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Introduction: At issue in this short passage today is who does Jesus think he is—defying our 
traditions?  

Leading up to this confrontation by the religious leader, several people have discovered who Jesus is.  
• Simon Peter encountered him as a holy and righteous worker of miracles (5:1ff). The miracles 

of boats full of fish at Jesus’ command caused Peter to fall to his knees in conviction (“Depart 
from me”) and worship (“O Lord”). 

• The “unclean” lepers of society found him to be able to cleanse them and heal their leprosy. 
• When a paralyzed man is lowered through a make shift sky light—in front of Jesus his sins are 

forgiven and the scribes and Pharisees are deeply offended at his presumptuous blasphemy. 
“Who can forgive sins but God alone?”—Jesus reading their thoughts challenges them, 
“Which is more difficult. To heal a man at will or to forgive his spiritual debt? God has the 
power to do both—and I will do that which you can see so that you will know that I have done 
that which you cannot see.” 

• When Jesus attends a party at Levi’s home—a house full of known sinners, tax collectors, 
healed lepers, local prostitutes—he regales them with stories and parables and teaching about 
God’s Kingdom. The Pharisees and scribes are again cannot understand how a righteous 
teacher could associate openly with the rabble. And they encounter him as the great physician 
who heals the sin-sick, the depraved and weary—the outcasts and estranged.  

Luke 5:33-39 “And they said to him, “The disciples of John fast often and offer prayers, and so do 
the disciples of the Pharisees, but yours eat and drink.” 34 And Jesus said to them, “Can you make 
wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? 35 The days will come when the bridegroom 
is taken away from them, and then they will fast in those days.” 36 He also told them a parable: “No 
one tears a piece from a new garment and puts it on an old garment. If he does, he will tear the new, 
and the piece from the new will not match the old. 37 And no one puts new wine into old wineskins. 
If he does, the new wine will burst the skins and it will be spilled, and the skins will be destroyed. 
38 But new wine must be put into fresh wineskins. 39 And no one after drinking old wine desires new, 
for he says, ‘The old is good.’” 

Transition: At issue in this short passage, again, is the nature of Jesus’ authority to do all this. They 
have mistaken him for a self-appointed rabbi, a would-be local prophet or revolutionary. But he is so 
much more than all this. Jesus is the Lord of the Sabbath. And as such his authority far outweighs 
their own—and even Moses himself which is difficult for them to hear.  
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1. The challenge: Jesus’ nonconformity to traditional religion. 
Their challenge is based on the disciples feasting at Matthew’s house. Jesus has come feasting and 
rejoicing. Indeed his first miracle according to John’s Gospel was to, shall we say, liven the wedding 
party with new wine! 

Fasting: At issue for them is a tradition of fasting that they believe finds its roots in the OT. For 
them this was a major right of passage for anyone claiming to be righteous. Fasting was so highly 
regarded as an act of outward devotion to God that it had become (among the Jews) synonymous 
with commitment, seriousness, and spiritual sobriety.  

It was thought of as an act of worship to God—often associated with the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16, 
29, 31)—a serious and solemn event on Israel’s calendar.  

Likewise, the Jews fasted for several days in order to mourn the fall of Jerusalem according to 
Zechariah 7, 8. 

Jewish fasting was often associated with a cry for mercy, a show of outward penitence, a public act 
of virtue. The Pharisees had even taken to rubbing a white ashy concoction into their skin to make 
themselves look even more gaunt and frail.  

The Pharisees in particular fasted 2 days a week—and a very righteous person could sustain their fast 
for several weeks if properly hydrated. Even Jesus began his ministry with a prolonged period of 
fasting to bring his physical desires under complete mastery of his spirit.  

Generally, the Jews were expected to fast in anticipation of the Messiah (Joel 1:13-14; Is. 58; 1 Ki. 
21). 

But here’s the thing. See, fasting the way it was traditionally practiced in Jesus’ day (the first 
century) wasn’t really a thing in the Old Testament. The people are only commanded to fast one time 
in the entire OT (Lev. 26 DoA), and generally speaking—the OT established the principle of fasting 
as an outward expression of heart surrendered; as an act of repentance in anticipation of the Messiah
—the “Bridegroom” of Israel. 

But the Pharisees had turned this principle in Scripture into a spiritual protocol. And that’s what 
they always did. They suffocated the life of Torah to death with their endless religious protocols and 
procedures.  

Now Jesus and the disciples aren’t meeting their particular contrived standard of piety and outward 
devotion.  
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2. The response: Jesus fulfills ancient prophecy. 
Jesus’ answer is simple. He cites rabbinic protocol. The rabbinical ruling stated, “All in attendance of 
the bridegroom at a wedding are relieved of all religious observances which would diminish their 
joy.” Jesus’ analogy works on two levels. As a rabbinic precedent—a law that would take precedent 
over their tradition of fasting and mourning in anticipation of the Messiah. And (2) as an 
announcement that the Messiah has come. Why fast, when the bridegroom prophesied by Isaiah has 
arrived.  

Isaiah 54:5-6 “For your Maker is your Bridegroom,  
    the LORD of hosts is his name; 
and the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer,  
    the God of the whole earth he is called.” 

Matthew 25 Bridegroom 

Rev. 19 Bridegroom 

The bridegroom has arrived—the Messiah is here. It is time for rejoicing! For celebration not a time 
to mourn and fast in sackcloth and ashes.  

The analogies:   
Jesus gives them several illustrations beyond the bride and bridegroom idea.  

• New patch of cloth, sewn on an old patch of clothing. Jesus says, you know how when you 
take that old faded tunic that has gone through many cycles of washing and shrinking—and 
has settled—and you put sew a new patch of cloth over it that then shrinks and creates a new 
tear—that’s what this is like.  

• New wine in old wineskins—or, he says, you know how winemakers avoid putting brand new 
wine which is still expanding and you put that into these crusty old wine skins that have 
hardened and have stopped growing and stretching and expanding? The new will burst the old.  

Here is the big idea from the parables: The new and the old in a very real sense are 
incompatible with each other.  

Jesus’ response to them is to remind them that their fasting protocols and procedures are in of 
themselves biblical—that he is the one whom the principle of fasting point to in the first place—and 
now that the Messiah has come certain religious conventions in their Hebrew Bible will be upended 
and completed.  
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3.  The censure: Jesus breaks legal precedent. 
Now they know they’ve got him. Moses has explicitly forbade “working” and threshing the fields on 
the Sabbath. And Jesus, his disciples and followers are caught picking grain and rubbing in their 
hands—an act that was thought to be “work” or toil on the day of rest.  

• Jesus’ answer is that even David in his extreme hunger was forced to eat sacred bread from the 
tabernacle.  

o And Jesus is greater than David.  
• His answer is that his authority is greater than both David and Moses. A shocking statement to 

be sure. God is the one who instituted the Sabbath observance—not Moses and now Jesus 
states that he is LORD of the Sabbath. There is only one Lord of the Sabbath. That’s God 
himself.  

They try and catch him again healing a leper on the Sabbath.  

Takeaways 

First, remember that God’s Word is the only standard of righteousness. 
Initially they compared and contrasted Jesus to themselves, and John’s disciples. But Jesus answered 
this well-meaning spiritual contrivance with the Word. He came feasting and rejoicing because the 
time of God’s visitation has come—and they must join the celebration.  

The essence of bad religion is when we make some unbiblical and contrived method of piety the 
righteous standard by which everyone else must abide. Especially when we set ourselves up as the 
final arbiters of that standard. The Pharisees had elevated their contrived excessive, self-imposed 
moral system to the same status of God’s Word. Then they used themselves as a metric for what real 
spirituality should look like.  

That’s just bad religion.  

Second, all healthy and growing things experience necessary change. I’ve said this before and 
you’ll hear me say on occasion: there is no growth without change. There is no spiritual development 
without the pressures that God allows to touch our lives. We mentioned that Jesus is the bridegroom
—and the church is his bride—Revelation states that it will be a church presented to him without 
“spot or wrinkle”—and the only way I know to remove a spot is to wash the garment clean. And the 
only thing I can think of that will remove wrinkles is heat and pressure.  

Develop a heart that doesn’t resist needed change. Let me ask us, if Jesus were to visit you today and 
have a frank conversation with us about the state of our spiritual lives—could we hear what he had to 
say? Would we really take it to heart and pursue his will? Change is the harder path. Growth involves 
growing pains—which in our flesh we’d rather avoid.  
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Third, refrain from elevating your interpretation of God’s Word to God’s Word. That’s what the 
Pharisees did in the case of Jesus picking grain on the Sabbath and healing the leper. They missed the 
heart of the law, over-interpreted the law, atomized it and made it into something it was not intended 
to be.  

And they forgot who was the Lord of the Law. God himself gave the law through Moses—and now 
one greater than Moses, Solomon, David, and Abraham is here. The true LORD of the Sabbath—the 
giver of the Law. 

And if he wants to amend it, circumscribe it, fulfill it and make it obsolete—then that is his 
prerogative.  

 


