Mark 2:13-22  New Wineskins
I remember a ministry conference I went to in Sydney a couple of years ago called “When Heaven Invades Earth.”  The theme of the conference was revival – something we all pray for!  It was quite an experience.  The presence of the Holy Spirit was very evident on a number of occasions.  The stories of revival happening all around the world left us feeling encouraged that it can happen here in Australia too!
On the last day, the speaker spoke about the need for the church to replace their old wineskins with new ones; the reason being that when there is an outpouring of the Holy Spirit, he needs to be poured into new wineskins that will stretch, not old ones that will break.

The passage I read from Mark’s Gospel a moment ago seems to be talking about two different topics.  The first part is the story of how Jesus called Levi the tax collector to follow him. The next part is about a question the scribes had about fasting.  They were puzzled by the fact that Jesus and his disciples didn’t fast.  They pointed out that John the Baptist’s disciples did, so they wanted to know why Jesus didn’t.
At first glance it seems that the call of Levi has nothing to do with the fasting question – but Mark put those two incidents side by side for a reason. 
Let’s look at Levi for a moment.

People like Levi were viewed as real scumbags by the rest of Jewish society.  They worked for the Romans and collected taxes from their fellow Jews. The deal was that they were allowed to collect more from the people than they needed to and this lined their own pockets.  So they were viewed as traitors. More often than not they were barred from the Synagogue, which was the centre of Jewish life and worship.  They were outcasts!

Jesus spotted Levi sitting at his booth as he and his disciples were passing by.  It was probably much like the toll on the road into the national park.  You weren’t allowed to pass until you’d paid your toll.  Rather than viewing Levi with the same scathing contempt of his fellow Jews, Jesus looked him in the eye and simply said “Follow me.”  

The amazing thing is – Levi did!  He literally dropped everything and became a follower of Jesus.  The next verse tells us that Jesus was having a meal at Levi’s house, together with a whole bunch of other undesirables who had also chosen to follow him.  This really got up the nose of the pious scribes and Pharisees. “Why is he eating with those low lifes?” they asked the disciples. Eating with someone was a sign of friendship.
Jesus heard their comments, and tongue in cheek, said to them, “It’s not those who are healthy who need a doctor, but those who are sick”  (The irony of course was that the scribes and Pharisees were just as sick spiritually as the so called low lifes that they were so critical of!)
The thing that Mark is showing in this short narrative is that Jesus was challenging the Jews long held perceptions about what was acceptable and what was not.  They looked at “sinners” and saw them as the scum of the earth.  They were people that would incur God’s judgment.  They were to be shunned and spat upon.  Jesus looked at the same sinners – and loved them. He offered them forgiveness and a new start if they would follow him.
Then Mark jumps straight into the question about fasting without any preamble. “Why do John’s disciples, and the disciples of the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not?” they asked.  Jesus answered them with a metaphor.  He talked about a bridegroom and the fact that the bridegrooms attendants can’t fast while he is with them.  A Jewish wedding was an incredibly joyous occasion.  The celebrating went on for a week!  It was unthinkable that the attendants would fast during that time.  Fasting was associated with sorrow.  When the bridegroom was taken away- as Jesus would be by death – then fasting would be in order.
Jesus was seeking to broaden their understanding of the nature of God. As they continued to track Jesus on his journey to the cross, they heard again and again Jesus teaching about the Kingdom of God – but they just couldn’t accept it.

They were trying to fit this revolutionary Messiah figure Jesus presented them with into their law bound theology.  They just could not understand.  They couldn’t get their head around Jesus teaching, and so ultimately they would reject him and condemn him – the Son of God –to die on a cross.

The point of BOTH of these short narratives is all about wineskins.

In those days, the home brew was stored in goat skin sacs.  When a new batch of wine was made, there was no way you’d put it into an old wineskin that had already stretched. Because as the wine fermented, an old inflexible wineskin would just burst.  New wine had to go into new wineskins that would stretch as the wine fermented.

The old form of things – the Jewish law and all its restrictions was the old wineskin.  The life – the freedom, forgiveness and healing that Jesus came to bring could not be contained in that wineskin- it needed a new wineskin.  One that would stretch to contain the new wine.
Jesus brings new wine.  The wine of his Holy Spirit. His spirit brings life, forgiveness, freedom and healing.  The power of God is not easily contained in rigid structure and formality. We need to be careful that in the comfort and stability of a church culture that has been with us for centuries that we don’t fall into the same trap as the Pharisees.  We need to constantly maintain a ‘new wineskin’ mindset – otherwise we may just miss something the Holy Spirit wants to do in our midst!
Now, don’t hear me say that I think we should discard all that Anglicans hold dear – our liturgy, our ceremony, our formal prayer.  What I am suggesting is that we need to be aware that the Holy Spirit may choose not to be contained by those things, and may want to do a ‘new thing’.  Let us retain all that we hold dear – it feeds us and nurtures us, but let us also hold a ‘new wineskin’ mindset, so that if revival DOES happen in our community, we won’t discard it because it doesn’t look like what we’re comfortable with or what we’re used to!

Our mandate as Christians in any age is to take God’s message to those who don’t know him.  Australia’s population is around 16 million. 10 – 11% attend church – any church – regularly.  That’s not to say that the other 90% are pagans or unbelievers.  Current church research indicates that there is still a great interest in spirituality – it’s just that the established church is not attractive to those ‘on the outside’, and particularly unattractive to those between 20 and 40.  That is by far the largest age group missing from our churches.

What’s the answer?

Looking at the story of Levi gives us a clue.  Did Jesus set up in the synagogue and wait for those who needed God to come to him?  No.  He went to them. He identified with them.  He went to their homes.  He ate with them. He met them where they were and they followed him.

They early church found that they needed to do the same thing.  They broke away from the synagogues very early in the piece, and the result was that the Christian message spread through the entire known world.

Now again, I’m not suggesting that we break away from what we know and love – but there is certainly good reason for us to begin to find new ways to share Christ’s message with others.  
It’s all about the wineskins. There are two generations of people out there now – sociologists call them generation X and generation Y – that have had no church contact whatsoever.  To share the Gospel message with them may create a community of believers that may not fit within our traditional forms of worship.

In fact, to expect bouncing new believers with no church background to fit into a traditional structure may be like putting new wine into an old wineskin.

I’m convinced that we need to open up to a new move of the Holy Spirit in this new generation.

We don’t have to lose what we have – we can continue to enjoy that ourselves – but we MUST be flexible and go out to those in our community who don’t know Christ, and meet them on their own turf, in their own environment, as Jesus did.

Jesus is calling for Missionaries. He’s calling me – he’s calling you! Not to go to China or Africa – but into the darkness, ignorance and unbelief of our very own community.
“Follow me!” says Jesus.  Will we?

Let’s pray!

