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Big idea: The gospel of grace is incompatible with religion that emphasizes external righteousness.   

Intro –  

Have you ever fasted? When was the last time? If it’s been a while or you’ve never fasted, should you feel guilty 

about that? Should you add it to a list of “ought’s” and “should’s” that make you feel guilty? Is that the way 

Christianity is supposed to work?  

1. Fasting is incompatible with celebration. (Matthew 9:14-15) 

a. Disciples of John 

i. Although John himself pointed to Jesus and said “he must increase and I must decrease” when 

He came on the scene, some of his followers apparently hung on to the identity as “disciples of 

John.”  

1. John 1:35-37  Again the next day John was standing with two of his disciples,  36 and he 

looked at Jesus as He walked, and said, "Behold, the Lamb of God!"  37 The two disciples 

heard him speak, and they followed Jesus. 

2. Luke 11:1  It happened that while Jesus was praying in a certain place, after He had 

finished, one of His disciples said to Him, "Lord, teach us to pray just as John also taught 

his disciples." 

ii. John was imprisoned at this time (Matthew 4:12), which perhaps increased the intensity of his 

followers. Even during the time of Acts there were still some followers of John – Acts 19.  

iii. John was notable for his minimalist lifestyle that reflected his stark message of repentance. His 

disciples apparently followed that model.  

b. They and the Pharisees fasted, probably twice per week on Mondays and Thursdays  

i. Fasting was possibly required on the Day of Atonement, although that isn’t crystal clear – 

Leviticus 16 and 23:27 speaks of the people afflicting and humbling themselves. It was a time to 

mourn their sin and reflect on the need for a substitute.  

ii. Other fasts are recorded but never commanded. Yet the Pharisees have turned it into a 

command to be really faithful and spiritual to fast twice per week.  

iii. Could be, although it isn’t stated, that this meal in chapter 9 was on a fast day, which would 

explain why they were asking this question, why the sinners were there (they didn’t follow the 

fasts), and why all these people were standing around watching and asking questions.  

iv. Didn’t merely ask – why do you not fast? They are asking a contrasting question – we fast. 

Pharisees fast. Why don’t you and your disciples? What is different? Why is it different? 

c. Jesus did fast – at one point for 40 days – and he assumed that there would be fasting.  

i. Matthew 6:16-18  "Whenever you fast, do not put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites do, for 

they neglect their appearance so that they will be noticed by men when they are fasting. Truly I 

say to you, they have their reward in full.  17 "But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash 

your face  18 so that your fasting will not be noticed by men, but by your Father who is in secret; 

and your Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you. 



ii. But it wasn’t commanded and He will make the case that it isn’t appropriate for right now.  

d. Analogy of the inappropriateness of fasting during a wedding celebration.  

i. “Attendants of the bridegroom” would be like our modern equivalent of groomsmen and there 

was even a specific “friend of the bridegroom” who was like the best man.  

ii. John 3:29-30  "He who has the bride is the bridegroom; but the friend of the bridegroom, who 

stands and hears him, rejoices greatly because of the bridegroom's voice. So this joy of mine has 

been made full.  30 "He must increase, but I must decrease. 

1. In fact, John viewed himself as the “best man” ushering in the groom (Jesus). Perhaps 

Jesus knew John’s disciples should be aware of this analogy used by their teacher.  

iii. Wedding celebrations often lasted one to two weeks and were joyful occasions.  

1. Bride and groom would have their companions (Psalm 45:14; Judges 14:11) 

2. They would proceed on a fixed day to either the bride’s house or more commonly the 

bridegroom’s house for a celebration meal. It was often accompanied by singing, 

dancing, and lamps (torches) if the processional was at night. (Jer. 7:34; Matthew 25:7). 

Many relatives and friends attended and stayed long so the wine might well run out 

(John 2:3). To refuse an invitation was an insult. Guests would often wear festive 

clothes.  

3. It’s no wonder then that the glorious gathering of Christ and his saints in heaven is 

figuratively called ‘the marriage supper of the Lamb’ (Rev. 19:9). 

4. Friend in college who married a man from Kenya, contrast of the relatively quiet 

Americans and the joyful and celebratory Kenyans.  

iv. Imagine if members of the bridegrooms party said, “sorry, can’t participate. I’m fasting right 

now. This is a time of mourning.” That’s incongruous!  

1. He says essentially, “your ritual is out of touch with reality.” The problem isn’t the ritual 

itself, but the ritual had lost its significance.  

2. We have some rituals – baptism and communion. But neither works merely by 

performing the task apart from an internal reality. They are beautiful expressions of 

truth. Powerful reminders and teaching moments, but they aren’t meaningful by 

themselves. 

e. Messianic implications of these analogy 

i. The analogy takes on added significance when you see that God used the analogy of Himself as 

the bridegroom and His people as the bride throughout the OT and Jesus carries that through 

and applies it to Himself and the church in the NT.  

ii. Isaiah 62:5 For as a young man marries a virgin, So your sons will marry you; And as the 

bridegroom rejoices over the bride, So your God will rejoice over you. 

iii. Hosea 2:19-20  "I will betroth you to Me forever; Yes, I will betroth you to Me in righteousness 

and in justice, In lovingkindness and in compassion,  20 And I will betroth you to Me in 

faithfulness. Then you will know the LORD. 

iv. Matthew 22:2  "The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding feast 

for his son. 



v. Matthew 25:1  "Then the kingdom of heaven will be comparable to ten virgins, who took their 

lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom. 

vi. Revelation 19:7-9   7 "Let us rejoice and be glad and give the glory to Him, for the marriage of 

the Lamb has come and His bride has made herself ready."  8 It was given to her to clothe herself 

in fine linen, bright and clean; for the fine linen is the righteous acts of the saints.  9 Then he said 

to me, "Write, 'Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.'" And he 

said to me, "These are true words of God." 

vii. Revelation 21:2   And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 

made ready as a bride adorned for her husband. 

f. Jesus is there with His people. The bridegroom is present. He will be “taken away,” a reference to His 

death, burial, resurrection, and eventual ascension to be with the Father. At that time mourning would 

be appropriate.  

i. We are in that season now. Jesus has gone to be with the Father and one day will return with 

glorious power. In this intermediate time, fasting is appropriate.  

ii. Still doesn’t command fasting but does say they will fast.  

2. The gospel of grace is incompatible with “righteousness” based on external rituals. (Matthew 9:16-17) 

a. Two analogies, one point  

i. Uses situations that they would understand and relate to 

ii. Both from everyday life 

iii. Both have something old and something new 

iv. Both involve damage that comes from inappropriately combining the old and new 

v. “no one” indicates the practice is unthinkable (Morris) 

b. New patch, old garment 

i. Clothing was made of either wool or cotton, both shrink. No non-shrink polyester fabric. If you 

put the new patch on an old garment the hole will only get bigger and worse 

ii. Damage comes from the result 

iii. Morris – instead of mending a bad situation, such patching only makes things worse.  

c. New wine, old wineskin 

i. Wine was fermented in animal skins. Often goat skin that was cleaned, tanned, and sewed 

together to make a container. It’s naturally elastic qualities made it ideal as the wine fermented 

and the gases produced caused it to expand.  

ii. However, after the wine was completed and drank, the “old wineskin” would be stretched out, 

dried out, and couldn’t handle the expansion if you tried to put new wine into it to begin the 

fermentation process again.  

iii. The skin would break, the wine would spill, and both would be ruined.  

d. The point: Jesus’ teaching about entrance into the kingdom based on a recognition of need (blessed are 

the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven, it’s not the healthy but the sick who need a 



physician, I came to call sinners to repentance) and faith in Jesus as Messiah could not simply be 

patched over or syncretistically  combined with their practice of external righteousness through ritual.  

e. 3 old wineskin questions in chapter 9 –  

i. 9:1-8 scribes – who can forgive sins but God alone?  

1. Old wineskin answer - Only God can forgive and only through the sacrifices.  

2. Wineskin – Jesus is God and He is the once for all sacrifice and the ultimate high priest 

so no more need for the sacrificial system.  

ii. 9:9-13 – Pharisees – why is Jesus eating with these types of people? 

1. Old wineskin answer – he shouldn’t be. Holiness means separation. Period.  

2. New wineskin answer is Holiness does mean separation and we must be careful who we 

associate with so as not to fall into sinners sins and idolaters idolatries. Yet, for the sake 

of the gospel we are to become all things to all people – to sup with sinners for the sake 

of their salvation. (Odonnell) 

iii. 9:14-17 disciples of John the Baptist – why do we and the Pharisees fast but you and your 

disciples not fast? 

1. Old wineskin – (Not OT but Jewish tradition) – fast twice per week 

2. New wineskin – the ritual needs to match the reality, and the reality is this is a time of 

celebration not mourning!  

3. Key ideas:  

a. You are free from fasting, but you are free to fast.  

i. It’s not required. It was only required one day in the Old Testament (Day of Atonement).  

ii. However, fasting can still be practiced if done in the right way for the right reasons.  

iii. Fasting can be a way to: 

1. Strengthen prayer (Ezra 8:23),  

2. Seek God’s guidance (Judges 20; Acts 13:1-3) 

3. Express grief (1 Samuel 31:13) 

4. Seek deliverance or protection (2 Chronicles 20:3-4) 

5. Express repentance and desire to return to God (Joel 2:12; Jonah 3:5-8) 

6. Humble oneself before God (Psalm 35:13) 

iv. NT example but not command 

1. Acts 13:1-3   Now there were at Antioch, in the church that was there, prophets and 

teachers: Barnabas, and Simeon who was called Niger, and Lucius of Cyrene, and 

Manaen who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch, and Saul.  2 While they were 

ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for Me Barnabas and 

Saul for the work to which I have called them."  3 Then, when they had fasted and 

prayed and laid their hands on them, they sent them away. 

2. Church planning – where should we go next? Who should go?  



v. Many believers throughout church history have found fasting to be very helpful.  

1. Didache – early manual of church instruction - Let not your fasts be with the hypocrites, 

for they fast on Mondays and Thursdays, but do your fast on Wednesdays and Fridays. 

(7:1) 

a. Distanced themselves from the “hypocrites” who had the form but not the 

substance, but still valued the practice.  

2. John Calvin,  “Let us say something about fasting, because many, for want of knowing its 

usefulness, undervalue its necessity, and some reject it as almost superfluous; while, on 

the other hand where the use of it is not well understood, it easily degenerates into 

superstition. Holy and legitimate fasting is directed to three ends; for we practice it 

either as a restraint on the flesh, to preserve it from licentiousness, or as a preparation 

for prayers and pious meditations, or as a testimony of our humiliation in the presence 

of God when we are desirous of confessing our guilt before him.” (Institutes, IV.12, 14, 

15) 

3. You may decide to fast for a day as you are burdened for a friend who doesn’t know 

Christ, or as you face a particularly challenging and life altering decision. You may fast 

out of a burden for your children to know Christ. You are free to fast and that may be 

very appropriate.  

4. A church could even decide to encourage it’s congregation to fast on a particular day if 

they are praying for renewal and outreach in their community. It would be wrong to 

require or legislate it, but it wouldn’t be any more wrong that it would be to provide a 

prayer list to encourage people to pray together for certain topics.  

a. Read an account where the elders at Bethlehem Baptist Church when John Piper 

was pastor there encouraged the congregation to pray each Wednesday in 

January in 1995 as they faced some major decisions as a congregation in the 

coming year.  

vi. Salvation is not by a combination of faith and works (religious ritual).  

1. Romans 11:6 But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works, otherwise grace is 

no longer grace. 

2. By grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone, to the Glory of God alone (4 of the 5 

“solas” of the Reformation – the 5th is “sola scriptura” – scripture alone as our authority 

on spiritual matters) 

b. Don’t merely “patch” Jesus on to your existing life.  

i. We’ll be ruined and the gospel will be tarnished. 

ii. “I’ll keep running marriage the same way as if Jesus had nothing to say about it, my ethics won’t 

change, my finances won’t change, my jokes won’t change.”  
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1. Fasting is incompatible with
celebration. (Matthew 9:14‐15)

John 1:35‐37  Again the next day John 
was standing with two of his 
disciples,  36 and he looked at Jesus 
as He walked, and said, "Behold, the 
Lamb of God!"  37 The two disciples 
heard him speak, and they followed 
Jesus.

1. Fasting is incompatible with
celebration. (Matthew 9:14‐15)

Luke 11:1  It happened that while 
Jesus was praying in a certain place, 
after He had finished, one of His 
disciples said to Him, "Lord, teach us 
to pray just as John also taught his 
disciples.“

1. Fasting is incompatible with
celebration. (Matthew 9:14‐15)

Matthew 6:16‐18  "Whenever you fast, do 
not put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites 
do, for they neglect their appearance so 
that they will be noticed by men when 
they are fasting. Truly I say to you, they 
have their reward in full.  17 "But you, when 
you fast, anoint your head and wash your 
face  18 so that your fasting will not be 
noticed by men, but by your Father who is 
in secret; and your Father who sees what is 
done in secret will reward you.
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1. Fasting is incompatible with
celebration. (Matthew 9:14‐15)

John 3:29‐30  "He who has the bride 
is the bridegroom; but the friend of 
the bridegroom, who stands and 
hears him, rejoices greatly because 
of the bridegroom's voice. So this 
joy of mine has been made full.  30

"He must increase, but I must 
decrease.

1. Fasting is incompatible with
celebration. (Matthew 9:14‐15)

Isaiah 62:5 For as a young man 
marries a virgin, So your sons will 
marry you; And as the bridegroom 
rejoices over the bride, So your God 
will rejoice over you.

1. Fasting is incompatible with
celebration. (Matthew 9:14‐15)

Hosea 2:19‐20  "I will betroth you to Me 
forever; Yes, I will betroth you to Me in 
righteousness and in justice, In 
lovingkindness and in compassion,  20

And I will betroth you to Me in 
faithfulness. Then you will know the 
LORD.

Matthew 22:2  "The kingdom of heaven 
may be compared to a king who gave a 
wedding feast for his son.

1. Fasting is incompatible with
celebration. (Matthew 9:14‐15)

Matthew 25:1  "Then the kingdom of 
heaven will be comparable to ten 
virgins, who took their lamps and 
went out to meet the bridegroom.
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1. Fasting is incompatible with
celebration. (Matthew 9:14‐15)

Revelation 19:7‐9  7 "Let us rejoice and be 
glad and give the glory to Him, for the 
marriage of the Lamb has come and His 
bride has made herself ready."  8 It was 
given to her to clothe herself in fine linen, 
bright and clean; for the fine linen is the 
righteous acts of the saints.  9 Then he said 
to me, "Write, 'Blessed are those who are 
invited to the marriage supper of the 
Lamb.'" And he said to me, "These are true 
words of God.”

1. Fasting is incompatible with
celebration. (Matthew 9:14‐15)

Revelation 21:2  And I saw the holy 
city, new Jerusalem, coming down 
out of heaven from God, made 
ready as a bride adorned for her 
husband.

2. The gospel of grace is incompatible
with “righteousness” based on external
rituals. (Matthew 9:16‐17)

3. Key ideas:

a. You are free from fasting, but you
are free to fast.

Fasting can be a way to:

• Strengthen prayer (Ezra 8:23),

• Seek God’s guidance (Judges 20; Acts
13:1‐3)

• Express grief (1 Samuel 31:13)
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3. Key ideas:

a. You are free from fasting, but you
are free to fast.

Fasting can be a way to:

• Seek deliverance or protection
(2 Chronicles 20:3‐4)

• Express repentance and desire to return
to God (Joel 2:12; Jonah 3:5‐8)

3. Key ideas:

a. You are free from fasting, but you
are free to fast.

Fasting can be a way to:

• Humble oneself before God (Psalm
35:13)

3. Key ideas:

a. You are free from fasting, but you
are free to fast.

Romans 11:6 But if it is by grace, it is no
longer on the basis of works, 
otherwise grace is no longer grace.

3. Key ideas:

b.Don’t merely “patch” Jesus on to
your existing life.


