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Sermon Presented by James Londis 

September 26, 1981, Sligo Church 

 

THE RIGHT MESSAGE IN THE WRONG CONTAINERS 

 
Scripture Reading: Matthew 9:15-17, NIV 

 

The Mosaic law required one day of fasting each year on the Day of Atonement. Devout Jews had 

added so many more fasts that they could boast, as did the Pharisee, "I fast twice in the week." (Luke 

18:12) 

Jesus seemed to approve of fasting as part of a disciplined spiritual life, but more often than not his 

disciples, and perhaps he, ignored many of these fasts. 

When he was challenged about this, Jesus stated that his gospel was so joyous, more like a wedding 

than a wake, that it was as inappropriate to fast over the gospel as it was to fast at a wedding! 

The dominant note of Christ's ministry was a deep joy. The sweet news of the Gospel was going to 

uproot the Jewish traditions of legalism and works-righteousness. Instead of merit there would be a 

song. People would still be under the law in the sense that God's will would rise up out of the depths 

of their grateful hearts—but it was a law whose obedience brought perfect freedom. 

Christ's message was like a rainbow silhouetted against a storm. Nevertheless, he warns, the day will 

come when the joy of the wedding will, for a time, be gone. When the Bridegroom is taken away, 

crucified, then they will fast. Food has no flavor, dancing has no attraction, when the Bridegroom is 

murdered. There is only sorrow and weeping—fasting becomes the language of the soul. 

Change must be expressed appropriately! The new often breaks up the familiar. Whenever the new 

comes there are two dangers. In the image of the garments, Jesus’ concern is for the old garment that 

will be torn by the new. (When washed, the new material may shrink and pull a bigger hole in the old.) 

If we do not realize that the new is too strong for the old, even what is of value in the old may be 

destroyed. 

In the image of the wineskins—new wine in old wineskins—Jesus' concern is for the new. Not one 

precious drop of wine must be lost. 

The Gospel would break the Judaistic wineskin, and you see the agitation and stress in the New 

Testament Epistles. "Later it would stretch the old bottle of slavery beyond limits, and spill over the 

world in a new wine of freedom." (Buttrick, Parables of Jesus, p. 8.) 

"Then why try to save old wineskins? They exist for the wine, and only the wine is precious…(Ibid.) So 

long as the energy and vitality of the new life in Christ is preserved, the old forms are adequate. 

The moment the old forms, the old ways  begin to drain life from Christ's Gospel, they must be 

discarded without remorse. If they are not discarded, the wine will burst them apart in an agonizing 

loss, not merely of the skins but also of the wine. 

As human beings, however, we have a tendency to give the wineskins a peculiar sanctity. They are only 

important because they hold the wine! But it seems we cannot learn Christ's lesson. New modes of 

expression, new ways of doing things, seem to clash with the old time and time again; and new wine is 
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spilled. This comparing and contrasting the new and the old is a refrain in Jesus' teaching. He talks 

about treasures new and old and makes it clear that the old ways are to be milestones so we don't 

wander around in confusion—millstones around our necks that drown us in the depths of the sea. 

"A conservatism which, for the sake of the future, safeguards the treasure of the past" is to be 

applauded. But a conservatism which denies the future and the treasure it contains to preserve the 

past deserves contempt. "If the new has no root in the old, it withers. If the old grows no new leaves, it 

dies." (Ibid., p. 11.) 

Neither standing pat nor worshipping novelty is adequate. Both extremes are to be avoided. The many 

ways in which this fundamental insight translates into our own situation can hardly be counted. Even 

Paul had some problems. When he tells us in 1 Corinthians 9 that he must exercise his freedom to 

preach the Gospel, he admits there have been tensions: 

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as 

possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like 

one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. To 

those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God's 

law but am under Christ's law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became 

weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might 

save some. I do all this for the sake of the Gospel, that I may share in its blessings. (1 

Corinthians 9:19-24, NIV) 

The history of Paul’s preaching is the history of a man who put the Gospel in many different skins to 

fit the needs of hearers, yet the new wine was poured from skin to skin without spilling a drop. It 

made its impact. The whole missionary strategy of the apostle is in these verses. When any form or 

institution could not hold the gospel message, Paul got rid of it and adopted something that would. 

I would like to relate a modern example of this technique. I talked to a missionary about our work in 

Asia, particularly those terribly war-torn countries of Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam and Thailand. For many 

years missionaries, Adventists included, assumed that Western architecture, Western music, Western 

dress—our forms and institutions—were the skin in which the Gospel had to be preached. We built 

nice little white New England-style churches—with steeples—in the middle of a culture full of 

pagodas—thinking that the contrast would allow the Christian message to stand out distinctively. 

It did not work. One missionary working in a remote part of Thailand finally decided that he would 

build a church that looked like a pagoda. (He was roundly criticized for this decision.) 

What happened? The new wine of the Gospel literally drenched that area. People came to services, they 

were baptized, God's work moved forward. It is interesting to consider how the different perspectives 

of the missionary and the native Thai would view our text this morning. 

To the missionary, he was putting the new wine of the gospel into a new wineskin—this had never been 

tried before. The old skin was not doing the job. In that sense, it had burst and was no longer useful. 

To the Thai, this was new wine in an old wineskin—one he understood and was familiar with—but it 
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was not a wineskin so small and brittle that it would break and thus spill the precious new wine. This 

is Paul's method used in our time. 

Where we run into difficulties in the church is when some of us assume that using new wineksins 

means the message is being spilled and lost. The mere act of taking the wine out of the old wineskins 

is so frightening and the danger so great that some will be spilled, we simply assume that there is no 

way the transfer could be made without losing at least some of the wine. Jesus made it clear, however, 

that if we did not put the wine into new wineskins, the old would burst and there would be nothing of 

value left anymore! 

Robert Zamora (formerly with the Columbia Union College/Newbold College Religion Department) tells 

the story of being in Hyde Park, London, listening to a fundamentalist preacher trying to witness to a 

young man who had taken a pamphlet from him. 

The preacher used every cliche in the book. ‘You are a sinner. You are lost. To be saved you must 

repent of your sins and be washed in the blood of the Lamb. Will you give your heart to Jesus right 

now and accept him as your personal savior?’ 

The young man looked totally bewildered. 

Bob Zamora stepped forward and asked if he could horn in on the discussion. "Do you understand 

what this fellow is saying to you?" "No, I don't. What's he talking about?" 

Bob replied: "He is telling you that God created humanity with tremendous potential, with creativity 

and possibilities that are limitless. But for some reason, those powers that can do so much good are 

used most of the time for selfish reasons, so we abuse each other, rape our environment, exploit the 

poor, kill each other in senseless wars, and never really achieve the possibilities we have. 

Jesus Christ came to turn all that around. His mission was to remind us of our potential and to provide 

power for us to reach it, for the good of all mankind. But people have to realize first that there is a 

problem, turn away from the problem and accept the right solution. Jesus says that his answer is the 

only adequate one." 

"Do you understand now what he is trying to say?" "Oh well, I understand that. Why didn't he say that 

in the first place?" 

When I was studying at Boston University, a friend of mine was discussing religion with me. He said, 

"Jim, I can't make sense out of what you religious people are saying. You tell me that God exists, but I 

don't know what those terms mean the way you use them. God is an invisible, intangible, odorless, 

reality. Nobody can hear, see, touch or feel him if they want to, only if he wants them to. If God does 

not want to contact you, you're out of luck, aren't you? Furthermore, what do you mean when you say 

he exists? My idea of something that is real is precisely something that can be sensed. That we can all 

agree on.” 

How do I persuade him to drink the new wine of the Gospel without pouring it into a new wineskin? No 

evangelistic sermon I have ever heard will answer his question. Some Christians might say that there is 
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no point in casting our pearls before swine, that such an intellectual snob has been sipping the wine of 

Babylon so long he cannot taste or appreciate the wine of the Gospel. Just forget it. 

To paraphrase Paul: ‘To the intellectuals I became an intellectual that I might win some; to the working 

man I became a working man that he might gain Christ; to the ultraconservative Baptist, I became 

conservative that in all things Christ might be exalted.’ 

While attending Boston University, I was enrolled in a Death of God seminar. This was a big topic of 

discussion then and the seminar was full of ministers and atheists. One night the teacher failed to 

appear on time for class. While waiting for him, one skeptic woman asked: "How can some of you 

believe in all that mythology? God becoming man, virgin births, the whole thing is nonsensical." 

Her problem with wine cannot be solved by quoting a Bible text. What is at issue is whether or not the 

Bible even makes sense. To quote from it is to commit the fallacy of begging the question. 

Christ's new wine needed some new wineskins. In answering her question, I decided that I had to drop 

all the religious lingo—no washed in the blood of the Lamb, etc. She didn't understand that kind of 

language much less believe it. I decided to use the language of ethics and psychology—something she 

could understand. I talked about the importance of love and the fact that Christians believe that there 

is a source of love in the Universe. Love is not simply an emotion, it is a principle. Love has a reality 

that is independent of my own personal feelings or someone else's. There is a sense in which love is 

not the present reality and possession of most people. There is a lack of trust in human experience and 

existence. I went on to talk in that kind of language and finally came to the significance of the cross. It 

took about 20 minutes for me to get through this and everybody sat there and listened. I said, "I don't 

know how the Methodist and Catholic pastors feel but that's where I'm coming from in terms of my 

faith." 

Her response was, "That kind of faith I can accept." 

That kind of faith was not different than any other kind of faith. She could not grasp or appreciate 

faith in the old wineskins. That is the problem. 

There has always been and there always will be some conflict between the new and the old. Remember: 

The wineskins do not matter—whether old or new! What is precious is the wine—the message. 

Sometimes the wine, in order to preserve it, must be poured from an old skin to a new one. 

May our Lord Jesus Christ help us to see that the transfer is made because we believe the wine is a 

priceless treasure, not because we do not value it at all. 



<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /None

  /Binding /Left

  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4

  /CompressObjects /Tags

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages true

  /CreateJDFFile false

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.0000

  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK

  /DoThumbnails false

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /EmbedJobOptions true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EndPage -1

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /LockDistillerParams false

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /Optimize true

  /OPM 1

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo true

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments true

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply

  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve

  /UsePrologue false

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /AlwaysEmbed [ true

  ]

  /NeverEmbed [ true

  ]

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /CropColorImages true

  /ColorImageMinResolution 300

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageResolution 300

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /CropGrayImages true

  /GrayImageMinResolution 300

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageResolution 300

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /CropMonoImages true

  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageResolution 1200

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /AllowPSXObjects false

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /PDFX1aCheck false

  /PDFX3Check false

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXRegistryName ()

  /PDFXTrapped /False



  /Description <<

    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>

    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>

    /DAN <>

    /DEU <>

    /ESP <>

    /FRA <>

    /ITA <>

    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>

    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>

    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)

    /NOR <>

    /PTB <>

    /SUO <>

    /SVE <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)

  >>

  /Namespace [

    (Adobe)

    (Common)

    (1.0)

  ]

  /OtherNamespaces [

    <<

      /AsReaderSpreads false

      /CropImagesToFrames true

      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue

      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false

      /IncludeGuidesGrids false

      /IncludeNonPrinting false

      /IncludeSlug false

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (InDesign)

        (4.0)

      ]

      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false

      /OmitPlacedEPS false

      /OmitPlacedPDF false

      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy

    >>

    <<

      /AddBleedMarks false

      /AddColorBars false

      /AddCropMarks false

      /AddPageInfo false

      /AddRegMarks false

      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK

      /DestinationProfileName ()

      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /Downsample16BitImages true

      /FlattenerPreset <<

        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution

      >>

      /FormElements false

      /GenerateStructure false

      /IncludeBookmarks false

      /IncludeHyperlinks false

      /IncludeInteractive false

      /IncludeLayers false

      /IncludeProfiles false

      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (CreativeSuite)

        (2.0)

      ]

      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /PreserveEditing true

      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged

      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UseDocumentBleed false

    >>

  ]

>> setdistillerparams

<<

  /HWResolution [2400 2400]

  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]

>> setpagedevice



