
 

“Put New Wine into New Wineskins” 
(Matthew 9:14-17) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Last week, we were reminded by Christ that He as the Great Physician has come to minister 
healing only to those who know that they need Him.  Remember that the Pharisees, for the most part, thought 
that they were well.  They thought that they were righteous in the eyes of the Lord through their own works.  
But they were utterly blind!  They didn’t seem to realize that the Law was not given to make them righteous, 
but to show them their sin.  It was given to show them their spiritual sickness, so that they would see their 
need for the Lord’s Messiah.  But instead they understood it as a covenant of works and went about seeking 
to establish their own righteousness, when they should have been trusting in the righteousness of Christ.  And 
this is where they failed.  But you are wiser than they were.  You know what the Law is for and your need of 
Christ.  You hear these things from week to week.  And this morning you again have the privilege of seeing it 
before you eyes.  The Lord has given us this sacrament of the Lord’s Supper to remind us that we cannot 
save ourselves by our own good works.  If we were able to do so, then Christ wouldn’t have had to die.  But 
He did die, which testifies to us that we couldn’t have done it on our own.  We cannot save ourselves.  We 
can only trust in the Great Physician of souls to heal us, and to bring us back to God.   
  Now I believe that our text this morning further points out to us the great difference which exists 
between the religion of the Pharisees and that of Christianity.  The religion of the Pharisees, you must 
understand, is not that of Judaism.  Outwardly, it was the same set of rules and regulations as Judaism, except 
for those innovations of the Pharisees, where they tightened and loosened God’s Law to suit themselves, 
rather than letting it speak for itself.  But inwardly it was different.  They didn’t have the heart for God that 
the Law required.  They didn’t have the faith which the Abrahamic Covenant required.  All they had was the 
external religion, but not the internal one.  And so all they had was a covenant of works.  The New Covenant 
is actually the fulfillment of the Old.  It is the reality behind all of the shadows.  With the coming of the New 
Covenant, the shadows of the Old have passed away, even as we have seen in the book of Hebrews.  The Old 
Covenant is obsolete.  Now if the Old Covenant is obsolete and worthless, how much more the formalistic 
traditions of the Pharisees?  This is what Jesus tells us this morning in our passage, where He says that,  
 
  He did not come to repair the Old Covenant, but to bring something new.   
 
I.  Now notice first of all the three religions mentioned in verse 14.   

A.  There is the religion of the Pharisees, that of John the Baptist, and that of Jesus.   
1.  The Pharisees, as I’ve already said, had a formalistic religion.   

a.  Theirs was the Old Covenant, at least in its outward form.  But they lacked the inward part, the 
religion of the heart, the circumcision of the heart.  Or to put it another way, the Mosaic 
Covenant was an essentially legal covenant, that is, a covenant of law.  Paul tells us that this 
law was added to another covenant which already existed in those days:  the covenant made 
with Abraham.  It was this covenant made with Abraham that was the basis for the grace given 
in the Mosaic Covenant.  It spoke of the coming seed of Abraham through whom the nations of 
the earth would be blessed.  It was speaking of Christ.  And the Mosaic Covenant, which 
contained priests and sacrifices and the temple and temple furnishings, was given as a tutor 
until Christ should come, to give the Old Testament saints more pictures of Christ, to teach 
them that they needed Christ, they needed His grace.  But the Pharisees divorced this grace 
from the covenant, and saw it as a purely legalistic covenant:  a covenant of works without the 
promise.  And this made a big difference in the way they lived.   

b.  To understand this, think about some of the great Old Testament saints, such as Moses, Joshua, 
Samuel, David, Isaiah or Jeremiah.  These were those who lived under the Old Covenant in the 
right way.  They were not seeking to earn their own righteousness.  They kept the Law, to be 
sure, for that is how they showed their love to God.  They offered sacrifices as well, because 
they were required by the Lord for an atonement for their sins, as they pointed forward to 
Christ.  But they were not made righteous by these things.  They were made righteous by the 
blood of Christ and by His righteousness.  Even as Paul points out concerning David, that he 
believed in justification by faith.  In Romans 4, Paul writes, “Now to the one who works, his 
wage is not reckoned as a favor, but as what is due.  But to the one who does not work, but 
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believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is reckoned as righteousness, just as David 
also speaks of the blessing upon the man to whom God reckons righteousness apart from 
works:  ‘Blessed are those who lawless deeds have been forgiven, and who sins have been 
covered.  Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will not take into account’” (vv. 4-8).  Think 
about how different the lives of these men were than those of the Pharisees.   

c.  The Pharisees missed this grace.  Paul writes in Romans 10:1-11, regarding Israel, “Brethren, 
my heart's desire and my prayer to God for them is for their salvation.  For I bear them witness 
that they have a zeal for God, but not in accordance with knowledge.  For not knowing about 
God's righteousness, and seeking to establish their own, they did not subject themselves to the 
righteousness of God.  For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who 
believes.  For Moses writes that the man who practices the righteousness which is based on 
law shall live by that righteousness.  But the righteousness based on faith speaks thus, "DO 
NOT SAY IN YOUR HEART, 'WHO WILL ASCEND INTO HEAVEN?' (that is, to bring 
Christ down), or 'WHO WILL DESCEND INTO THE ABYSS?' (that is, to bring Christ up 
from the dead)."  But what does it say? "THE WORD IS NEAR YOU, IN YOUR MOUTH 
AND IN YOUR HEART"-- that is, the word of faith which we are preaching, that if you 
confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the 
dead, you shall be saved; for with the heart man believes, resulting in righteousness, and with 
the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation.  For the Scripture says, "WHOEVER 
BELIEVES IN HIM WILL NOT BE DISAPPOINTED."”   

d.  They missed out on the fact that all these things -- the law, the ceremonies, the sacrifices, the 
priesthood --, were meant to drive them to Christ.  For the most part they did the right things.  
But they didn’t do them in faith, nor out of a love for God.   

 
2.  The second religion mentioned here is that of John the Baptist.   

a.  In the short time in which John preceded Christ, he gathered a following of his own.  It is true 
that when Christ came, he pointed his disciples in His direction and said, Behold the Lamb of 
God.  He must increase, but I must decrease.  But yet we see at this point, even after Jesus had 
been ministering for a little while, that there were still those who were following John, who 
had not yet begun to follow Jesus.   

b.  We are not told much about what their religion is like.  We do know that John’s baptism was a 
baptism of repentance.  And we do know that it was introduced into a time when the Old 
Covenant was still in force.  It may be that John represented a revival under the Old Covenant, 
to return to the truth of it, centered in a religion of the heart.  Jesus said that John was the 
greatest prophet which had ever been born among men.  But he was still in the Old 
dispensation, while Jesus was bringing in the New.   

 
3.  The third religion which is represented here is that of Jesus.   

a.  Jesus came to fulfill the pictures of the Old Covenant.  He came to fulfill the Law, as He told us 
in Matthew 5:17-20.   

b.  He is the promised seed of the woman, the promised seed of Abraham, the son of David who 
would rule forever on his throne, the One who would write the Law upon the hearts of His 
people.   

c.  He came to do away with the Old, not by abolishing, but by fulfilling everything it was 
pointing to in Himself.   

 
B.  Now with this as background, let us try and understand what is going on in this passage.   

1.  The disciples of John came to Jesus and asked Him, “Why do we and the Pharisees fast, but Your 
disciples do not fast?”   
a.  What they were probably referring to was the kind of fasting which the Pharisees were doing 

on a weekly basis, which they were probably practicing as well.  It was their regular practice to 
fast twice a week.  Remember what the Pharisee said when he went up into the Temple to pray 
with the tax-collector:  “God, I thank Thee that I am not like other people: swindlers, unjust, 
adulterers, or even like this tax-gatherer.  I fast twice a week; I pay tithes of all that I get” 
(Luke 18:11-12).   

b.  Now fasting is good, but not all fasting.   
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(i)  Fasting is an act of devotion, a time where you set food aside for a time, usually about 24 
hours, in order to humble yourself before the Lord and to seek Him for certain mercies.   

(ii)  Moses fasted for forty days both times he went up on the mount to receive the law of God.  
Jesus also fasted for forty days, just before He was confronted by the devil.  At times of the 
greatest distress in Israel, the people of God would fast, such as when Esther, Mordecai and 
the Jews fasted when Haman was seeking to destroy them, or such as when Nehemiah 
fasted when he heard that the walls of Jerusalem had been broken down and the people 
exposed to attack.   

(iii)  Fasting is still a religious duty, which we shall see in a moment, and it is something that 
we should think about doing more often.  As I’ve said, going without food is to weaken 
you, to humble you, to make you sense more your dependence upon the Lord, so that you 
might seek Him more earnestly.  We need to set our minds and hearts to seek the Lord for 
all of the trouble we find ourselves in as a church.  When we look around us at all the 
indifference and hard-heartedness toward the Lord and His commandments, even within 
the church, we should grieve, even as Nehemiah did, or as Esther and Mordecai, because it 
threatens the well-being of God’s people, and more importantly, the glory of Christ.  
Fasting is a way of calling down spiritual power from heaven, and can greatly advance 
God’s kingdom, if the Lord is pleased to use it to that end.   

(iv)  But not all fasting is good.  There is a fasting which is merely formal.  Anything, whether 
it is done frequently or only seldomly, can become a ritual, if its true meaning is lost, if the 
heart is no longer in it.  The Pharisees’ religion had become a matter of keeping rules and 
regulations, rather than the giving of true devotion to God.  Most of the things they did was 
to be seen by others.  Remember in the Sermon on the Mount that Jesus rebuked the 
Pharisees for their fasting.  He said to His disciples, “And whenever you fast, do not put on 
a gloomy face as the hypocrites do, for they neglect their appearance in order to be seen 
fasting by men.  Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full” (Matt. 6:16).   

(v)  We are never to do our righteousness to be seen of men.  If we do, then their applause is all 
we can expect to receive.  This is what the Pharisees were doing, and this is what they 
received.   

 
c.  It appears as though the disciples of John also picked up this practice as a part of their religion.   

(i)  I don’t believe that theirs was necessarily hypocritical like that of the Pharisees.  It was 
probably motivated out of a genuine desire to honor the Lord.   

(ii)  But their question to Christ was, Why aren’t Your disciples fasting?   
 

2.  I think from what we have already seen about fasting that you should be able to answer the 
question for yourself.   
a.  It’s not that fasting is unimportant to Christ.  It’s not that fasting was not to be a part of 

Christianity.  Rather it was because now was not a time for fasting, of grief or mourning, but a 
time of rejoicing.   

b.  Jesus said, “The attendants of the bridegroom cannot mourn as long as the bridegroom is with 
them, can they?” (v. 15).  No!  If you were in the presence of Christ, would you grieve, would 
you mourn?  Remember what the apostle Paul wrote regarding his own desires.  He said, “But 
I am hard-pressed from both directions, having the desire to depart and be with Christ, for that 
is very much better” (Phil. 1:23).  The Christian’s joy is to be with his Lord.  Because of this, 
Paul was not afraid of death.  He wanted to depart, and the only way he could do so was to die.  
It was not that he longed for death so much as what that death would bring Him:  into the 
presence of his Lord.   

c.  The bridegroom was here!  The joy of their hearts was present, that One that one day they 
would be joined with forever in heaven!  How could they grieve?   

d.  But this would not always be the case.  Jesus continues, “But the days will come when the 
bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast” (v. 15).  Jesus, of course, was 
speaking of His impending death on the cross, of His atonement on behalf of His people, in 
order to remove their sins and to bring them safely to heaven.  Jesus would not always be with 
them.  And when He was taken, then would be the time for grieving and mourning, then would 
be the time for fasting.  And as long as we are on this earth and separate from our Lord, as long 
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as the two kingdoms are at war with one another, there will always be cause for fasting.   
e.  The day is coming when we will be united with our Lord forever in heaven.  That will be a day 

of great rejoicing.  But until it comes, we are to fast and pray.   
 

II.  But now Jesus says something that has been understood differently by many different expositors.  
He says, “But no one puts a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment; for the patch pulls away 
from the garment, and a worse tear results.  Nor do men put new wine into old wineskins; 
otherwise the wineskins burst, and the wine pours out, and the wineskins are ruined; but they put 
new wine into fresh wineskins, and both are preserved” (vv. 16-17).  What does Jesus mean here?   
A.  There are some who understand this as referring to the disciples’ relation to fasting.   

1.  The Pharisees and the disciples of John had a very rigorous and austere devotion in fasting as 
frequently as they did.  Christ’s disciples were not yet mature enough for this kind of devotion.  In 
this case, the old garment and the old wine skins represent the disciples, and the new cloth and the 
new wine represent their duties.  These will damage the disciples.   

2.  Now it is true that a young Christian needs to grow and mature before he is ready for the rigors that 
the Christian life can demand.  But I don’t believe this is what Christ had in mind.   
a.  For one thing, Jesus had already told them why His disciples weren’t fasting.  It was because 

He was present.  They would begin after His death.   
b.  Also, in just a short while, Jesus would send them out to preach the kingdom of heaven in the 

face of some pretty heavy opposition.  This would be more difficult than fasting.  After all, if 
the hypocrites could maintain this regimen, so could true Christians.   

 
B.  There are still others who believe that the old garments and the old skins refer to the old forms or 

ways of doing things, which won’t do for the way things will be done now, again referring to the 
fasting.  But again, Christ has told us that He hasn’t changed the standards.  Certainly He came to 
fulfill the ceremonial law, and the righteousness of the moral law, but He has not done away with the 
moral law, nor the duty of fasting, as we have seen.   

C.  I believe the most likely view is that Christ is referring to the difference between the Old and the New 
Covenants here, to what it was He was bringing in.   
1.  Notice in both cases there is something old and something new.  There is the patch of new cloth 

which is added to the old garment to repair it.  But because the piece has never been shrunk, it 
eventually tears away from the garment, making a worse tear than before.  In the case of the 
wineskins, new wine is poured into the old skins, and when the wine ferments -- showing us here 
that the Jews were acquainted with fermented beverages --, the gas produced bursts the old 
hardened skins, ruining the skins, and losing the wine.   

2.  But what is the solution to the problem?  Jesus says you must put new wine into fresh wine skins, 
which are still elastic enough to expand with the wine.   
a.  In other words, what Christ is bringing will not fit into the Old Covenant.  It is actually 

superceding that covenant.  He is not coming, in other words, to patch up the Old Covenant.  
He is coming to abolish it, not by destroying it, but by fulfilling it.  This New Covenant, the 
author to the Hebrews tells us, is “not like the covenant which I made with their fathers on the 
day when I took them out of the land of Egypt” (8:9).  He also writes, “When He said, ‘A new 
covenant,’ He has made the first obsolete” (10:13).  And even at that time, that which had 
become obsolete was ready to disappear.  In other words, he tells us, the destruction of that 
whole system was just around the corner, because Christ had already done away with it by 
sacrificing Himself once and for all and brought in the New.   

b.  From the perspective of our passage, Christ was coming to fulfill all the pictures in the Old 
Covenant.  He was coming to fulfill and confirm the Abrahamic Covenant.  His religion was 
not just a patch or a repair to the Old, which is what the disciples of John might have thought.  
It was entirely new.  And, of course, to be a part of it, you had to be made new again in Christ.   

c.  People of God, the Lord’s Table witnesses to us this same thing.  It commemorates that work of 
Christ by which the New Covenant was brought in.  It tells us that we must be made new 
creatures in Christ, if we are to enter into that covenant relationship with God.  We must die to 
ourselves, as Christ died for us.  His death was our death to sin, and His resurrection was our 
resurrection to newness of life, if we are in Christ.  If you are not in Christ, I would urge you to 
come to Him now.  Believe in Him and receive the benefits of His death and life.  But if you 
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do know Him, then prepare yourself now to confess Him again, as we prepare to eat at His 
table.  And let us also be ready to receive His benefits, the benefits of His death, the benefits of 
His mediation, His new wine into the recreated skins of our souls, as we eat and drink to our 
salvation.  May the Lord grant that we all might do so to His glory.  Amen.   


