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Basic teaching of the parable  
 The old ways of Judaism in the good and right waiting and fasting for the coming of 

the Messiah do not belong in Christianity, for with the coming of Jesus, the Messiah 
has already come, and the Kingdom of God has thus already been inaugurated. 

 
 
Context for the parable 
 Jesus has just been to a feast that the Matthew held for him and the other disciples 

(Mark 2:15-17), and that feasting provokes a question from “people” about fasting. 
o Jesus also locked in a series of disputes with the JRL’s over eating with tax 

collectors and sinners and use of the Sabbath, so not unlikely the “people” in 
v. 18 are JRL’s 

 
 
Analysis of the passage 
 v. 18: fasting among Jews in Jesus’ day  

o the Old Testament Law required fasting only on the Day of Atonement 
(Leviticus 23:32), but the Pharisees fasted every Monday and Thursday 

o the main two reasons for fasting by Jews in Jesus’ day 
 1. The Pharisees and some other Jews fasted in order to try and 

impress people with how godly they were (Matthew 6:16-18). 
 2. Probably the disciples of John the Baptist, along with other Jews 

fasted as an outward sign of inner: a) sorrow over sin; and b) longing 
for the coming of the Messiah, the Savior-King. 

 
 v. 19: Jesus addresses the second reason for fasting. 

o fasting in longing for the Messiah no longer necessary, for he is here 
o image of Jesus as the Bridegroom; cf. Isaiah 54:5-8; Hosea 2:16-20; Matthew 

25:1-13 (Parable of the Ten Virgins); Ephesians 5:32; etc. 
o meaning of image of Jesus as the Bridegroom 

 1. implicit claim to deity, since God the husband of Israel in the OT 
 2. promise of faithfulness (keep self only unto to us; he our God, and 

we his people) 
 3. pledge of steadfast love (would lead him to greatest act of love of all 

on cross) 
o would have been unthinkable in Jesus’ day to fast during a wedding 

celebration 
 recall sermon three weeks ago on John 2 and wedding at Cana of 

Galilee 
 

 v. 20: question of meaning of “when the bridegroom is taken away” 
o only the short time between the crucifixion and resurrection? 
o or the time between the ascension of Jesus and his second coming?  



 why I think it is the latter, so that fasting is still expected of Christians 
 1. Christians did fast, per Acts 13:1-3 (elders at Antioch); 14:23 

(Pau and Barnabas appointing elders at churches in Galatia), 
confirmed by early Christian documents 

 2. cf. Matthew 6:17 and Jesus’ words, “But when you fast. . .”  
 

 vv. 21-22: the reference points 
o the old garment and the old wineskins: Judaism of traditions and of still 

expecting the Messiah 
o the unshrunk piece of cloth and the new wine: the Kingdom of God come in 

Jesus Christ, with all its newness and blessings 
o trying to fit the old in the new (cloth and wine): does not work 

 
 
Application of the parable (Christian life in general and fasting in particular)   
 Christianity on the whole is a new religion of vibrant new life and great joy. 

o much continuity with Old Testament people of God- salvation always by God’s 
grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone 

o but also discontinuity; some things new, and that the emphasis here 
 1. Mainly, the longed-for Messiah has come! (Piper) 
 2. But also the Spirit has been poured out on all the people of God. 
 3. And our praise should be richer, for we have seen the Lord’s 

redemption with our eyes. 
 age of new wine calls Christians to a new kind of fasting. 

o the calls of TMC, of Franklin Graham, and others to fasting 
o needs to continue after the election and the pandemic 
o some reasons why Christians fast today-Calvin and Luther (two others: special 

situations of prayer, longing for second coming) 

 

Piper: This is so stunning and so glorious and so unexpected in this form that Jesus said, 
you just can't fast now in this situation. It is too happy and to spectacularly exhilarating. 
Fasting is for times of yearning and aching and longing. But the bridegroom of Israel is 
here. After a thousand years of dreaming and longing and hoping and waiting, he is 
here! The absence of fasting in the band of disciples was a witness to the presence of 
God in their midst. 

John Calvin, in the 16th century, said, 
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) 
 



Martin Luther wrote, 
Of fasting I say this: It is right to fast frequently in order to subdue and control the 
body. For when the stomach is full, the body does not serve for preaching, for 
praying, or studying, or for doing anything else that is good. Under such 
circumstances God's Word cannot remain. But one should not fast with a view to 
meriting something by it as by a good work. 
 


