
The Good News as told by Mark (7)

Jesus introduces the kingdom (4)

A kingdom of joy

Mark unfolds his description of the kingdom of God that Jesus is proclaiming (see Mk 1:14-15).  So 
far he has told us that the kingdom of God is a kingdom marked by compassion, forgiveness and 
hope.  All this is preached against a background of growing hostility from the religious leaders, 
particularly the Pharisees.  Why should this be?  Why were the Pharisees so miserable?

The Pharisees had set the bar so high no-one, not even the Pharisees themselves could reach the 
standard set.  An example is fasting.  Though fasting was a common voluntary practice, the Law 
required Israelites to fast just once a year (on the Day of Atonement, Lev 16:29), but the Pharisees 
said that they should fast twice a week.  This ensured that all Jews kept the Law, and went beyond it, 
thereby showing to God and other people that they were serious about their religion.  But this left 
them with a problem (well several really, but by way of example we'll look at just one).  Weddings in 
Jesus time were big social events.  They did not take place on a single day, at the end of which the 
bride and groom would dash off on their honeymoon.  The typical wedding feast lasted a full week, 
during which time the family and friends of the couple would gather together and celebrate.  During 
this time every one was expected to have a good time.  This, as you will have already noticed, left the 
Pharisees and their disciples in a bit of a fix!  How could you celebrate for a week but still fast on two 
days?  Conversely, how could you fast during a wedding feast without slighting your hosts?  No 
matter how you look at it, the Pharisees had set themselves up to fail.

The more they tried, the farther they fell from perfection.  So, with an ever-widening gap between 
their spiritual expectations and their religious performance, they go round and round in a vicious cycle
of guilt from which they could not escape.  It's no wonder they, and their modern day equivalents, of 
which there are sadly many, were miserable.

Reading: Mark 2:18-22

On the surface, this story seems to be about fasting, about going without food for religious reasons.  
In fact it's about something completely different.  These verses neither tell us it is wrong to fast nor 
that it is right.  Rather, Jesus uses the question to teach something more about the kingdom of God - 
the difference between the joyful life of the kingdom compared with the dryness of rulebook religion.

On this particular occasion some unidentified people came to Jesus with a question: how come your 
disciples don't behave like the Pharisees', or even John the Baptist's disciples?  The question is an 
interesting one - not, "Why don't you (Jesus) fast?" but, "How come you let your disciples become so 
lax?"  Maybe they knew there was no point in questioning Jesus' own behaviour - they already knew 
Jesus not only preached to 'undesirables', he befriended them and even eats with them.  Does he really
expect his followers to do the same?

Jesus' answer to their question comes in the shape of three illustrations, weddings, worn-out clothes 
and wineskins.  Jesus begins by pointing out something that was obvious to all (except, perhaps, the 
Pharisees) - you don't fast during a wedding festival.



Maybe Jesus is reminding them of John the Baptist's words: "The bride belongs to the bridegroom.   
The friend who attends the bridegroom waits and listens for him, and is full of joy when he hears the 
bridegroom’s voice.  That joy is mine, and it is now complete.  He must become greater; I must 
become less." (John 3:29f)  Jesus hints that there will be a time for mourning but that time is not now.

Jesus then refers to a second, deep-seated, reason why his disciples are not fasting.  Fasting is not only
inappropriate at this time but, in as much as it embodies the Pharisees approach to the Law, it is to be 
rejected.  Jesus uses two similar, though subtlety different illustrations from everyday experience.

(Please note that this is not a 1st century manual on good house keeping - it is quite possible to sow 
new cloth into old clothes, all you need do is wash the new cloth to preshrink it, and old wineskins 
can be moistened and treated to make them flexible enough to hold new wine.  These things were 
common knowledge.  Jesus' point is that if you are daft enough to do these things you shouldn't be 
surprised at the result.)

The point is clear, the new that Jesus brings cannot be grafted onto or contained in the old.  The new 
is incompatible with the old.

Jesus has not come to patch up the old and there can be no compromise.  Indeed, if anyone should try 
to just add the new life of the kingdom to their old life then both are ruined.  If you like the old life of 
law and outward conformity, where you know your place and what is supposed to happen next, then 
don't invite Jesus into the mix.  You'll never be able to experience the exciting, uncertain future that 
he brings because you'll be always looking back and saying, "That's not the way we used to do it!"  
On the other hand you will no longer have the safe, if sterile, existence you knew before because 
Jesus will be constantly pointing you in a new direction.  You loose out both ways.

Jesus' ministry is more associated with diner parties and picnics (with 5,000 guests on one occasion!) 
than with fasting.  This does not make fasting wrong, though it should make us ask serious questions 
about why and how we fast.  The idea that fasting will somehow make God more inclined to listen to 
us, or that it will store up heavenly 'brownie points' is to be totally rejected, as is fasting that is 
imposed by religious rules and tradition.

In our present consumer culture, fasting is an effective way of counter-acting 'gi'me' society, of 
reminding ourselves that there are more important things in this world than my wants.  But fasting, 
nor any other religious activity, does not make us better Christians.  It is only when we do these things
with hearts filled with thankfulness for God's goodness that we can offer real praise to God.

The main point of this story, however, is to do with celebration, particularly celebrating with others.  
You can fast alone, but it is much more difficult to celebrate alone.  Being a follower of Jesus does 
not take away the spiritual benefits of fasting but it does add the joy of being part of God's family.

Amen.
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Next week: Jesus and the kingdom of grace


