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The Arrival Of The New Wine 
 

V18 –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 Pharisee’s fast, but your disciples do not fast?” V19 – 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. V20 – The days will come when the bridegroom is taken 

away from them, and then they will fast in that day. V21 – 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. V22 – 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. (ESV) 

Context 
 
At the beginning of Mark’s Gospel we are introduced to a man called Jesus who comes from a town 
called Nazareth in Galilee. Throughout chapter one we have seen him involved in some 
extraordinary things. He has been astonishing people; with the authority in which he teaches (Mk 
1:22), the power he possesses to cast out demons (Mk 1:25; 32) and his ability to heal people of 
their illnesses (Mk 1:34; 41). In Chapter two, however, we begin to see how his appearing begins to 
disrupt and clash with the ruling parties of the time (Mk 2:7; 17). Mark, in this passage, provides us 
with Jesus’ own explanation on how he fits in, or rather, how he doesn’t.   
 
“Why Aren’t They Fasting?” 
 
The passage begins with the people asking Jesus a seemingly simple question. To paraphrase ‘why 
do your disciples’ not fast like everybody else’? Before we arrive at the answer to the question it 
may be helpful to understand the importance of fasting within the Jewish society. So what is fasting? 
The biblical definition of fasting is to abstain from food or maybe at times even water. If you were to 
go to the health section of your local bookstore you wouldn’t be surprised to fine titles on the 
physical benefits of fasting. However it is not the physical benefits that the Bible has in mind, it is the 
spiritual aspects. Fasting is a spiritual exercise, an exercise that is practised throughout both the Old 
and the New Testaments. 
 
Fasting can take place in response to a realisation of inward sin, it can be a display of repentance or 
even a sign of mourning. It produces it best results in times of great anguish and desperation. Fasting 
is to physically admit the reality of human dependence on God. It prevents pride in the heart and is a 
discipline that has a tendency to humble the soul. 
 
Jesus himself not only approved fasting (Matt 6:16) but also practised it (Matt 4:2). What Jesus 
doesn’t approve however is the outward display of performance and showing off that it had 
become. So fasting is an important part of religious practice of the day, for example it could even be 
likely for the Pharisees to fast as much as twice a week (Lk 18:12). The question comes then ‘why do 
you disciple not fast? This is what religious people do, the godly, the righteous, they fast. So why 
arnt you?  
 
The Hidden Answer 
 
Jesus doesn’t answer the question directly; instead, he provides them with a parable, a story or 
illustration that contains a hidden meaning. Jesus speaks of himself here in a veiled manner. Why? 
Well the reason is because he has yet to speak openly and in detail, even to his disciples, about his 
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mission. In the parable he is the bridegroom and the guests, at this particular time, are the disciples 
and as long as he is with them they can eat. You see, in Jesus eyes, for the disciples to fast whilst he 
is with them is an unreasonable and foolish as to expect wedding guests to fast whilst there is a huge 
feast laid out and prepared for them. Ironically it seems strange to the people that the disciples of 
Jesus  aren’t fasting but he switches it around and says the opposite. In fact for them to fast while he 
is present is actually foolish. As we have already seen fasting is, generally, a time for mourning and 
sadness but at a wedding, a time for joy and celebration, who thinks of fasting? This is Jesus’ point. 
Yet this time of celebration will be short lived. 
 
Jesus says “the days will come when the bridegroom is taken away”. In that day, fasting will once 
take up its rightful place. This is Mark’s first implication that there are some dark days ahead. But let 
us remember who it is that is saying this. It is Jesus himself. He knows what will happen; it isn’t a 
surprise for him. He lived his life with Calvary always in view.  
 
The Real Question 
 
After answering the question rather indirectly, he then continues with two further parables. You see 
primarily fasting as a practice itself is not the issue. The real question is “why don’t your disciples 
follow the same customs and traditions of the religious society” i.e. the Pharisees and John the 
Baptists disciples. That is the real question and Jesus knows it. That’s the root of their question. So 
he answers the unasked question. He illustrates his answer by using four different everyday objects 
that would have been familiar to the people of that time; unshrunk cloth, old garment, wine and 
wineskins.  
 
A sower would recognise that to sow a piece of new cloth onto an old garment or cloak is foolish. 
The reason for this is the old garment doesn’t have the strength to resist the pull of the new cloth 
and movement would cause the new to tear the old. Likewise, in ancient culture the skins of goats 
were stripped off and filled with newly fermented wine. Goatskins were preferred because of their 
strength, but more importantly due to their ability to expand. However, in similar fashion to the 
previous example, a problem would occur if you were to pour the new wine into the old wineskins. 
Overtime, the wineskins would become fragile and worn which meant that they were unable to cope 
with the newly fermented fresh wine. As further expansion couldn’t be endured eventually the new 
wine would burst the wineskin, destroying both the wine and the skin. So what was needed was new 
wine and fresh wineskins.  
 
Breaking Away From The Old, Breaking In With The New 
 
New and old are mentioned in these two verse 3 times. This is the centre of Jesus’ explanation. And 
if you try to fit or mix the new into the old, both will be destroyed. The old is not able to cope with 
the demands of the new. For the new to express itself in its entirety, it needs to stand all on its own.  
 
In his response to the question, he is not only describing himself as the bridegroom but also the new 
cloth and the new wine. The old cloth and the old wineskins are the religious customs and traditions 
of the day which are embraced by the current religious partys. In relation to all those customs and 
traditions, Jesus is saying “they are old and I am the new”. What a massive statement to make! 
Starting with his earthly ministry, he is predicting a radical break with all the ceremony and customs 
that are so deeply rooted in the society of the day. The reason that the Pharisees, the Scribes and 
the Chief Priests were always colliding with Christ is because they were, in effect, the old wine trying 
to cling to their old wineskins. Here we have an early indication as to why he spoke in parables. Can 
you imagine if he was to say this explicitly, no doubt, he would be arrested on the spot and there is 
much to do before he would allow that to happen.   
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In summary, Jesus is saying my disciples don’t need to fast, at this present time, because I am with 
them. The old way of doing things is about to pass away. A newer, fresh way, is about to appear, 
centred around me. You cannot mix the two, the new has to stand all on its own.  
 
Application 
 
In reflecting on this passage today, in what ways might the Lord be speaking to us through his word? 
Well it could be many, but I offer just one. 
 
Mixing Up The New With The Old 
 
Unfortunately when we read these passages 2,000 years later the significance seems foreign to us. 
We struggle to empathise with the old because all we have known is the new. We are unable to feel 
the weight of the statement that Jesus makes. We must understand, to the Jews, these parables 
would have been massively ‘controversial’. The consequences of this passage seem lost on us, but is 
that really the case? As believers in Jesus Christ, the charge still stands, don’t mix the old with the 
new.  
 
The new cannot be mixed up with the old. Yet we still do this don’t we? You see for many of us the 
problem is not Jewish tradition or customs, the problem is ‘normal’ everyday practices. On one 
hand, we try to live a life in the service to our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, whereas on the other 
hand we attempt to reconcile this with a life of indulging and investing in the fleeting pleasures that 
this world has to offer. To be branded the name Christian and yet live life of the ungodly. As J.C. Ryle 
notes we are ‘trying to enjoy the new wine and yet cling to the old wineskins’. We forget far too 
easily that the new fabric that Christ brings cannot be interwoven with the tired fibres of our worldly 
ways. Likewise, the new wine cannot be held in the fragile wineskins that the world offers us.  
 
Solution 
 
How do we stop making this mistake over and over again? How do we halt this continual bent of 
mixing our worldly life with that of our Christian life? Well first and foremost the old needs to be 
recognised for what it is. Only then, the new, Christ, can be appreciated as more satisfying and 
sufficient for who he is. Recently I saw a church sign that had adapted the Mastercard slogan which 
declared ‘…and for everything else there is Jesus’.  This is a massive error! Jesus isn’t just another 
option when everything fails. He is not a Polyseal filler that covers up holes in your structure of your 
life. Either he is everything or he is nothing. Either he is Lord or he is a stranger. You cannot mix new 
wine into old wineskins. If you do, remember he has told us both will be destroyed. In order to enjoy 
the new wine our lives must been seen likewise with a new, fresh perspective.   
 
In this passage we see that the guests at the banquet enjoyed the feast. But how much more the 
bride. And that is what we, the church, are (Eph 5:22-23). We are the bride of Christ, what sort of 
bride and what sort of marriage would it be, if after the wedding she went back and lived as if her 
bridegroom didn’t exist. It would be a disaster. Instead, a healthy marriage is when the bride and the 
bridegroom walk in perfect harmony.   
 
Finally, there is a bigger tragedy still. Not only do some people mix the two together but some have 
rejected the new wine altogether and some are yet to even have knowledge of it.  All they know is 
the old. If this is you, today I urge you to consider carefully the words of Jesus, he says ‘if anyone 
thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out of his 
heart will flow rivers of living water.’ (Jhn 7:37). What a promise! If anyone thirsts, that is without 
distinction. If you’re the worst person in the world or even you think you’re the best or maybe just 
average. The text says anyone. Don’t reject him, don’t reject this new wine. The old is passing away, 
the new has come. Christ has arrived.  


