
Sermon 21: Luke 5:33-39: One Greater Than Fasting is here

OUTLINE

Questions and answers
Parables and proverbs

INTRODUCTION

Solus Christus, Christ Alone!  This was one of the heart cries of the Reformation.  It was a 
statement which spoke about the sufficiency of Christ as a Saviour, that His works alone and
not also ours were enough, that His mediation and not that of Mary, the Saints, or the 
angels was enough.  It was a rejection of all Christ-and… ideas.  This challenge of Christ 
alone is still with us today.  In light of Post-Modernism which doubts all exclusive truth 
claims, to insist that Jesus is the way, the truth and the life and no one can come to the 
Father but through Him is the new blasphemy.  To insist that there is no other name under 
heaven by which we must be saved but the name of Jesus Christ is the new toxic and 
antisocial behaviour.  There are therefore tendencies to want to dilute Christ by mixing Him 
with other religions.  Ideas like all religions are basically all serving the same God, or that all
roads lead to heaven is an attempt to dampen the offence of Christ alone.  Pluralism and 
syncretism are the knee jerk reactions to the bald truth claims of Jesus Christ.  Something 
similar was happening in the gospels in Jesus conflict with the religious leaders.  Jesus 
shows how their works religion can have nothing to do with what He brings.  This was early 
on in their interaction with Him.  They knew Him to be a teacher, a miracle worker and 
someone who did not meet all their expectations; I doubt they were immediately 
antagonistic and threatened.  They were likely looking for points of agreement, thinking 
about how to add a bit to Jesus to get Him to fit in with them.  If Jesus would just do more 
of what they did, then maybe they could meet half way.  Jesus does not bargain.  What He 
has come to bring cannot fit in with their legalistic and works oriented religion.  

In Luke 5:33-39 we come to the 3rd conflict between Jesus and the religious authorities.  In 
fact there are 5 conflicts in a row here, and still two more to come on the Sabbath.  The 
conflict was so great that 6:11 sums up the resolution of the leaders, ‘But they were filled 
with fury and discussed with one another what they might do to Jesus.’  Jesus had come to 
overturn their false religious views and to make the bald claim that their way of serving God 
could not be reconciled to Him.  The conflict is over a question about fasting, but Jesus 
brings in 3 illustrations which all go to prove that there is an irreconcilable difference 
between what He teaches and what the Pharisees believe.  

As we move through our text today, we will do it under two headings looking firstly at the 
questions and answers of v33-35; then we will look at the parables and proverbs of v36-39.

Questions and answers

V33, ‘And they said to him, “The disciples of John fast often and offer prayers, and so do the
disciples of the Pharisees, but yours eat and drink.”  In Mark 2:18 it was a third party of 
people who asked the questions about the differences between Jesus and His disciples 
practices and those of the disciples of John the Baptist and the Pharisees, but here the 
question is more closely associated with the religious leaders.  It is apparent from this 
context that the question was not an innocent inquiry but a veiled criticism.  The Pharisees 
had already complained about who Jesus and His disciples ate with, v30; now they 



complained about their lack of fasting.  If feels as if they are impossible to please for they 
eat in the wrong way and the don’t eat in the wrong way.  

Fasting was a common part of OT life.  The only regular commanded fast in the OT was the 
Day of Atonement, that annual feast when the High Priest went into the Holy of Holies to 
atone for the nation’s sins, Lev. 16:29.  The Prophet Zechariah called for 4 day long fasts to 
remember the Fall of Jerusalem after the exile , in Zech. 7:3, 5; 8:19.  Fasting was 
associated with repentance, mourning and humiliation, it was also used for times of intense 
need and was joined to prayer.  It was an external showing of an internal mood.  In 1 Kings
21:27 Ahab repents with fasting.  In Judges 20:26 after Benjamin had defeated Israel they 
humbled themselves with prayer and fasting seeking the Lord’s favor for victory in battle.  
Psalm 35:13 records how David prayed for someone’s recovery from sickness with fasting; 
you will remember that when the child of his adultery was ill he fasted and prayed for God 
to spare the baby’s life, 2 Sam. 12:20. 

Fasts were most often a day long, but there are other lengths of fasts as well.  Esther 4:16 
records a 3 day fast where all the Jews are called upon to fast before Esther goes to ask a 
favor of the King this was an intense fast of no food or water; the men of Jabesh-Gilead 
fasted 7 days in mourning for King Saul when he died, 1 Samuel 31:13.  Daniel did a similar 
fast but for 3 weeks, Dan. 10:2-3, ‘In those days I, Daniel, was mourning for three weeks. 
3 I ate no delicacies, no meat or wine entered my mouth, nor did I anoint myself at all, for 
the full three weeks.’  

It is not clear what sort of fasting the disciples of John the Baptist did, but in light of John 
being a Nazarite, it is likely that they observed the same dietary restrictions as John.  The 
Pharisees fasted twice a week on Mondays and Thursdays. This was usually accompanied 
with a Daniel like mourning over the sins of Israel.  At least this is what was intended when 
the practice began.  But by the time of Christ we know that Jesus rebuked the Pharisees for 
turning something that would have been for good reasons into something that was self-
serving.  Some did their fasting publicly performing it for man’s approval, and others relied 
upon it for merit.  Matt. 6:16-18, “And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the 
hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces that their fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I 
say to you, they have received their reward. 17 But when you fast, anoint your head and 
wash your face, 18 that your fasting may not be seen by others but by your Father who is in 
secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.’ 

It was generally agreed though that weddings were times of celebrations and the Pharisees 
agreed that all religious duties could be put aside during these times.  This gives some 
context to Jesus response in v34, ‘And Jesus said to them, “Can you make wedding guests 
fast while the bridegroom is with them?’  Instead of Jesus entering into a theological 
discussion about the differences between John’s fasting and the Pharisees fasting and the 
merit of them and whether Jesus own disciples should be fasting He cuts to the heart of the 
matter speaking of Himself as the Bridegroom.  He talks about the significance of the times 
by indicating who is present.  It is not a time of mourning but a time of celebration.  In the 
OT God often used the picture of Himself as a groom and Israel as His bride, e.g. Is. 54:5, 
‘For your Maker is your husband, the Lord of hosts is his name; and the Holy One of Israel is
your Redeemer, the God of the whole earth he is called.’  The NT uses the picture of a 
bridegrrom to refer to Christ and often at His second coming.  There could not be a greater 
contrast.  The Pharisees were wanting Jesus disciples to mourn for the future time of the 
Messiah to come and Jesus was saying, I am here.  One greater than fasting is here.  



V35, ‘The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will 
fast in those days.”  Jesus gives us 3 indications of what time it is.   It is the time for the 
bridegroom to be present; there will be a time for the Bridegroom to be taken away; and a 
time when the Disciples of Christ will fast.  The time of the Bridegroom being taken away is 
Christ giving a prophecy of His death, resurrection and ascension into heaven.  The notion 
of the Messiah coming, leaving and then coming a second time did not cross the minds of 
any at this time.  This is why there was a deep misunderstanding of Jesus mission.  They 
thought He needed to come and conquer earthly enemies not realizing the need for Jesus to
overcome the greater enemies of sin and death first.  

Here we see that Jesus anticipates a use for fasting in the NT.  It has been often pointed 
out that when Jesus taught on fasting in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 6:16-17) that He 
said ‘when you fast’ not ‘if you fast.’  Here we have another anticipation of its use.  Some 
think that fasting is purely an OT practice and not to be used by Christians at all, but here 
we see that this is not the case.  There are two clear instances of fasting practiced by the 
church in Acts 13:2-3 when the elders of the church were seeking the Lord’s will and set 
apart Paul and Barnabas for mission work; and also in Acts 14:23 when Paul and Barnabas 
set aside elders in the churches they had planted.  What we do not see in the NT is any sort
of regulation about how it ought to be done.  A Christian therefore can utilize fasting.  It is 
to be combined with prayer.  It is to be heart felt and not part of an empty religious activity 
as the Pharisees practiced it.  It is to be an outward expression of an inward mood.  It 
cannot be forced or commanded, but it should be the expression of one’s own personal 
repentance or urgency.  There are no rules as to whether it is no food and water or just 
food.  There are no rules about whether it is to miss all three meals in a day or two, or just 
to cut out luxuries and stick to basic fare.  It falls within the realm of personal devotion not 
a form to be used by the church in worship.  And so it cannot be commanded by the elders, 
though if the circumstances were extreme enough it could be recommended to those who 
are able.

So when would someone use it?  Like David when someone is very sick and you seek their 
health.  Like the church elders, when seeking the Lord’s will at big decision points in your 
life.  Daniel prayed for the sake of the nation of Israel because he sought God’s promises 
and a reversal of her fortunes.  You could pray for an errant child, a church discipline case, 
the threat of a church split.  Think of those times when you are praying for an urgent need, 
this would be a suitable time to fast and pray.

Let me issue a few warnings related to fasting.  Firstly, make sure you are in good health 
before you attempt it.  If you have any health conditions do not ignore these in a brave 
showing of religious zeal, as a type of self-flagellation to prove your zeal.  To imply that God
is pleased when we recklessly harm ourselves is to misrepresent His Fatherly concern for us.
Secondly, be free from false theological notions which often drive people into fasts.  Some 
are of a gnostic way of thinking and despise all forms of bodily pleasure as if the body and 
its God given desires were sinful in themselves.  They are not, fasting is not the preferred 
way to live, monastic and ascetic notions are driven by a false view of the body.  Another 
false view that drives holiness is the belief that fasting can somehow remove the desires of 
the flesh and work for our sanctification.  Remember that the Spirit is the one who sanctifies
us by word and prayer and the means of grace.  Col. 2:20-23, ‘ If with Christ you died to the
elemental spirits of the world, why, as if you were still alive in the world, do you submit to 
regulations— 21 “Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch” 22 (referring to things that all 
perish as they are used)—according to human precepts and teachings? 23 These have indeed
an appearance of wisdom in promoting self-made religion and asceticism and severity to the
body, but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh.’  Fasting has a use as



it is added to prayer but it should not be thought of as a type of starving of the sinful 
nature, this is built on a view that equates our sinful natures with our bodies, and this is 
false.  We have a sinful nature and our bodies are fallen, but they are given by God along 
with our natural desires.  Sin is doing legitimate things in illegitimate ways.  If you have this 
false view of the body you will give yourself to large gestures of self-denial that God does 
not require and when you fail in them you will heap a double measure of guilt and 
unworthiness upon yourself entering into a vicious cycle of performance and failure.  

Parables and proverbs

  Christ then gives three illustrations.  Technically 2 parables and 1 proverb.  These are 
given to show the Pharisees that their works oriented religion has to go.  V36-38, ‘He also 
told them a parable: “No one tears a piece from a new garment and puts it on an old 
garment. If he does, he will tear the new, and the piece from the new will not match the 
old. 37 And no one puts new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the new wine will burst the 
skins and it will be spilled, and the skins will be destroyed. 38 But new wine must be put into 
fresh wineskins.’  Jesus takes two illustrations of things old and new being mixed to the 
destruction of both.  In the first instance we see a picture of a new piece of cloth, torn from 
a new garment, thereby ruining it, and applied as a patch on an old piece of cloth.  The 
effect is counterproductive.  The new piece of cloth would be unshrunk, and when added as 
a patch to the old, when washed it would tear, ruining both.  The second picture is similar.  
Wineskins were made from the necks of sheep and goats, but wineskins did age and when 
they aged they became brittle.  So putting new wine which would expand a wine skin into 
an old wine skin, this would burst the wineskin and waste the new wine, both being ruined. 
New wine skins would be supple and stretch with the expansion that comes from new wine 
and so accommodate it. 

These pictures are given to show the wholesale way in which the old way of self-
righteousness must give way to Christ new way of saving sinners by faith.  It has already 
been demonstrated by the Pharisees that their old way of doing things is incompatible with 
Christ’s mission.  Jesus because of His love is able to engage with social outcasts and have 
table fellowship with them in an attempt to bring them to repentance, the Pharisees are 
unable to do this showing the inadequacy of their religious views.  A young convert like Levi 
would be torn like the new piece of cloth if he had to try and fit into the strictures of what 
the Pharisees thought was right.  The Pharisees ways were brittle like old wineskins and 
unable to accommodate the types of people that needed to come to God.  

Jesus is criticizing their works salvation; their view holiness by quarantine; the majoring on 
minors; the prioritizing of man’s law over God’s; and of external religion to internal motive.  
There can be no mixture.  This is the reason why Christianity is unique to all other religions. 
In all other religions one’s own works are the path to salvation.  In Hinduism one has to 
progress through the cycles of reincarnation and suffering, by good deeds to the final goal 
of becoming one with everything.  In Buddhism it is the 8fold path of peace and detachment
mark the path.  In Islam one has to perform all the duties of a Muslim and then maybe Allah
will save them.  But in Christ God sees that no sinner can be holy, no sinner can atone for 
sin, God has to provide the payment for sin, and He has done this in Jesus Christ coming to 
die to pay our sin debt.  This amnesty is then offered to us freely, we receive it by faith not 
by performing some act of merit.  Today there are many who are putting pressure upon 
Christianity to ‘get along’ with other religions for the sake of the diverse political and 
religious situations we face in the modern world.  We are told that the days of one nation-
one religion are gone, that we live in a global village where we have to respect one 
another’s religions as equally valid.  This view is naïve as well as condescending, for the 



time of the birth of the church faced the same diversity and modelled commitment to the 
exclusivity of Christ.  And to presume that our modern pragmatic view of making everyone 
get along is the solution is an ignorant imposition that forces a veiled dogmatism in the 
name of tolerance.  

But this impossibility of mixture does not only apply to all other religious views.  It also 
applies to sin.  In our modern age where so many are irreligious there is the fallacy that 
they don’t have or need religion.  There is a growing acknowledgement that everyone of us 
has a worldview that functions in the same way a religion would.  Each of us has a view of 
the ways things are that dictates to our beliefs and behavior.  Anyone who claims to not be 
religious is lying to themselves.  Those who espouse a secular viewpoint think that they are 
excluded from their own critique, but the trouble is that the secular view is a very ‘religious’ 
perspective.  Religions have views on God, man, our identity and purpose, the earth, our 
rights, moral judgements on the basis of these beliefs, etc.  Secular viewpoints, like religious
viewpoints are worldviews which do things in light of strongly held convictions.  And they act
upon belief just as we do.  Secular views are implicitly religious in that they are ethical 
determinations made on the basis of how one views the facts of how things are.  They have 
an ontology, an epistemology and an ethic just like religions do.  More than that decisions 
about gender, how children should be educated, meeting poverty needs, abortion, and 
many other things are all influenced by your greater view of things.  What is the basis for 
human rights for example is a question that must be answered from a perspective that takes
judgements on religious matters into account.  Do we have an inherent God given dignity or
are we only here by evolutionary chance with no innate value?  We cant pretend to leave 
the larger parts of our worldview out of the practical matters that we want to handle in 
politics.  

So then, what is the result when public spaces are secularised?  It is the forcing out of one 
religious perspective for another, the imposition of an ideology, the very thing they claimed 
they were not doing.

This leads to us having idols, these are the things we serve, the things we give our tithes 
and offerings to, these are the things that we sacrifice for and root our identity in.  Without 
the true God who we were made to serve in our lives we end up serving something terrible. 
Just as the Pharisees old wineskins of false religion have to be put away and a wholehearted
embracing of Christ is the only way forward.  So, those who are irreligious who inevitably 
have these types of idols in their lives will try to mix Jesus in with their own personal religion
if they include Him at all.  They will attempt to negotiate to have Jesus and their 
drunkenness, Jesus and their addiction, Jesus and ….  The results will be the same, both the
wine and the wineskin will be ruined.

V39, ‘And no one after drinking old wine desires new, for he says, ‘The old is good.’’  The 
last illustration is a proverb, this proverb is a critique on the Pharisees unwillingness to even 
engage with the new.  Jesus takes the typical situation where someone who has enjoyed 
one thing for a long time in one way cannot change.  You will know what this change feels 
like, you were happy with telephones and then cell phones came along.  You were happy 
with computers and then tablets came along.  You were happy with cell phones and then 
smart phones came along.  The Pharisees were content with their religious point of view, 
they did not think that it was broken or needed fixing.  In fact they thought that their way 
was better than what Jesus was offering.  Is this you today?  Do you think all is well and 
that your own works and your own sins are good enough, that you do not need Jesus in 
your life?  Are you suffering from the same self-deceit thinking that what you have is better 
than Jesus?  We meet this attitude all the time on the streets when evangelizing.  They say 



things like ‘I am ok, I don’t need a crutch, I am a good person, I have my beliefs, that is not
for me….’  They too are blinded with this self-deceit saying the old is better than the new.

Jesus has come to save us, but do we think we need saving?  Will we cling to Christ alone, 
or will we try to mix our religion, our works, or even our sins with Jesus?        
             
        


