Luke 5:33-39
Warm up question: Share a time in your life that was most embarrassing or humbling to you.

Jesus Questioned About Fasting 

33They 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." 
34Jesus answered, "Can you make the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is with them? 35But the time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; in those days they will fast." 
36He 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. 37And 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. 38No, new wine must be poured into new wineskins. 39And no one after drinking old wine wants the new, for he says, 'The old is better.' "
Why do you think Jesus is questioned about fasting?

Jesus is found here feasting with his disciples and the tax collectors.  We are not told who the “they” are of the first part of verse 33; we presume it to be those of His enemies, the Scribes and Pharisees, who are so opposed to him.
Jesus and Fasting
What amazed and shocked the scribes and the Pharisees was the normality of the followers of Jesus.  Collie Knox tells how once a well-loved chaplain said to him, “Young Knox, don’t make an agony of your religion.”  It was said of Burns that he was haunted rather that helped by his religion.  The orthodox Jews had an idea-not yet altogether dead-that a man was not being religious unless he was being uncomfortable.

They had systematized their religious observances.  They fasted on Mondays and Thursdays; and often they whitened their faces so that no-one could fail to see that they were fasting.  True, fasting was not so very serious because it lasted from sunrise to sunset and afterwards ordinary food could be taken.  The idea was to call God’s attention to the person fasting.  Sometimes they even thought of it in terms of sacrifice.  By fasting a man was in essence offering nothing less than his own flesh to God.  Even prayer was systematized.  Prayer was to be offered at 12 midday, 3p.m. and 6p.m.

Why should anyone want to fast?

What are the benefits of fasting?

I want you to turn to Matthew 17:21.  
Did you notice that the verse is completely taken out of the NIV?  This whole question of fasting is just not wanted by the translators and perhaps by some who rewrote certain manuscripts.

Let’s read the whole passage and see what we can understand and take home.

Matthew 17:14-23.

The Healing of a Boy With a Demon.  

14When they came to the crowd, a man approached Jesus and knelt before him. 15"Lord, have mercy on my son," he said. "He has seizures and is suffering greatly. He often falls into the fire or into the water. 16I brought him to your disciples, but they could not heal him." 
17"O unbelieving and perverse generation," Jesus replied, "how long shall I stay with you? How long shall I put up with you? Bring the boy here to me." 18Jesus rebuked the demon, and it came out of the boy, and he was healed from that moment. 
19Then the disciples came to Jesus in private and asked, "Why couldn't we drive it out?" 
20He replied, "Because you have so little faith. I tell you the truth, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, 'Move from here to there' and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you." 
22When they came together in Galilee, he said to them, "The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of men. 23They will kill him, and on the third day he will be raised to life." And the disciples were filled with grief (Matthew 17:14-23). 

Footnotes: Some manuscripts say: 21 But this kind does not go out except by prayer and fasting. 

Let me ask you a question about the text.

What do you get from verse 17?
What is Jesus teaching us in this passage about this boy having a demon cast out of him?

Jesus was frustrated that his disciples just were not getting it.  The cross was not far off in Jesus’ sights.  He had to leave a big responsibility on the shoulders of his disciples, to preach the gospel, heal the sick and to cast out demons.


28After Jesus had gone indoors, his disciples asked him privately, "Why couldn't we drive it out?" 
29He replied, "This kind can come out only by prayer" (Mark 9:28-29).
Notice this last part of verse 29 has taken out the word fasting.  In your footnotes in the NIV it will say that some manuscripts do not have the word fasting.
We are asking and answering the question, why should anyone want to fast?

What are the benefits of fasting?

Let’s look at Isaiah 58 to get the answer to our question. 

True Fasting 

1 "Shout it aloud, do not hold back. Raise your voice like a trumpet. Declare to my people their rebellion and to the house of Jacob their sins. 2 For day after day they seek me out; 
they seem eager to know my ways, as if they were a nation that does what is right and has not forsaken the commands of its God. They ask me for just decisions and seem eager for God to come near them. 3 '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. 4 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. 5 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 ? 

6 "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? 7 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? 8 Then your light will break forth like the dawn, and your healing will quickly appear; then your righteousness will go before you, and the glory of the LORD will be your rear guard. 9 Then you will call, and the LORD will answer; you will cry for help, and he will say: Here am I. "If you do away with the yoke of oppression, with the pointing finger and malicious talk, 10 and if you spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the oppressed, then your light will rise in the darkness, and your night will become like the noonday.11 The LORD will guide you always; he will satisfy your needs in a sun-scorched land and will strengthen your frame. You will be like a well-watered garden, like a spring whose waters never fail. 
12 Your people will rebuild the ancient ruins and will raise up the age-old foundations; 
you will be called Repairer of Broken Walls, Restorer of Streets with Dwellings. 13 "If you keep your feet from breaking the Sabbath and from doing as you please on my holy day, if you call the Sabbath a delight and the LORD's holy day honorable, and if you honor it by not going your own way and not doing as you please or speaking idle words, 
14 then you will find your joy in the LORD , and I will cause you to ride on the heights of the land and to feast on the inheritance of your father Jacob." The mouth of the LORD has spoken.
Did you notice how many life changing things happens to us or those we pray for as a result of fasting with true motives.  God knows our hearts and can see our motives.

So, after seeing so many benefits to fasting why didn’t Jesus have the disciples fast like the Pharisees and John, on Mondays and Thursdays?

Jesus was radically opposed to religion by rule. 
He used a vivid picture.  When two young people married in Palestine they did not go away for a honeymoon; they stayed at home, and for a week kept open house.  They dressed their best, sometimes they even wore crowns; for that week they were the king and queen and their word was law.  They would never have a week like that in their hard-wrought lives.  And the favored guests who shared this festive week were called the children of the bride chamber.

It is extremely significant that more than once Jesus likened the Christian life to a wedding feast.  Joy is a primary Christian characteristic.  It was said of a famous American teacher by one of her students “She made me feel as if I was bathed in sunshine.”  Far too many people think of Christianity as something which compels them to do all the things they do not want to do and hinders them from doing all the things they do want to do.  Laughter has become a sin, instead of-as a famous philosopher called it- “a sudden glory.”

I like to think of fasting as the Atom Bomb of the spiritual life.  When there is a great need in my life or those around me, then I sense a call to fasting.

Sandy, my wife, and I led my sister Jane to Christ. She had been going through a lot with her husband. He had grown up with his mother doing everything for him. She picked up his clothes, cooked for him, got his groceries etc. When he married my sister he expected that Jane would do all that for him too. They had agreed that they both would work but when he came home from work, he would eat his dinner that she had prepared and then he would go out to the pub.  Jane just could not stand living any more like that, she divorced him and turned her back on God feeling guilty concerning her divorce. Counseling her did not help, all that we could do was not working. We went on a ten day fast on just water. Close to the end of that time, she knocked on our door and told us how powerfully God had been speaking to her and calling her back to Himself, it was a beautiful time as we ministered to her.  She was beyond me talking to her.  Only God stepping in could make the difference. Fasting and prayer had broken through!
Practical stuff about fasting:

1) If you have never fasted before I recommend that you just fast until the evening meal first of all.

2) Fasting for any longer amount of time you ought to consult your doctor.

3) The day before you fast wean yourself off of caffeine otherwise you will have a king size headache that will discourage you in your fasting.

4) Have an objective.  What are you fasting for? As we said earlier let your motives in this be pure.

5) Keep it private, between you and God.  There will be times when you have to disclose what you are doing, i.e. to a spouse so they don’t prepare food for you.  Be careful about becoming a Pharisee. 
Matthew 6: 16"When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. 17But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.  
Notice that this verse opens with “when you fast” not “if you fast.”  Jesus expects for his Church to fast.
6) Do something different at the time you would normally eat, such as go for a prayer walk, go to a different room and pray and read the scriptures, expect that God will speak to you at such a time when you are sensitive to the spirit world.

7) Ask God to speak to you in dreams and visions. 
Joel 2:28-29. 
"And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days.
8) Always drink something.  A normal person cannot go much longer than 3 days without water.  Moses’ fast on Mount Sinai of 40 days with food or water was a supernaturally sustained fast.
9) Decide if you will fast with tea or coffee or whether it will be on just water.  Daniel did a fast in Chapter 9:3 but he does not say for how long, and 10:3 he says he fasted for three weeks on no choice food, no meat or wine touched his lips.  Jesus fasted in the wilderness for 40 days but it does not say that he did not drink.
10)  The church should fast in national emergencies.  I remember reading in the book “intercessor” by Rees Howells that at the lowest point of the Battle of Britain in the Second World War that Churchill called a fast and for some inexplicable reason, when Britain had just a few Spitfires and Hurricanes left (our fighter airplanes) Hitler had this sudden impulse that turned his attention to Russia, against all the advice of his generals.  2 Chronicles 20 talks of a similar attack by the enemies of Israel.  Verse 3 says that they proclaimed a fast for all Judah, what a miracle God did in response!
Suffice it to say there is a world of difference between the Old Covenant and the New.  The old had become so inflexible that it was likened to a wine skin that would burst the new wine of the Spirit.  Let us not get like that!

5:33 This verse contains both Jesus’ revolutionary action and the resulting protest by his critics.  The antecedent of the phrase “they said to him” presumably is the Pharisees and the scribes mentioned in verse 30.  Their accusation was directed against Jesus’ disciples who, unlike those of John the Baptist, (cf. 7:18-19; 1:11) and the Pharisees (8:12), did not fast and pray.  Rather so it was said, they ate and drank.  This “party animal” label undoubtedly emerged because of incidents like the one in verse 27-32.  It would later be applied to Jesus as well (7:33-34).  Jewish fasting as a religious behavior goes back to Exodus 34:38; Leviticus 16:29-31; Deuteronomy 9:9, where it meant abstention from eating food and drinking water.  It was to be expected that John the Baptist would have a penchant for fasting, ascetic that he was (7:33 cf. Mark 1:6) So would his disciples.  

It is well known that Pharisees practiced fasting on Mondays and Thursdays.  Apparently however, Jesus and his students broke with this tradition, though Jesus did engage in the vigil when preparing for his temptations in the wilderness (4:2), and for his coming passion (22:16, 18).  Moreover, Jesus was certainly devoted to prayer.  Therefore the criticism of the Pharisees and the scribes was not accurate.  Their problem, as the next verses show, was that they did not know what the occasion was that precipitated the disciples’ festive spirit.  Jesus clarifies the situation for the Pharisees and scribes.  He raised a rhetorical question, “You cannot make the attendants of the bridegroom fast while he is with them, can you?”  The question may presuppose a custom reflected in the popular rabbinic text Megillat Taanit (scroll of fasting) to the effect that fasting was forbidden on certain specified days devoted to joyous celebration of Israel’s blessings from God.  Be that as it may, the general tone of Jesus’ comment is perspicuous-the bridegroom’s wedding is an occasion of joy for both his attendants and himself, not sorrow.  It may also be the case that, because the figure of the bridegroom was used in the Old Testament to represent Yahweh’s relationship to his people, by extension Jesus intended that it be applied to himself in a messianic sense.  At the very least, we can say that the joy surrounding Jesus and his disciples was the delightful consequence of the revelation of the kingdom of God.
But the time will come remarked Jesus, when the bridegroom will be taken away and the attendants will have occasion to fast.  With this comment, Jesus was making a veiled reference to his forthcoming death, which would temporarily disorient and even disillusion his disciples; that is, until they witnessed his post-resurrection appearances.
Verses 36-39 contain three short parables furthering the discussion of the present joy of the messianic era, and illustrating the basic incompatibility of Christianity with Judaism.  The Greek word parabole translates the Hebrew Old Testament word mascal  and has a variety of nuances: “maxim” (the title of Proverbs), “proverb” (1 Samuel 10:11, 12; 24:14), “vague prophecy”  (Num. 23:7) “parable” (2 Samuel 12:1-6), “allegory” (Ezek.  17:2-24), “riddle” (Proverbs 1:6)  With it’s usage by Jesus, parabole takes on the classic meaning of a parable (2 Samuel 12:1-6), consisting of illustrations from Palestinian daily life which conveyed spiritual truths.  Usually, a parable is concerned to make one major point, often in a surprising and intriguing way.  The point of the first parable is that no-one tears a patch off a new garment and sews it onto a new garment because both pieces will be ruined.  The new garment will be ripped and the old garment will not match the patch of the new garment.  In saying this, Jesus was contrasting Christianity and it’s newness of life with Judaism and it’s worn out traditions.  The second parable, (vs. 37-38) conveys a message similar to that of the first, but using a different metaphor-new wine in old wineskins.  In the ancient near east goats and other animals would be killed, their skins, scraped of hair, cleaned, and sewed up to form containers for liquids; water, (Genesis 21:15), Milk (Judges 4:19), and wine (Joshua 9 verse 4, 13).   In the latter case, for someone to pour new wine, which by nature had not yet fully fermented, into old, inflexible wineskins, would spell disaster.  The pressure from the swelling that results from further fermentation of the new wine, would burst the old wineskin.  Both would be destroyed: the wineskin would break and the new wine would spill onto the ground.  Once again, Jesus’ message was the incompatibility of Christianity and Judaism.  The metaphor of wine was appropriate to the scene depicted in verses 29-32. 
The metaphor of wine is the same as that in verses 37-38, but the illustration is different.  Like the man who, having become used to old wine, does not desire new wine.  The Judaism of Jesus’ day was complacently satisfied with its old traditions, which prevented it from desiring the new message of the gospel. 
Some thoughts were taken from the Commentary on Luke by C. Marvin Pate.  Also William Barclay’s Commentary, the Daily Study Bible.
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