Old 

Covenant. Jesus has the prerogative to end certain institutions, as he in fact does 

(dietary laws, sacrifice, Sabbath, infant covenant-inclusion), and he has the 

authority to institute new forms and practices such as Lord's Supper and Christian 

Baptism. None of this is to imply there is no continuity between the old testament 

and the new testament, for there is great and obvious continuity. But there is 

discontinuity also, significantly so, and it is up to the New Testament to tell us 

where this discontinuity lies. Redemptive history should not be seen under one 

overarching covenant of grace, for no such thing exists in Scripture. It should be 

seen mostly under two headings, two covenants, such as the books of Hebrews and 

Galatians exhibit: The Old Covenant, mediated by Moses, and the New Covenant, 

mediated by Jesus. Because we are presently in the New Covenant, it is the New 

Testament scriptures which must hold pride of place as we seek both to understand 

redemptive history and also to establish the proper practices of the Christian 

church. Why? Because new wine calls for new wineskins and Jesus brought wine 

that is actually new, which simply will not fit in the old wineskins of existing, 

Judaistic, Old Covenant assumptions.  
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Let's summarize: 

The coming of Jesus creates a new situation incommensurate with the Old 

Covenant, Judaistic forms still practiced by the Pharisees and John's disciples. For 

this reason it is wrong for his contemporaries to expect Jesus to fall in step with the 

piety, ideas and religious forms of the day. Rather, it is to be expected that such a 

momentous event in redemptive history will create a new situation on new terms, 

that some old things will be done away and some new things will be instituted. It is 

up to Jesus to give us the details; we are not to dictate to Jesus what can go and 

what can come. 

Let's consider a few applications: 

First, we see that Jesus expects that we will fast during the interim between his first 

and second comings. Our fasting in this time is, among other things, an expression 

of our grief at Jesus' absence and our desire for his return. Christian fasting should 

be done with wisdom and care, especially for those whose health may restrict their 

ability to fast. Along with this fasting we should experience some amount of 

mourning over sin and the present evil condition of the world. This is not a 

pleasant experience but it is a proper one, given the degradation of our world. 

Christians should be people who grieve over evil and long for its removal. 

Second, though Jesus has been removed, the new situation which his coming 

created has not been removed. The kingdom is still near and has opened for men to 

enter in a way unlike before. Additionally, the Holy Spirit has come in Jesus' place 

and is caring for the church and helping us to advance the mission. All of this 

means that we must retain some measure of that joy which the original disciples 

rightly experienced. Jesus has been taken away and that calls for some amount of 

fasting and mourning; however, it is not the kind of mourning which might have 

been proper before Jesus' first coming. Christians should have joy. We are greatly 

blessed with the gift of the kingdom and the Holy Spirit; our sins are forgiven and 

we have the very righteousness of God for our own, making us right with God and 
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ensuring a future with God in eternal life. Striking the right balance between joy 

and sorrow in the Christian life is a challenge; but our Christian life should contain 

both elements. However, the fundamental element is joy. Sorrow is a new 

development since the Fall, and it is an unwelcome intruder into our world. 

Humankind came from joy at the Creation and we go to joy at the New Creation. 

Third, Jesus should be worshiped as God himself, for he is God himself. This is 

indicated by his self-designation as the Bridegroom. God made humankind to be 

his wife; God is the proper beloved and spouse of humanity. And Jesus is God. We 

should see Jesus as equal with God himself and should worship him accordingly. 

Fourth, we must be careful to observe the difference which the coming of Jesus 

creates. We are not living in the Old Covenant; we are not God's old people, but his 

new people, constituted on the basis of faith and discipleship to Jesus Christ, 

functioning within the New Covenant which God made through Christ. This 

means that we should not try to squeeze Jesus into the forms and ideas of the Old 

Testament, as if he is just more of the same; Jesus isn't just more of the same. His 

coming creates a new situation which is incommensurate with what has come 

before, though it is not opposed to it. Think of scaffolding which is erected in order 

to build a structure. Once that structure is built the scaffolding is removed. The 

building is not opposed to the scaffolding, but neither is it just one more piece of 

scaffolding. It is the goal for which the scaffolding was erected in the first place, but 

there comes a time when the scaffolding must be taken down. The Old Covenant 

was erected during the time that God's people waited for the arrival of the Messiah 

and the coming kingdom. Once that Messiah and kingdom come, the scaffolding 

ought to be removed, though the two retain an important unity and bond. This is 

why Christians ought not to observe things like religious circumcision, Sabbath 

keeping, sacrifice, dietary laws, or infant covenant inclusion, or priesthood. All of 

these and more are elements germane to the Old Covenant structure, which was 

put in place until the coming of Christ. They were all divinely instituted and served 

important purposes in their time, but their time is over. The Christian must see 
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himself as especially bound to the practices and ideas contained in the New 

Testament, since it is the New Testament which constitutes the Christian's 

covenant scriptures. Of course the Old Testament is the word of God, and every bit 

of it is profitable, but it does not relate to the Christian as closely as does the New 

Testament. The Christian must exercise special care when applying parts of the OT 

to himself or others; it takes a good grasp of Scripture to know how Christians 

relate to the various parts of the OT, and it is something probably no one has fully 

mastered. We need to make the NT the controlling factor in our hermeneutics and 

theology. This doesn't mean the OT has nothing of its own to add, for it does, and 

whatever moral truth it reveals is just as binding now as it ever was. But the Old 

Covenant as a system is gone forever, replaced by the New Covenant system which 

God has enacted through the coming of Christ.  

 

  

 


