
ECF 4th August 2013 God is focussed on Relationships, not Religion Mark 2:18-22 
I’ve a confession to make.  I’ve always had a bit of an obsession with rules.  This week was Kerry’s birthday, and one of her 
presents was a new board game.  And as usual, whenever we play a new board game at home, or if there is some debate 
about how to play it, I always seem to be the one who ends up reading the rules.   
 
It’s not just because Lorna can’t be bothered with them.  It is that I always like to play by the rules.  I find it really upsetting 
and annoying if someone is just making it up as they go along, or if they want to play by their own rules.  It just feels right 
that board games should be played by the rules. 
 
Maybe there’s a bit of the Pharisee in me, because they also were big into rules.  They were deeply religious people.  Many 
of them would be what we’d describe as good people.  They believed in God.  They lived an upright life.  They were diligent 
in prayer.  And they were totally committed to doing what they believed was right.   
 
That meant that they rigorously kept the rules.  They had analysed the Law given to Moses and discovered 613 individual 
laws – 365 negatives ones, things they were not to do, and 248 positive ones, things they had to do.  And they were so keen 
to live in a way that pleased God that they kept these meticulously.   
 
What is surprising then, is that during Jesus’ ministry, when he showed us what God is truly like, it was the Pharisees who 
criticised him the most.   For the three years of Jesus’ public ministry, he had most conflict with these rule-keepers.   
 
It wasn’t that Jesus was totally against their rules – after all they were based on God’s Word.  It was more that in focussing 
on the rules they had missed out on what was most important.  They failed to remember that God is focuses on 
relationships and not religion.  This conflict becomes clear in Mark 2:18: “Now John’s disciples and the Pharisees were 
fasting. Some people came and asked Jesus, “How is it that John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees are fasting, but 
yours are not?”” 
 
1. A Question About Tradition 
Last week we saw how Levi held that great banquet for Jesus in his house.  And he invited all his tax collecting friends along 
to introduce them to the one who had called him and transformed his life. 
 
It’s possible that it was that occasion that this question arose.  Maybe it was as Jesus took another mouthful of delicious 
food, lovingly prepared by Levi, that someone asked him this question about fasting: “How is it that John’s disciples and the 
disciples of the Pharisees are fasting, but yours are not?” Mark 2:18 
a) Why aren’t they fasting? 
It may have been an innocent question.  Fasting, going without food, was important in Judaism.  The Mosaic law said that 
the people had to fast on the Day of Atonement as an act of repentance.  But fasting was seen at other times of distress, 
mourning or especially repentance in the nation of Israel. 
 
But the Pharisees went further.  They fasted as a matter of rule on Mondays and Thursdays throughout the year. And clearly 
the disciples of John also followed in this tradition as John’s ministry was focussed on a call to Israel to repentance.   
 
So perhaps it was a natural question to ask why, if the Pharisees and John’s disciples fasted, why did Jesus’ disciples not?  
Were they not committed to honouring God? 
 
b) Why aren’t they as religious? 
But maybe there was also a bit of pride or self-righteousness behind this question.  The Pharisees in particular were proud 
of their fasting.  Maybe you remember how that the Pharisee in Jesus’ parable of the two men praying in the temple was 
eager to remind God that:  “I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.” Luke 18:12 
 
And some were keen not just to fast, but to be seen to fast.  In his Sermon on the Mount Jesus challenged this. “When you 
fast, do not look sombre 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.” Matthew 6:16  When they fasted they made sure they looked like they were 
starving so everyone would know. 
 
Fasting then didn’t just become a rule to observe before God.  It was seen as a sign of how seriously committed you were to 
your religion.  So maybe the questioner was in effect saying, “Look how committed we are to God.  Why are your disciples 
not religious like us?” 
 
I think we still face these problems today, although issues might have changed.  People still ask, “Why don’t you keep our 



rules?  Why don’t you go to our church?  Why doesn’t your church do what ours does?”  People often question why we 
don’t follow their traditions, their religious rules and rituals.  So why not?  Why should we not follow the religious traditions 
around us?  Well Jesus answered this in two parts.   
 
2. Not the Right Time 
First of all he pictured a wedding.   Mark 2:19-20: “Jesus answered, “How can the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is 
with them? They cannot, so long as they have him with them. 20 But the time will come when the bridegroom will be taken 
from them, and on that day they will fast.” 
a) A time for Joy 
A little girl who attended a wedding for the first time.  She whispered to her mother, “Mum, why is the bride dressed in 
white?”  
 
“Because white is the colour of happiness and today is the happiest day of her life.” her mum replied. 
 
The child thought about this for a moment then said, “Mum, so why is the groom wearing black?" 
 
Of course it is just a joke.  Weddings are times of celebration.  Jewish weddings in particular were filled with joy and 
festivity.  The wedding feast actually  went on for 7 days and the guests of the bridegroom would not be allowed to fast or 
mourn at all during this time.  It simply would not be appropriate. 
 
In the Old Testament, God was described as the bridegroom.  It was a picture that emphasized God’s love for the nation of 
Israel, his bride, even although they were unfaithful to him. “Your Maker is your husband— the Lord Almighty is his name.” 
Isaiah 54:5  
 
But here, it is Jesus who is the bridegroom.  And the New Testament church is called his bride.  And when Jesus welcomes 
his bride into glory, there will be real rejoicing.  John speaks of this in Revelation 19:7: “Let us rejoice and be glad and give 
him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready.”  
 
So it would just be inappropriate for the disciples of Jesus to be fasting when he is with them.  His coming to them and his 
presence among them is a cause for gladness and rejoicing, not sadness and mourning.   
 
Of course, Jesus is not saying that fasting will always be inappropriate in his kingdom.  Pointing to his death on the cross, 
Jesus said: “But the time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them, and on that day they will fast.” Mark 2:20  
There will be times of sorrow and mourning in the lives of his followers.  There will also be times of repentance or serious 
seeking of God’s will for their lives.  Fasting then will be the appropriate response – as long as it is done genuinely and not 
for showing off. 
 
b) A Kingdom of Joy 
But Jesus’ kingdom is not a kingdom characterized by sadness and solemnity.  It is one that should be characterized by joy, 
celebration and singing!  Jesus said: “I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.” 
John 15:11  
 
Unfortunately this has not always been the most obvious characteristic of Christianity.  For many people, being a Christian is 
about feelings of guilt, or fear or even of boredom.  They think it is about a religion of do’s and don’ts that are there to spoil 
your fun, or at least to make you feel guilty after you’ve had fun.   
 
There was a monastery in Antwerp, where monks lived under the vow of perpetual silence. They dressed in rough sackcloth, 
slept on hard boards and ate only bread, sour milk and vegetables. Everyday, the monks went into the garden to look into 
an open grave which awaited the first monk to die.  That’s not a picture of joy is it? 
 
It is far removed from what Paul wrote to the church in Philippi: “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” 
Philippians 4:4  This is not a superficial happiness because everything in our life is great.  Nor is it a forced smile on our 
faces, even when we don’t feel like it on the inside. 
 
Rather it is about celebrating that reality that the bridegroom is with us.  That Jesus is our Lord and Saviour, that he has 
forgiven us our sins, he has committed himself to us, that he is present with us through the Holy Spirit, that he will never 
leave us nor forsake us, that nothing and no-one can separate us from his love, no-one can snatch us out of his hands, that 
no matter what is happening in our lives God is working for our good and that whatever happens, we have a secure, 
guaranteed place in our Father’s house in heaven!  In Christ, there is always reason for joy!   



3. Not the Right Reason 
But Jesus here didn’t just want to speak about fasting.  He used this opportunity to explain a greater principle in his 
kingdom.   
 
a) Don’t Follow Old Traditions 
The Pharisees and John’s disciples were concerned because Jesus’ disciples were not following their religious traditions.  But 
Jesus wasn’t interested in his disciples just following the religious traditions of others.  That’s because Jesus came to bring 
something new. Mark 2:21-22: “No-one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. If he does, the new piece will 
pull away from the old, making the tear worse. 22 And no-one pours new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the wine will 
burst the skins, and both the wine and the wineskins will be ruined. No, he pours new wine into new wineskins.”   
 
You can’t use a new piece of cloth to patch up an old, worn out garment.  That new cloth will shrink differently from the old 
one and it will pull away from it – and in the end the hole will be worse. 
 
You also can’t use old wineskins that are hard and brittle to hold new wine.  The new wine will stretch the old wineskins 
beyond breaking point and the wineskin will burst and the wine will be lost. 
 
The meaning of both these parables is clear.  You can’t use the new to patch up the old.  You can’t use the old to contain the 
new.  Jesus wasn’t coming to patch up the holes in the old covenant religious system of the Jews.  What he was bringing 
wouldn’t fit into the old religious practices of the Jews.  Jesus came to introduce something new – not to make a few 
improvements and repairs to the old.   
 

i) A New Covenant 
Not that Jesus came to rip up the Old testament law as if there was something wrong with it.  Rather the new that he 
brought was the fulfilment of it.  What he was bringing was what the Mosaic law had always been pointing to.  He was 
leading people into a new relationship with God based not on external laws written on paper or stone, but on internal laws 
written on new hearts: 
“This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time,  
declares the Lord.  
I will put my laws in their minds 
 and write them on their hearts. 
 I will be their God,  
and they will be my people. 
11 No longer will a man teach his neighbour, 
or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ 
because they will all know me, 
from the least of them to the greatest. 
12 For I will forgive their wickedness 
and will remember their sins no more.” Hebrews 8:10-12 
 
This is the new garment of righteousness that Jesus has provided us with through the cross.  Not a patched up old one, but 
his righteousness given to us by God’s grace. 
 
The old way of coming to God through sacrifice and temple and priest and laws was gone!  Jesus came to bring us into a 
completely new covenant, a new agreement with God.  This is what we remember each Sunday morning in the breaking of 
bread.  As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 11v25: “This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in 
remembrance of me.” 
 
And so people shouldn’t try to force the followers of Jesus to conform to the old practices and rituals of the Old Covenant.  
They shouldn’t expect them to have the things of the Old Covenant like a sacred building, a special order of priests making 
sacrifices on a physical altar, a list of special days to keep or ceremonies to follow.   
 
It was a lesson that some of the early Christians struggled to learn.  The book of Hebrews was written to people who were 
tempted to go back to the old traditions of the Mosaic Law.  The writer of that letter wrote to encourage them that in Christ 
they had: 
“A better hope.” Hebrews 7:19 
“A better covenant.” Hebrews 7:22 
“Founded on better promises.” Hebrews 8:6 
“With better sacrifices.” Hebrews 9:23 



“A better resurrection.” Hebrews 11:35 
And this was because they had a better and permanent High priest: “By one sacrifice he has made perfect for ever those 
who are being made holy.” Hebrews 10:14  
 
So if we’ve trusted in Jesus, then we must resist the temptation to go back to the religion of the Old Covenant.  If we’ve 
trusted in Christ, then we have something far better.   
 

ii) A New Creation 
We’ve experienced the greatest transformation ever.  We are a completely new creation!  “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new 
creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” 2 Corinthians 5:17  We are not people who’ve turned over a new leaf, 
who’ve got serious about our religion, who’ve started to read the Bible and attend church more.  We’ve not just been 
patched up!  We are now completely new!!   
 
We’re talking about the greatest transformation ever.  From darkness to light, from sinner to saint, from enemy of God to 
child of God, from condemned to justified, from hell to heaven, from separation to intimacy, from death to life!   We have 
an adoption into God’s family, direct access into God’s presence, a sure and certain hope of the future, and the presence of 
God in our lives as we don’t need to come to a physical temple, because we are the dwelling place of God: “Don’t you know 
that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you?” 1 Corinthians 3:16  
 
That’s why Jesus’ disciples didn’t follow the tradition of the Pharisees in fasting.  It was part of the old way when the 
external rituals were thought to be important, where people ticked off a list of credits that got them right with God, so they 
thought.  But Jesus was bringing in a new way, the way of acceptance, forgiveness and freedom through God’s grace..   
 
b) Don’t Follow Empty Traditions 
And so we mustn’t get pulled back into the empty religious traditions of others that they do to try and make themselves 
right with God.  They are no longer meaningful for us – and so we mustn’t be bound by the empty religious traditions.  Paul 
warned against this in his letter to the Colossians: “See to it that no-one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive 
philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.” Colossians 2:8.   
 
When we focus on religious practices, traditions, ceremonies or rituals, we lose our focus on what God sees as our first 
priority – that is our relationship to him.   
 
That’s not to say that we should reject every tradition or reject any religious practices.  But it does mean that we keep what 
is consistent with who we are and that helps us to grow in our relationship with him. 
 

i) A New Community 
Jesus has brought us into a new covenant.  He has made us a new creation.  And so he wants us to live as a new community 
– living out our new relationship with God, doing things that pleases him, and that helps us to get to know him better.   
 
If we go back to the picture of the church as the bride of Christ, then I think this analogy to marriage helps us to think this 
through.  There are rules in marriage.   Rules of faithfulness and exclusivity.  Rules of sharing as two lives become one.  
There are also rituals in marriage.  The wedding ceremonies, anniversaries or date nights. 
 
But marriage isn’t all about rules or rituals.  The rules and rituals are not the heart of the marriage.  Marriage is about the 
loving and committed relationship between a husband and wife.  And so the rules and rituals are there to serve and 
encourage that relationship, rather than to be the focus.   
 
I think it is similar in our relationship with God.  Of course there are rules in our relationship with God.  God is holy and just, 
and we cannot compromise on the commands and standards that he has revealed to us.  God calls us to live in a way that is 
consistent with the moral purity of his character.  But Christianity is not defined by a list of do’s and don’ts – but by a loving 
and committed relationship with God.  Jesus said was the greatest and most important commandment: “Love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.” Mark 12:30  
 
There are also helpful practices in Christianity.  Peter called people to: “Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the 
name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.”  Acts 2:38 not because baptism should be our focus, but because it is 
an important way to declare our faith in Christ and commitment to living for him. 
 
Acts 2:42 records that the early church “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and to prayer.”  That’s not because these rituals defined who they were, or were their focus.  Rather it 



was that Bible teaching, sharing with other believers, remembering Christ in communion and praying together all helped 
them to grow in their relationship with Christ and to fulfil God’s call on their lives.    
 
Conclusions 
So Jesus has shown us that God’s priority is not on following the religious rules, rituals and practices of the past.  Instead his 
focus is our relationship with him through the new way of grace through faith in Christ Jesus.   
 
So let’s make sure that we have come into this new covenant with him though faith in Jesus.  Let’s live out who we are as a 
new creation in Christ.  And let us grow together as a new community of people growing in our relationship with God as we 
follow Christ.   
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