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There’s been a lot of discussion about whether we should change the date of Australia Day. For many of 
us, it is a day to celebrate the birth of our nation and the great things we enjoy about living in Australia. 
For others, it is a day of mourning, about the loss of land and culture. Something that we have grown up 
to enjoy, is something that we are now being dared to question. Should we hang onto this public holiday 
for the sake of it? Should we change the date and the meaning of it? Or should we get rid of it completely?  
 
GETTING STARTED:  We can tend to ‘collect’ family routines, rituals, ‘nicknames’ and traditions over the 
years. As the years go by, we can forget the significance and meaning behind what we do and say. What 
is a tradition that your parents or grandparents had, that you no longer enjoy (or put up with)? (eg baked 
dinner for Sunday lunch, camping trips, etc) What significance did that tradition have in your family?  
 
READ: MARK 2:18-22 
 
Over the years, the Jews had developed traditions around fasting.  By the first century, they saw fasting 
as a normal part of Jewish life. But, even then, people differed in their level of participation and their motive 
for engaging in it. For Pharisees, this was something they did twice a week. While this passage tells us 
that the disciples of John practised fasting, they possibly had different reasons/ motives to the Pharisees. 

 “The OT specified only one day when fasting was mandatory upon all Israel. This was the Day of 
Atonement, designated as a day for cleansing from sin and affliction of the soul (Ex. 20:10; Lev. 
16:1–34; 23:26–32; 35:9; Num. 29:9–11). In this context fasting is an act of repentance in preparation 
for expiation.”1 “Although regular weekly fasting was not part of the law of Moses, by the first century 
such fasting had become an important part of the practice of Judaism … To the orthodox Jew, this 
one minor point of fasting raised the whole question of the attitude of Jesus to the whole ceremonial 
law. He had already healed on the sabbath (Mk 1:31) … his disciples ate food without the prior 
ceremonial hand-washing customary in Judaism (Mk 7:2), and they even husked corn on the sabbath 
day (Mk 2:23). Taken together, this was highly suspicious: did this rabbi reject the traditions?2 

• The expectation that people fast routinely was something that had developed as a tradition. What 
‘traditions’ or practices have churches and Christians adopted, that are not in Scripture? Think of 
a couple. (eg Christmas, Lent, being quiet/ passive/ non-participatory at church, etc) Then consider: 

o Is there a Biblical principle or basis for this practice/ tradition? 
o Is it helpful or a hindrance to living out our Christian faith? 
o To what extent has it become a ‘non-negotiable’ rather than an added extra? 

 

In Mark 2:18, there was an obvious difference in outward behaviour. The disciples of the Pharisees were 
fasting. The disciples of John were fasting. But Jesus’ disciples weren’t. Jesus and his disciples weren’t 
conforming to a cultural expectation, which could have led to people making assumptions about whether 
they were faithful and orthodox, as measured against Jewish standards.  

• In 1 Sam 16, Samuel had the job of anointing the next king of Israel. He knew the father’s name, 
but not the name of the person that he was to anoint. He had to rely on God’s leading. Read 1 Sam 
16:5-13. What trap did Samuel fall into? What was the message that God gave him? (verse 7) Why 
is it important that we remember this principle, before making judgements about people? 

 

We can’t make a wholesale judgement about the Pharisees or the disciples of John, regarding their 
motives. For many of them, “Fasting (was) not merely relinquishing food for a period of time, but an act of 
worship which expresses one’s dependence on God.”3 . That being said, there’s always the chance that 
something done repetitively, can become routine and ritualised. There are some other reasons for fasting: 

“Fasting is, in the Bible, a sign of disaster, or penitence or mourning, or voluntary abasement of 
spirit.”4 “Other references to fasting are a matter of individual choice: fasting accompanies mourning 
and grief (1 Sam. 31:13), petitions for aid (2 Sam. 12:16; Ezra 8:21), repentance and acts of piety 
(Neh. 9:1–3; Joel 1:14; Luke 2:37) and the pursuit of wisdom (2 Chr. 20:3). … The prophets criticized 
fasting when done with an undevoted heart (Zech. 7:5), with pride (Isa. 58:4–6) or while acting with 
injustice towards the weak (Isa. 1:13–17).”5 

• Why did Jesus reject the appropriateness of fasting, while he was with them? What do you think is 
the significance of Jesus talking in terms of him being the ‘bridegroom’ and the disciples as the 
groomsmen/ wedding guests, celebrating a wedding? 
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John the Baptist had taught: “Repent, for the Kingdom of God is at hand … Prepare the way of the Lord, 
make his paths straight.” “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me … he will baptize you 
with the Holy Spirit.” (Matt 3:1-3, Mk 1:1-8) 

• Read 1 John 1:1-10. How do reflection, confession and repentance help us to prepare for the 
coming reign and rule of God? 

 

• Fasting has been used by Christians over the centuries, as a spiritual discipline, especially as part 
of a dedicated time of prayer. Have you engaged in fasting, either regularly or during a particular 
situation? What motivated you? What changes happened as a result of/ subsequent to fasting? 

 
When Jesus arrived, he announced that the “kingdom of God is among you.” (Luke 17:20-21). Similarly, 
in 2 Cor 6:1-2, Paul cited Is 49:8, going on to say “now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of 
salvation!” Isaiah had talked about God redeeming and restoring his people from exile to the land so they 
would be “a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth." (Is 49:6) In Is 49:13, 
Isaiah noted that the appropriate universal response was to “Sing for joy, O heavens, and exult, O earth; 
break forth, O mountains, into singing! For the LORD has comforted his people, and will have compassion 
on his suffering ones.” In Ps 51, a prayer of confession and repentance flowed into a request that God 
would “Restore to me the joy of your salvation.” (Ps 51:12) 

• A wedding feast is a time of joy and celebration. In keeping with the occasion, we respond with 
generosity, hospitality and joy, rather than self-denial and austerity. In what ways can you more 
consciously celebrate the joy of our salvation in the life of your group? 

 
In Mark 2:21-22, Mark records two common sense/ wisdom statements from ordinary life. Jesus 
highlighted the incompatibility of the ‘old’ and the ‘new’. If a piece of clothing is threadbare and torn, it is 
not wise to use a piece of new cloth to mend it with. During the first wash, the new cloth will shrink and it 
will make the tear worse. Similarly, new wine will actively ferment. Old leather wineskins become stretched 
and/ or brittle. If they are filled with new wine, they won’t endure and last through the fermentation process. 
Instead, they will split apart and, if that occurs, the wine will be lost. What Paul calls “new life of the Spirit” 
(Rom 6:4, 7:6; 2 Cor 3:6) is not congruent with the old way of life. Jewish tradition, particularly that 
espoused by the Pharisees, was incompatible with Jesus’ teaching about life in the kingdom of God.  

• When we became Christians, we had to choose to throw out, not merely ‘patch’, an old way of 
living, speaking and being. What is one thing that you have consciously had to get rid of, from your 
life, since you became a Christian?  

 
“A ripe organic grape is full of natural sugars and there are wild yeasts living on its skin. As soon as 
the skin of the grape is broken, fermentation can begin. To make wine, all the winemaker has to do 
is collect his grapes and gently crush them, releasing the sugary juice and exposing it to the yeasts. 
Fermentation will continue until all the sugar has been turned into alcohol or the level of alcohol in 
the juice reaches around fifteen percent, whichever is sooner.6 

• The conversion of grapes to ‘new wine’ is a good picture of the powerful transforming work of the 
Holy Spirit in our lives. How has an experience of being ‘broken’ or experiencing loss, contributed 
to you being transformed into and becoming conformed to the image of Jesus? (Rom 8:29) 

 
Ed Stetzer highlights two issues facing Western Christians. One is “obscurantism; that is, obscuring the 
gospel by emphasizing things that are actually external to the gospel as being central to it.” When that 
happens, people confuse “the gospel with some idea or expression external to the gospel.” Another 
challenge is “syncretism” which is “mixing of Christianity with something else such that they become a 
different gospel.” “When anything is added to the message of the gospel, the uniqueness and sufficiency 
of Christ is compromised and another gospel can be created that is, well, actually not the gospel. In this, 
obscurantism and syncretism are closely related, each leading to the creation of a false gospel.”7 

• Our new life in Christ is not merely a reflection of our culture. The gospel is counter-cultural. What 
is one issue in the current social/ political discourse, which is challenged by Jesus’ teaching? 

 
God calls us to a new life with him in Christ, empowered and sustained by the Holy Spirit. It is as radical 
as the OT people leaving Babylon, exile and that way of life, to journey to a new country. The prophet 
Isaiah wrote: “Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old. I am about to do a new 
thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? … for I give water in the wilderness, rivers in the desert, 
to give drink to my chosen people, the people whom I formed for myself so that they might declare my 
praise. (Is 43:18-21) Jesus spoke of the Spirit as “living water” and invites us to “drink”. (Jn 7:37-39) 
 
PRAY:   Ask that the Spirit transform you into Jesus’ likeness, plus refresh/ empower you for this journey. 
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