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“Teacher, how is it that John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees are fasting, but your disciples
are not?” It’s not surprising that people should ask this question of Jesus. They had an idea of what a holy
person was supposed to look like and Jesus didn’t fit that. Sure he talked a lot about God, and he referred to
the Bible, but the similarity stopped there. To them a religious person was someone who was pious and
austere. Someone who lived very differently from everyone else. A religious person was like the Pharisees who
followed strict rules about praying many hours every day, studying the Bible, fasting for long periods of time,
observing the Sabbath with rigorous precision. A religious man was someone like John the Baptist. A guy who
wore camel skin and lived in the desert. A man who, when he wasn’t fasting, ate locusts and wild honey. A
man who called you to repent and preached fire and brimstone. A man who didn’t smile a lot because he was
too busy thinking deep and holy thoughts.

I think their opinion of what a holy person should look like is actually a lot like what modern people
think a holy person looks like. When we think of a holy person, we think of monks. We imagine a person who
lives in monastic cells, who wears a cassock and who does nothing but look serious and prays all day. The
popular media shows a similar picture impression. With a few exceptions pastors and very religious people are
viewed as at worst self-righteous like the old church lady from Saturday Night Live, or at best well-intentioned
but out of touch like Father Mulchahey on MASH or Ned Flanders on the Simpsons. And all this shows that
popularly at least we have a certain idea about what a deeply religious person looks like.

But Jesus wasn’t like this popular version of a religious man. Unlike the Pharisees and John the Baptist,
he didn’t seem out of touch. If anything he was a little too in touch. He wasn’t eating locusts in the desert, he
was having dinner with tax collectors and sinners, spending time talking with prostitutes. Unlike the Pharisees,
Jesus wasn’t known for living a severe lifestyle. In fact, it seemed that he and his disciples weren’t fasting at all
and weren’t above having a good time. Enjoying good food and good wine when they had the chance. It was
all very scandalous, and it led some of them to call Jesus a “Wine Bibber” (to use the old language of the King
James Version). And in our passage it leads some of them to ask, “Hey Jesus, what’s going on? Explain this!”

Let’s listen carefully to Jesus’ answer to them. Because | think it has some important lessons to teach
us about what it means to be religious, and it teaches us something about the Spirit of things in the kingdom
of God. Jesus answers their question in typical fashion - not with a direct answer, but with three analogies. You
can’t expect the people at a wedding to fast while the bridegroom is around. Soon enough the wedding will be
over, the bridegroom will be gone, and then you can fast. You don’t sow a patch of unshrunk cloth onto an old
shrunken garment because the new will tear out the old. You can’t put new wine into old wineskins because
new wine will burst out of the old wineskins. You need new wineskins for the new wine.

Now all this isn’t immediately clear — Jesus’ habit of using parables and analogies always leave you
scratching your head a little at first — but | think that he is saying a couple of things about life in the kingdom.
First, he is teaching us that he is bringing new wine to God’s people. There is a new spirit at work in the
kingdom of God. Popular wisdom saw religion as a somber and severe affair. Jesus says actually, it's more like
a party. When | announce the Kingdom of God to you, I’'m announcing a party.

Have you ever noticed how much party imagery there is in the gospels? According to the gospel of
John, the first miracle Jesus did was at a wedding when he turned the water into wine. In many ways that’s a
strange place to begin. He waits 30 years to start his ministry and when he finally gets around to it, instead of
healing some serious disease, instead of casting out a demon, he rescues a party. In the Brother’s Karamzov,
Dostoevsky comments on this miracle by saying “Not grief, but men’s joy Christ visited when he worked his
first miracle, he helped our joy...He who loves men loves their joy.” That miracle is just another way of



showing through action what Jesus says explicitly in John 10:10, “I came that you might have life and have it to
the full.”

Many of the great Bible stories end with a really good party - not a my-parents are out of town this
weekend let’s have a party sort of party - but a party all the same. The prodigal son gets home from the far
country and he doesn’t get sent off to military school, he gets a party. They kill the fatted calf and break out
the noisemakers. Later Jesus tells a story where he compares the kingdom of God to a wedding banquet. In
the parable of the lost sheep, when the shepherd comes back after rescuing his one wayward sheep, he
throws a party for all his neighbors. And at the end, at the very end, when all the prodigals have returned in
the book of Revelation, John sees another party. The wedding supper of the lamb where we will all be living it
up with the bridegroom.

All this wonderful imagery reminds us that God put us here to celebrate and enjoy life. So, when Jesus
compares the kingdom of heaven to a party, he’s saying something like: The Kingdom | am announcing isn’t all
about restrictions and rules; it’s the joyful pursuit of a full life of love! The kingdom of God is not, first of all, an
anxious attempt to keep all the rules, it is first of all the positive pursuit of something good and beautiful. Its
about pursuing the goodness of God, rejoicing in the blessing of life, rejoicing the blessing of each other,
enjoying the goodness of the created world. In a sinful world there will always be rules —and Jesus certainly
emphasized a number of them in his life, but life in the kingdom is a joyful, positive pursuit. The rules are
secondary.

It’s like playing basketball. There are rules in basketball. We need those rules and we need referees to
enforce the rules, but the point of basketball is not the rules; the point of basketball is playing a beautiful
game with your friends. Engaging in joyful competition. Learning the rhythms of the sport. Taking joy in your
connection with teammates. Feeling the joyful energy of your body.

Christian Reformed people sometimes forget this. Carl Tuyl, a Dutch Canadian pastor who tells some of
the best stories you’ll ever hear, tells this story from one of the first synods he attended many years ago here
in Grand Rapids. It was the weekend between the two weeks of church meetings, and the delegates were
invited by a wealthy CRC restauranteur in Holland to come out for a big synodical dinner. They were driven out
there in cars and arrived at a beautiful restaurant: tables neatly spread with white linen, fine crystal, and good
silver; waiters all dressed up in white shirts and black bowties. It looked like it was going to be great.

Tuyl sat down at his appointed table and his waiter filled his glass with a good red wine and plopped a
thick, juicy steak in front of him. In fact, everyone got a steak and the wonderful smell of flame broiled sirloin
filled the room. Tuyl says his mouth started watering and he was ready to dig in, but before he could start
someone had to stand up and offer the prayer. Some Midwestern minister was chosen for the task, and he
stood up to pray. And he prayed and he prayed and he prayed. Reverend Tuyl could feel the heat slowly
escaping from his steak. And as if that weren’t enough, the well-meaning minister prayed at great length for
all the hungry people of the world - all those who did not have nice juicy steaks like the ones the delegates
were about to eat, and who moreover could not hope to dream of a meal such as this trapped as they were in
wretchedness. By the time the prayer was done, Tuyl was pretty sure he didn’t deserve his steak and he was
ready to ask his waiter if there were any bits of old crusty bread lying around the kitchen that he might have.

Why do we do this sort of thing to ourselves and to each other?! Jesus says no. The bridegroom is
here! The kingdom of heaven is here! Let the celebration begin! He’s brought new wine and it’s ok to enjoy
ourselves.

Now of course all this needs to be nuanced a little. Certainly, life isn’t all fun and games. Heaven knows
there are terrible, terrible things in this world. There is plenty of sin and there is plenty of misery. So long as
there is sin, so long as there are places where evil still wounds us, so long as there are places and hearts in this
world where the bridegroom is not fully present. We must have a place for duty and confession of sin and
fasting and even guilt. Until the bridegroom returns once and for all, we need all those things.

But there are huge expanses of our life where God’s goodness is real and present and he wants us to
enjoy it! We live in a world of love and companionship where each one of us is a mystery waiting to be



uncovered if only we would take the time. We live in a world of sunlight and color and laughter. Where every
blade of grass is a miracle, and every branch of every tree is raised over us in a leafy benediction. And we live
in a world where because we belong to Christ there is forgiveness and unshakeable hope. Sometimes we need
to lift our eyes from our worries and our duties, sometimes we need to lift our eyes from all the world’s
problems and enjoy some of Jesus’ new wine.

That brings us to the second part about what Jesus is teaching us about the kingdom of God. “No one
pours new wine into old wineskins. If he does, he will burst the wineskins and both the wine and the skins will
be ruined. No, you pour new wine into new wineskins.” This new wine of life in Christ needs new wineskins.
Which is another way of saying the new covenant, the new era that I’'m starting, needs new forms for
celebrating its arrival. All the old ceremonies and sacrifices and practices don’t fit anymore, they’re not
appropriate. For example, the new wine of Jesus death and resurrection burst the wineskin of animal
sacrifices. We don’t need to do that anymore! Christ, our Passover lamb has been sacrificed! Our sins have
been washed away once and for all! Baptism is a new wineskin for the new wine. It replaces circumcision,
which had a whiff of threat — may | be cut off if | don’t keep these commandments — with the grace of the
promise of the water. The Lord’s Supper which we will celebrate in a moment is a new wineskin. It’s our own
little party, a party which reminds us of the greater party to come at the wedding supper of the lamb.

Jesus declaring — as he will do later — that all foods are clean for us to eat, that’s a new wineskin, but
not only because it allows us to eat all sorts of new foods (fun!), but because it is a visible reminder that he
who is at work in us is stronger than he who is in the world. In the old dispensation of the kingdom, you had to
be careful what you ate and what you touch, because evil had the power to taint the good. But after the death
and resurrection of Christ and with the new wine of the Kingdom, when evil and good come into contact, evil
will lose, evil must give way, evil will be contaminated by good.

Those are the central new wineskins into which Jesus pours his new wine. They have a special status in
the church. But | wonder if there might not be many other ways to celebrate the new wine of the gospel. A
week and a half ago we had our kickoff event here at church. There were lots of people here. The MPR was full
of people enjoying Amish pulled pork sandwiches with ice cream for dessert. The whole room was filled with
laughter. There was a bouncy house in the Narthex. Inside children were bouncing like wild things, getting
sweaty. Outside parents held babies and talked with each other. Children got their faces painted; they played
games. Outside near the tower entrance we had our cornhole tournament. A whole crowd gathered to watch
Charlie Hollebeek win the trophy for the second year in a row. His post victory smile was a thing to behold.

It was a party. And although alcohol is not allowed on LaGrave’s campus, the new wine of the Kingdom was
flowing.

We all know there is darkness in the world, we know there are reasons to be careful and to guard
ourselves, but there is so much light, so many things to live for. We all know there are forces that are our
enemies, but the Lord has spread a table for us in the presence of our enemies, and he has filled our cup till it
overflows. Let us with glad and thankful hearts enjoy his new wine. ©ORev. Peter Jonker



