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Text: Luke 5:33-39 
Sermon: Feasting or Fasting? 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Before we begin with our lesson today, I want to put it in its proper 

context, because that will help us understand it better.  Over the course of the 

last few weeks we have found Jesus becoming embroiled in controversies.  

Remember the scene in the house in Capernaum.  Pharisees from throughout 

Galilee and from as far away as Jerusalem had come to hear Jesus and to 

check him out.  They were considering him with a prejudiced and jaundiced 

eye when a paralytic man was lowered through the ceiling, coming to rest at 

Jesus’ feet.  Jesus said to him, “Friend, your sins are forgiven.”  The 

Pharisees immediately thought to themselves, “Blasphemy!  Who is this man 

that he thinks he can forgive sins?”  A short time later Jesus was embroiled 

in controversy again.  He called Levi, a tax collector, to follow him as a 

disciple.  And if that weren’t bad enough, when Levi celebrated his calling 

by inviting his friends to a great feast, Jesus joined in the festivities, eating 

and drinking with publicans and notorious sinners.  The Pharisees didn’t like 

the company he kept.  They complained, “Why do you eat and drink with 

tax collectors and sinners?”  You remember Jesus’ reply.  “It is not the 



healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.  I have not come to call the 

righteous, but sinners to repentance.”  In our lesson today the controversy 

continues, this time over the matter of fasting.  Next week we will see 

further controversies arise, first because Jesus’ disciples plucked and ate 

some grain on the Sabbath and second because on another Sabbath Jesus 

healed a man’s withered hand.  In any event, at the end of this series of 

controversies, we find these ominous words: “But they [the Pharisees and 

scribes] were furious and began to discuss with one another what they might 

do to Jesus.”  Beloved, in this portion of Luke we are still in the Galilean 

springtime of Jesus ministry.  But that being said, the storm clouds are 

gathering.  The skies are beginning to take on a threatening hue.  Intimations 

of Calvary are growing.  Let’s look at today’s lesson: 

 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.” 
 Jesus answered, “Can we make the guests of the bridegroom 
fast while he is with them?  But the time will come when the 
bridegroom will be taken from them; in those days they will fast.”  

       

Now as I mentioned before, the banquet Levi held to celebrate his 

calling deeply offended the members of the religious establishment.  They 

were appalled at the disparate collection of sinners, low-lifes and spiritual 

lepers that Levi had gathered under one roof.  As one commentator I read put 

it, “It was truly a gathering of the living dead.”  When the commentator 



made that statement he was thinking of Ephesians 2:1-3, where we find these 

words, 

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in 
which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and 
of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in 
those who are disobedient.  All of us also lived among them one time, 
gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires 
and thoughts.  Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. 

Now it wasn’t only the Pharisees who wondered at this celebration, however.  

There were disciples of John the Baptist who were puzzled too.  They fasted 

often as a sign of repentance and mourning for their sins.  The celebratory 

spirit of the banquet seemed strange and foreign to them.  What was going 

on?  They wanted to know.   

 Now before getting to Jesus’ answer, let me give you some 

background about fasting.  There was only one official fast commanded in 

Old Testament days, a fast that took place annually on the Day of 

Atonement.  But while this one fast was commanded and required, there 

were also other occasions when fasting was nevertheless common.  For 

example, it was common to fast in times of crisis.  In the book of Esther, 

which takes place during the reign of the Persian king Xerxes, that king 

issued an edict, which could have led to the mass extermination of the Jews.  

In response to this danger, the Jews fasted and prayed.  As judgement 



approached Judah in the days of the prophet Joel, that prophet called for a 

time of national fasting and repentance with these words: 

 Put on sackcloth, O priests, and mourn; wail, you who minister 
before the altar.  Come, spend the night in sackcloth, you who 
minister before my God; for the grain offerings and drink offerings 
and withheld from the house of your God.  Declare a holy fast; call a 
sacred assembly.  Summon the elders and all who live in the land to 
the house of the Lord your God, and cry out to the Lord. 

We find the people fasting in the book of Zechariah and in I Kings and in 

Jonah.  We find fasting in Isaiah and Jeremiah.  As I mentioned earlier, it 

was the custom of the disciples of John the Baptist to fast.  It was also the 

custom of the Pharisees and teachers of the law to fast. 

Now sometimes the fasts were honouring of God and acceptable to 

him; they were an outward display of a true inward humility and dependence 

upon the grace and mercy of God.  The fasting of John the Baptist, who 

spent so many years out in the desert, and that of his disciples, who learned 

from him, would have fallen into this category.  There were times, however, 

when fasts were undertaken by those whose hearts were far from God.  

There is a good example of this in Isaiah 58.  The people have been fasting, 

but their prayers have not been answered.  They are puzzled about it.  So 

Isaiah tells them why as he speaks with the voice of God: 

“Why have we fasted,” they say, “and you have not seen it?  
Why have we humbled ourselves, and you have not noticed?”   



Yet on the day of your fasting you do as you please and exploit 
all your workers.  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.  Is this the kind of fast I 
have chosen, only a day for a man to humble himself?  Is it only for 
bowing one’s head like a reed and for lying on sackcloth and ashes?  
Is that what you call a fast, a day acceptable to the Lord? 

Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains 
of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free 
and break every yoke?  Is it not to share your food with the hungry 
and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter—when you see the 
naked, to clothe him, and not to turn away from your own flesh and 
blood? 

Well, by the time we get to Jesus’ day, merely formal or outward fasting, 

fasting without a deep commitment to God and his commands, had become 

fashionable among the Pharisees and scribes.  They had a system all worked 

out.  The righteous fasted twice a week, on Mondays and Thursdays.  They 

covered their faces with ashes so as to look as gaunt as possible.  They wore 

torn and dirty clothes.  They made sure their hair was unkempt.  In their fasts 

they were not declaring that they were humble, contrite and utterly 

dependent upon the grace of God; instead, they were proclaiming to the 

world that they were particularly spiritual people. 

 When news of the feast at the home of Levi spread, the question arose 

in the minds of John’s disciples and in the minds of the Pharisees, “Why 

don’t the disciples of Jesus fast?”  John’s disciples sincerely wanted to 



know; the questioning of the Pharisees was actually more of an accusation.    

To answer, Jesus uses three examples.  He speaks of a bride and bridegroom, 

a piece of cloth and a wineskin.  Let’s take them one at a time.   

 Can you make the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is 
with them?  But the time will come when the bridegroom will be 
taken from them; in those days they will fast.     

Jesus refers here to Jewish wedding customs.  In those days, when a man 

and a woman were married, they wouldn’t go away on a honeymoon.  

Instead, they would stay at home and host a weeklong “open-house” at 

which there was continuous feasting and celebration.  They were treated like 

kings and queens.  Sometimes they even wore crowns on their heads.  They 

were attended throughout that week by their close friends who were called 

“guests of the bridegroom,” and there was a rabbinical rule that stated, “All 

in attendance on the bridegroom are relieved from all religious observances 

which would lessen their joy.”  Simply put, they were forbidden to fast.  It 

would be unseemly to fast in such a time of joyous celebration. 

 In using this example, Jesus is saying, “My very presence justifies a 

feast.  While I am here, you are in such exalted circumstances that you 

cannot mourn; you must rejoice.”  That is a startling claim.  If you or I made 

it, it would simply be laughable.  But Jesus makes it and he is serious.  

“When I am present,” Jesus says, “you are to celebrate.”  Think about it and 



you will see the truth of his claim.  In his hometown sermon Jesus quoted 

Isaiah and said that these words apply directly to him: 

 The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to 
preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim freedom 
for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the 
oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. 

In all his subsequent actions he showed that he spoke the truth that day.  He 

preached and taught with authority.  He healed the sick.  He delivered the 

demon possessed.  Lepers were cleansed and paralytics walked and Jesus 

forgave the sins of many.  He set free those in bondage to sin and gave them 

new hearts and called them to come and follow him.  Beloved, Jesus carried 

people from the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of light and when he 

does that it is only right to celebrate and rejoice.  There is rejoicing in 

heaven over one sinner who repents—how much more should there be 

rejoicing in the house of Levi when Jesus Christ—God in the flesh—comes 

to seek and to save poor, lost, miserable and perishing wretches.  I like what 

our old friend Martin Luther had to say about this.  He wrote, “A Christian 

should and must be a cheerful person.  If he isn’t, the devil is tempting him.”  

As Paul said, “Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it again: Rejoice!”   



 Now after explaining why it would be inappropriate for his disciples 

to fast, Jesus goes on to make another point, and to do so he uses two 

different examples to illustrate the same thing.   

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

If you have an old coat and a new coat, and the old coat is torn, you don’t 

cut up the new coat to fix the old.  If you do you will ruin the new coat and 

the patch won’t match the old coat anyway.  To make wine in those days, the 

grapes were crushed and the juice was poured into goatskins.  New 

goatskins.  The new goatskins were flexible enough to expand while the 

grape juice fermented.  Old goatskins, though, became hard and brittle over 

time.  Inflexible.  They were fine for holding old wine—wine that had 

already fermented—but if new wine were put in them, as it fermented and 

bubbled away, the old skins would stretch and burst.   

So here’s the point.  When Jesus comes, the old structures are not 

strong enough, flexible enough, to contain him.  They break down.  They 

were useful in their day, but their day is over and done with.  With the 

coming of Jesus Christ we have a new covenant.  Changes must be made.  



Let me give you some examples of what I mean.  Before the arrival of Jesus 

in the flesh, the temple in Jerusalem was the symbol of the presence of God 

with his people and the sacrificial system was the means God used to bring 

his people into a relationship with him.  The elaborate rituals and sacrifices 

all pointed to God’s promise to provide a Redeemer who, although bruised 

in the doing of it, would crush the head of Satan and bring forgiveness to 

those far from God.  When Jesus comes, we find that he himself is God with 

us.  The significance of the stone temple in Jerusalem fades away when 

Jesus, the chief and living cornerstone, arrives.  The temple was a picture of 

Christ.  With the coming of the Saviour, the picture is no longer needed 

because the real thing is here.  If someone you love is away on a trip, you 

might look at his picture on the wall every day.  But when he gets back, you 

forget about the picture.  It can go back into the drawer.  And as for all of the 

sacrifices held day-by-day, year-by-year in the Jerusalem temple, all of them 

are superceded by the one sacrifice of Christ at Calvary.  He died once and 

his death was sufficient to cover all of the sins of all of his people forever.  

There are no more sacrifices to be made.  By this one sufficient sacrifice we 

are put right with God. 

Let me give you another example or two of things that have passed 

away with the coming of Jesus.  Circumcision was the sign of the covenant.   



It painted a picture and testified that those circumcised were different from 

all other people—they had been called and chosen and set aside by God to 

be his own peculiar possession.  It is, however, no longer the sign of the 

covenant.  Has God done away with the sign of the covenant?  No.  We still 

have a sign, but God has replaced circumcision with something else.  Why?  

What was wrong with circumcision?  Circumcision involved the shedding of 

blood.  After the shedding of Christ’s blood at Calvary no further bloodshed 

is necessary.  And so the sign of the covenant changes.  It becomes baptism, 

a sign that does not involve bloodshed.  In the Old Testament covenant 

members were circumcised.  In the New Testament era they are baptized.  

Baptism is a sign and seal that even as water washes us on the outside, so the 

blood of Jesus, applied to our hearts by the Holy Spirit through a true and 

living faith, washes us from sin and guilt on the inside and brings us into the 

family of God. 

Think of the first covenant meal, the Passover.  On the night of their 

deliverance from Egypt the children of Israel killed a lamb, spread its blood 

on the lintels and doorposts of their houses in Egypt, roasted the lamb and 

ate it.  This meal testified that God would provide a sacrifice that would 

protect his people from death and sustain them on their journey to the 

Promised Land.   We no longer celebrate the Passover meal.  Why?  Again, 



the Passover meal involves the shedding of blood and now, after the 

shedding of Christ’s blood, no further sacrifice is required or allowed.  The 

Passover has been replaced by the Lord’s Supper, our new covenant meal.  It 

testifies that even as bread and wine nourish our bodies, the sacrifice of 

Christ nourishes our souls as we fellowship with him through a true and 

living faith.  The temple, circumcision, the Passover meal—all are replaced 

because they are no longer big enough to testify to the reality of Jesus Christ.  

In Jesus we have a new garment, a new wineskin.   

Our lesson ends with these words.    

And no one after drinking old wine wants the new, for he says, 
“The old is better.” 

People do not naturally long for the new wine that is Jesus Christ.  They 

have tasted the old and they are content with it.  They do not even want to 

try the new for comparison’s sake.  They believe the old ways are more than 

adequate.  That was the Pharisees’ problem.  They liked what they had—

their Monday and Thursday fasts, their sack cloth and ashes, their long faces 

and spiritual reputations, their self-congratulations and the accolades of the 

brethren.  They were so committed to these things that they missed the feast. 



 Is there something you are committed to that is keeping you away 

from the feast?  Put it away.  You have no riches worthy to compare with the 

riches that Christ brings to those who come to his wedding banquet.  Put 

them down and come to Christ with empty hands and a broken heart and a 

longing to be cleansed and made new.  Come in that way and you will be 

filled.   

His mercy extends to those who fear him, 
from generation to generation. 

He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; 
he has scattered those who are proud 

in their inmost thoughts. 
He has brought down rulers from their thrones 

but has lifted up the humble. 
He has filled the hungry with good things 

but has sent the rich empty away. 
He has helped his servant Israel, 

remembering to be merciful 
to Abraham and his descendants forever, 

even as he said to our fathers. 

In Christ’s name.  AMEN.   


