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Today’s Bible passage talks about fasting and wineskins, not your normal topics of conversation these days. After enjoying the thanksgiving feasts of the last few days, maybe we should talk about fasting. It might be just what we need. Yet these topics can be very instructive to us as we think about what it means to be a church these days. Let’s look at Matthew 9:14-17,
14Then John’s disciples came and asked Him, “How is it that we and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?” 15Jesus answered, “How can the guests of the bridegroom mourn while he is with them? The time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; then they will fast. 16“No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch will pull away from the garment, making the tear worse. 17Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins. If they do, the skins will burst, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined. No, they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are preserved.”
Let’s examine fasting first. What good is fasting? Fasting has been a helpful spiritual practice when done in appropriate ways. We deny ourselves something physical, usually food, but maybe something like TV or shopping to remind ourselves that God did not create us just for temporary, material things. Fasting helps to reorder our lives on spiritual priorities that God remains first in our lives. Fasting helps us to pray, especially in serious situations. Each hunger pain reminds us to pray again about the concern or person we want to lift up to God’s greater power and will. If you have not tried to fast before, try it, but begin slowly by missing a meal or two. Then you can build up to taking a full day fast or longer.
What is the danger with fasting? Fasting can draw energy and focus toward ourselves while not directly helping others. Fasting is something we do, instead of what the Lord does. Fasting requires discipline that can lead to pride in personal piety, while not helping others but condemning them. I often wonder about those who do an activity that is supposedly for someone else’s sake, but they get all the attention. For instance, what about those individuals who decide to walk, bike ride or run across the nation to raise funds for others? They get a lot of attention on themselves, but how much are they helping others? Fasting can be like that in making us feel good about ourselves without helping another at all or very little. If we fast for public approval, that makes our fasting empty as we draw attention to ourselves. Healthy fasting means others rarely know we fast at all.
The disciples of John wondered about Jesus’ disciples and thus indirectly about Jesus too. A regular part of their religious routine involved strict fasting. They saw the disciples of Jesus feasting, not fasting, with Jesus. So they asked Jesus why His disciples did not fast. Jesus responded, “How can the guests of the bridegroom mourn while he is with them?” 
For the Jewish people, the wedding feast is a week long celebration. To fast during the wedding feast was an insult to the bride and groom. Jesus is the Groom among us and the Church is His Bride. When Jesus walks among us, He always brings a celebration. Wherever the King is, the Kingdom comes with Him. While Jesus remains with His disciples, it is the time to enjoy their relationship.

Will the disciples of Jesus ever fast? Yes, says Jesus, when the bridegroom has been taken away from them. When Jesus went up to heaven, it began again a time of following healthy fasting again for His disciples. We still live in that time – the time between the first and the second coming of Christ. We call this time, the time of waiting, the time of advent. Just as we wait and prepare to celebrate Christmas and the first coming of Jesus, so we wait and prepare to celebrate the time when Jesus returns to us and we will feast with Him again.

Will disciples of Jesus fast when He returns? No, the fellowship becomes permanent and the spiritual centers us eternally. We will have no more need to fast. The Groom will be with us permanently and all will be of joyful abundance and healthy harmony of body and spirit.
Jesus continues to explain what He means by talking about new wine and old wineskins. He explains why old wineskins cannot be used for new wine. Wine ferments and ages, stretching new wineskins. New wine bursts old wineskins, because they have no more room to expand. So Jesus tells John’s disciples that the old ways of seeking God need to change when God is among us. Times of seeking God are different than times of enjoying God among us. When the Groom is among us, the old ways of the Old Testament get replaced by the new life of the New Testament. 

In fact, each generation needs new wineskins. The wine inside remains the same with wonderful quality of life in Christ. The wineskins that hold that new life need to be constantly replenished. We have seen that in the church through the 2000 years since Jesus walked this earth. We have seen it in the ways music has been used in church worship. In the Old Testament, King David used the lyre. Early Christian churches did not use the lyre. They sang the Psalms and Bible verses with no instrumental accompaniment. Early Gregorian chants of Bible verses centered on antiphonal choirs but still no instruments. Organs did not become popular in church worship until after the 13th century. By the 16th & 17th centuries, great composers such as Bach, Handel & Mozart wrote complex masses with orchestra, choirs and organs. Meanwhile, the early Reformed church prohibited all instruments in opposition to Catholic practices. Martin Luther, called the organ “an ensign of baal.” (which was the false god of the Canaanites) (McClintock and Strong's Encyclopedia, Vol. 6, page 762.) John Calvin said, "Musical instruments in celebrating the praise of God would be no more suitable than the burning of incense, the lighting up of lamps, the restoration of the other shadows of the law. The Papists, therefore, have foolishly borrowed this, as well as many other things, from the Jews." (John Calvin's Commentary, Ps. 33.) John Wesley is quoted to have said, "I have no objection to instruments of music in our chapels, provided they are neither heard nor seen." (Clarke's Commentary, Vol. 4, page 684.) By the 18th century hymns had become the prominent style of music in worship, often taken from common melodies and contemporary songs of the day and rewritten. The late 20th century brought the rise of contemporary Christian worship with folk and rock undertones. Today, music in worship still adapts and changes to help participants center their praise on the Lord. Older generations rarely like the music worship styles of younger ones, as has been true for 2000 years of church history.
Changes in technology and buildings have also meant changes in how the church worships and meets together. Early churches met in homes, then small church building, then grand cathedrals, and now modern acoustical sanctuaries. Preachers used to need a strong voice to speak to a crowd. Modern electronic sound equipment changed all that, no longer requiring a pastor to have a strong voice. Now use of computers and projection helps or hinders worship. All changes can enhance worship or detract from it depending on how it is used and one’s point of view.
We live in a post-Christian, post-modern world that no longer sees church attendance as important to life, and mostly, no longer even thinks about church. How are we going to reach out to them with the message of Christ? The people around us; have little or no interest in our styles of worship, would rather be at a tailgate party on Sunday than worship, and think church is for church people, not for them. Yet Jesus wants His good news shared with them too. What kind of new wineskins does the church need to get them the good wine of Jesus?
Reggie McNeal speaks about another reason the institutional church is struggling today (The Present Future, page 4-5), “A growing number of people are leaving the institutional church for a new reason. They are not leaving because they have lost faith. They are leaving the church to preserve their faith. They contend that the church no longer contributes to their spiritual development. In fact, they say, quite the opposite is true. The number of ‘post-congregational’ Christians is growing. David Barrett, author of the World Christian Encyclopedia, estimates that there are about 112 million ‘churchless Christians’ worldwide, about 5% of all adherents, but he projects that number will double in the next twenty years.”
These people seek real connection to God and each other. If they can’t find it in the church, they go elsewhere. If they find a church that offers them this real connection and encourages their faith, they flock to that church. Many people today are spiritual and seek God, but they don’t associate Jesus with the local church. Many local churches have become old wineskins, unable to hold the new life of Christ because they emphasize old ways to do church instead of emphasizing the true message of Jesus.
What have churches done? They have often taken one of 2 extremes: 
1) They establish a refuge mentality in the local church where they view the outside world as the enemy. They try to live inside a protective bubble and isolate themselves from the world. They try to change any who visit the church to become comfortable for them. Reggie McNeal wrote that these refuge churches, “focus on churching the unchurched not connecting people to Jesus. Focus on ‘cleaning people up’ – changing their behavior so Christians (translation: church people) can be more comfortable around them.” (p.9)
Meanwhile the neighbors around that local church do not want to do church activities just because that is the way church activities have always been done. Older generations look for new generations to take over for them and run the activities the way they have always been run. In a previous church, the women’s group had shared the exact same recipes for specific luncheons each year for decades. They expected the younger women in the church to keep doing the luncheons and use those same recipes. The younger women did not want to keep doing those old recipes, so the women’s group ceased to meet instead of letting younger women do their new recipes.

As hard as it is for us, sometimes we need to let sacred cows die! We don’t believe in sacred cows anyway. We don’t keep programs and activities going just because that is the way we have always done them. They were once new fresh ministries with a purpose and vision. When that purpose and/or vision is gone, the program needs to go too. Instead, we start new programs that have a new purpose held by those with a vision and desire to run them for Jesus.

Church activities are a poor substitute for genuine spiritual vitality. Lots of church activity does not create mature Christians, just tired ones. Let’s focus here at COV on the activities that help people draw closer to Jesus and let other activities be done by dying churches or other organizations.
2) Instead of a refuge or bunker mentality, the opposite extreme for churches is capitulation to the culture around them. They do what the culture wants them to do and believe what the culture wants them to believe. Churches operate based on what is popular and what attracts people without offending them. Pastors only speak on positive parts of the Bible, or don’t mention the Bible at all and speak about popular topics. They have ripped entire pages out of the Bible by not teaching them. They don’t want to offend anyone with the difficult teachings of the Bible. In our time this has led to the inclusive church where everyone and everything is accepted. They don’t separate people from their actions. They don’t want any conflict even if it brings healthy accountability. By doing this, they don’t offer hope to the people who need to hear the freeing truth of Jesus Christ to find health in their confusion and difficulties.
What should we be doing as a church? We need to look for the new wineskins. We can’t wait for people to come to church. Most don’t know we are here. Many don’t think we care. Many don’t care what we offer. We must go out and establish common ground with the people around us so we can share Jesus with them. 1 Corinthians 9:22, “When I am with those who are weak, I share their weakness, for I want to bring the weak to Christ. Yes, I try to find common ground with everyone, doing everything I can to save some.” We are becoming a “Missional Church” – a church that sees our local area as our mission field, not just sending missionaries overseas. We are the local missionaries. We visit our neighbors in their local parks and homes. We offer food and clothing. We sponsor 16 12 step programs. We offer home and family financial training. We go out to offer the love of Jesus to our neighbors to point them in His direction. We try to point people to Jesus, not just to COV. Hopefully they will then come here to COV, but maybe not, and that’s OK if they meet Jesus.
If they do come to COV, we provide appealing options in worship and other welcoming fellowship events. At COV we provide 2 styles of worship at 2 different times. I am praying about offering other worship opportunities. The more options we offer, the more people find a place and time that suits them. We have fun events for all; such as our Harvest of Praise that welcomed some 400 people last Sunday, or our Fall Festival which saw some 250 children attend and enjoy as a safe alternative to trick or treating. We look for new wineskins to share Christ with our neighbors.
What remains the same? While the wineskins of outer form may need to change, the truth and love we find in Jesus do not change. We might have different styles of worship, but we still worship the Lord and hear His Truth for our lives the same at each service. The message of the Gospel does not change while our ways of sharing the Gospel may change. Church of the Valley remains committed to center everything we do upon Jesus Christ to His glory. We follow the Bible as our only authority as to what the church is and does. We organize our worship, fellowship, discipleship, ministry and mission according to the instructions given us in the Bible. The Apostle Paul said it this way, 2 Corinthians 4:2 “Rather, we have renounced secret and shameful ways; we do not use deception, nor do we distort the Word of God. On the contrary, by setting forth the truth plainly we commend ourselves to every man’s conscience in the sight of God.”
The Bible is the manual for doing church, just as it is the manual for living with God and each other. While we have different styles of worship, our message is the truth of the Word of God. We don’t shy away from sharing the difficult passages that challenge us. Not everything in the Bible is comfortable, but everything is for our good. For instance we teach that God designed us to use sex within marriage and that it is harmful outside of marriage for everyone. The truth is that all of us have struggled with some confusion about our sexuality in some ways. That is a temptation common to humanity. We all need some help with this from Christ. We don’t exclude those who have sexual confusion issues and behaviors in their lives. We welcome them and offer them the same type of healing in the Lord that we are experiencing. Some won’t like this teaching, and will choose to no longer attend. They will feel that we are exclusive and judgmental. We are neither. Instead, we desire to help people find healing from their confusion, but we won’t call behaviors we know are harmful good for anyone. We unashamedly offer the truth Jesus taught with the same grace and love Jesus offered to us. Any who truly seek after God will appreciate the truth they discover here at COV for better life in Christ.
What new wineskins are we discovering today? Is there a new way of being the church today? Well some of that is still being discovered. I am sure there are many things COV can do better to share Jesus with each other and our neighbors. We will look for these new ministries and programs. We won’t continue to do things that are no longer effective. We won’t continue to be involved with those who try to hinder or keep us from doing what the Lord calls us to do. We are currently investigating joining a new alliance of churches that share the same concern we have to be Jesus-centered and Bible directed. Together with these churches we hope to learn to better reach out to our neighbors and bring more to know Jesus Christ. Together, we may very well experience a renewal of our churches, neighborhoods and nation. We pray for the direction of the Holy Spirit to lead us to live together as a faithful family in Christ here at COV. Will you join us in doing just that?
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