
Mark 2:18-22 Fasting 
With Jesus’s growing popularity came opposition from the religious leaders. The opposition 
came in part because Jesus did not act the way they perceived a holy man should. The belief in 
Jesus’ day was that to be spiritual one avoided certain things while doing other things. When 
Jesus went to the home of Matthew and ate with his friends, all of whom were considered 
sinners, He violated every rule of proper spirituality. Obviously no really holy person would ever 
do that.  

The issue raised in Mark 2:18-22 was about fasting. Some folk noticed that neither Jesus nor His 
disciples were fasting and in their minds spiritual people fasted. If Jesus and His disciples were 
not fasting then they could not claim to be spiritual or to teach the things of God. They were 
saying, “If you are so spiritual, why don’t you make your disciples live up to accepted standards 
of holiness and fast on the expected day?” 

To understand the issue, we need to put fasting in the context of Jesus’ day. In the Old Testament, 
fasting was required on just one day, the Day of Atonement. It was a sign of mourning for their 
sins. That fast day was to be complete with not only no food but no drinking either (Leviticus 
16:29; 23:27). Later the people were called upon to fast at various times as a symbol of mourning 
over sin and as a sign of repentance. Often that attitude of mourning was amplified by putting on 
sackcloth and ashes.  Usually the call to fast was associated with the need to ask for God’s help. 
Following the exile in Babylonia we find that Zechariah added some additional fasting occasions 
(Zechariah 7:3, 5; 8:19). Once (Joel 2:12) God commanded a fast when He called upon His 
people to return to Him.  

Jesus fasted at His temptation. Since He kept all of the Mosaic laws of worship He certainly 
fasted on the Day of Atonement and probably on other occasions also. That Jesus was not against 
fasting is evident from the fact that as a part of the Sermon on the Mount He gave some 
guidelines for it. Read Matthew 6:16-18.  

Nowhere in the New Testament is fasting set forth as a requirement. It was practiced by the early 
church (see Acts 13:1-3 and Acts 14:23). Paul does not mention in any of his letters fasting as an 
expectation for Christians.  

Read Mark 2:18-22. The Pharisees had decided that to be a spiritual person you had to fast two 
times a week, on Monday and Thursday. For them, fasting was not a sign of mourning over sin 
since they did not perceive themselves as major sinners, but a sign of their commitment to God 
that set them apart from ordinary Jews. To them religion was to be somber and joyless. They 
could show the world they were serious about that by putting on a long face and fasting. 

Mark recorded this incident immediately after telling us Jesus was eating with sinners at 
Matthew’s house. It seems likely that those opposed to Jesus not only saw Him eating with those 
unsavory characters but saw Him doing it on one of the fast days. Jesus had made it abundantly 
clear through His teaching that what He was presenting was totally the opposite of what the 



scribes and Pharisees had been presenting. They had taught for years that salvation came through 
legalistic works while Jesus focused on grace because of the mercy of God. Jesus’ message was 
an attack on the self-righteousness of the religious leaders of His day. His not practicing those 
activities that others did with the intent of pleasing God spoke to the unique difference of His 
message. 

The importance of this incident is the response Jesus gave to them. Jesus did not say it was not 
right to fast but rather that it was not the time for it. Jesus’ response consisted of an initial 
observation about the timing of fasting followed by two very important illustrations. 

Read Mark 2:19-20. In Ecclesiastes 3 we have the familiar passage of Solomon that sates “There 
is a time for everything.”  There is “a time to be born, a time to die, a time to plant and a time to 
uproot” etc. Jesus responded to the question of fasting by saying, “there is a time to fast and time 
to rejoice and this is the time to rejoice.”  

Weddings were times of great joy. Fasting was a time of mourning and that certainly would not 
be a part of a wedding. To fast during a wedding would be inappropriate at best and probably 
insulting to the couple being married. In our day, a wedding celebration goes on for a few hours 
and then the bride and groom leave for a honeymoon. In Jesus day the wedding celebration went 
on for at least a week, so it overlapped with at least 2 “required” fast days. Jesus was saying, 
“You know that one is exempt from fasting at a wedding because of the joy of that occasion. Well 
this is a time of great joy so fasting is not required. My being with you should be a time of 
celebration so save the fasting until that time has passed.” Jesus was not putting down fasting 
but simply noting that there are times when it is best not to fast because of the joy of the 
occasion. At least one message coming out of this incident is that being a Christian should be a 
joyous experience. Christians and long faces don’t go well together.  

Jesus went on from that to give illustrations. Jesus talked first about sewing a new piece of cloth 
on an old garment. In our day of pre-shrunk material that may seem odd but in Jesus day there 
was no such thing as pre-shrunk. If you sewed a new piece of cloth on an old garment it would 
look great until you washed the garment. The new piece would shrink and tear the cloth. 

The same point is found in the next illustration about new wine in old wineskins. New wine 
needed to ferment and when it did it created pressure. If the wineskin was older it was brittle and 
the pressure of the new wine would cause it to burst. Not good. 

At first it does not seem that sewing cloth and making sure your wine doesn’t spill has anything 
to do with fasting. In truth it does. Those who were asking Jesus about fasting were saying, “You 
claim to be bringing a new message from God but in the process you have abandoned our 
traditional beliefs and practices.” Jesus’ response was simply, “I didn’t come to reform Judaism. I 
came to establish a whole new approach to faith.” Jesus did not come to tweak Judaism but to 
fulfill it and establish a whole new approach to God, an approach possible because He became 



the perfect and permanent sacrifice. Nothing would ever be the same because of this new 
provision for salvation.  

Read II Corinthians 5:17. Jesus did not come to reform but to regenerate us. His purpose was not 
to simply make us better but to make us new. His goal was not to incorporate all of the accepted 
ideas of being good into His offer of salvation but to transform our way of approach to and 
relationship with God completely. Christianity is not an add on to popular thinking or cultural 
beliefs. Salvation would not come through a corrected Judaism but via a whole new way. 
Salvation is via faith, not via works such as fasting. If fasting is done it has to be understood in a 
new way. 

One of the serious challenges of our generation is the strong tendency toward what we call 
“syncretism.” Our society is committed to harmonizing many different schools of thought in an 
effort to put together what it presents as a better faith, more acceptable, or more realistic faith. 
We are called upon to merge religion and science and when one has to choose among conflicting 
ideas many today choose science. The same is true with the syncretism of psychology and faith. 
Religion is OK so long as it agrees with the latest psychological truths on problem solving and 
making the individual understand his self-worth. Too many churches and Christians are willing 
to dilute biblical faith in an attempt to be accepting of other belief systems, suggesting that we 
can learn from all faith and in accepting tenants of each we are stronger and more united. These 
attempts to merge various religious or secular theories, while not necessarily denying Jesus, 
dethrone Him from being God’s only way to the Father.  

Society asks, “Jesus, why don’t you bow to science?” He answers, “I did not come to merge faith 
and science but to provide a true way to the Father. Focus on that and the rest will ultimately fall 
into place.” 

That is a message we desperately need to provide to our hurting world. We cannot have our faith 
and all the ideas of the world. We need to determine to see faith through the eyes of Jesus. 


