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Sermon for February 5, 2023—“New Wineskins” 
Fifth Sunday of Epiphany, Year A—Text(s): Deuteronomy 30:11-20; Luke 5:36-39 

Amid challenging times, whether it’s dealing with a pandemic, budget shortfalls, staffing 

issues, whatever, we—both churches and individuals—can quickly find themselves in 

survival mode.  

It’s hard to think beyond that. It’s hard to consider that we might someday actually thrive. 

Something happens, I think, to our imagination, perhaps even our perception. All of our 

effort is focused on just surviving. It’s hard to think about tomorrow—the possibility of 

better times ahead, so, we take things one day at a time.  

But Paul, in his letter to the Romans, wrote that, “We know that all things work 

together for good; for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.” 

So, what does this tell us? Well, I think it tells us that by design God wants to use 

challenging times to mold and shape us as His beloved sons and daughters.  

Assuming this is true—and it is—the question is: Are we ready for this? I mean, are we 

listening to God’s voice above all? Above all the worldly voices all around us?  You know, 

the ones telling us we might as well pack it in. Seriously, what are we supposed to do with 

this? What do we do with Jesus’ words?  

Well, to get at that let’s take a look at an ancient process that can bring practical relevance 

to thriving today! It just so happens to be one of my favorite topics, and I know some of 

yours too, and that is—wine! In ancient times, much like today, people made wine through 

fermentation, or the process of aging wine. Now, wineskins were usually made from the 

skin of a goat or lamb. These wineskins—new wineskins—were the primary vessels for 

the aging process.  

The new wineskins were filled with unfermented juice, and left to age for a period of time. 

Gasses formed within the wineskin as the flavor and color, balance and bouquet, the 

complexity of the wine grew. Because the wineskin was new it could expand and hold both 

the wine and the gasses. However, if someone poured unfermented juice into an old 

wineskin the forming gasses would cause the skin to burst. As a result, they lost both the 

new wine, and the old wineskin. 

The Greek words for “new” and “old,” do not merely denote age, but “nature” or “essence.” 

New wineskins by nature are elastic, full of oils, supple, thick, and can be sewn and shaped. 

Whereas old wineskins are already stretched, thin, rigid, and brittle, making it impossible 

for the aging process to take place.  

Why? Because they lack the necessary capacity for the juice to ferment into good wine. 

The potential for good wine is lost. Nothing is gained. Generally speaking, human beings 

are the same way. But as Paul reminds us that  

“…[we] were taught, with regard to [our] former way of life, to put off [our] old 

[selves], which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the 

attitude of [our] minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true 

righteousness and holiness.” 
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So, why can the new not inhabit the old? Why do we have so much trouble putting on the 

new self, that which we have been created by God to be? That’s not an easy question to 

answer, is it? I wish I knew. The truth is that we are the only ones who can answer that for 

ourselves in our own lives. I’ll say it this way Jesus is a master storyteller. So, it’s no 

surprise, that the analogy offers profound and disturbing truths about our lives. The analogy 

takes something very practical to reveal to us the futility of adding our new nature, to our 

old ways of life. 

So, what Jesus is making clear in his analogy is that the old self cannot hold the new, or 

the new will be lost. Just like the old wineskin the old self cannot expand or grow to 

accommodate the new self. Because there’s a new nature within us, within our being. We 

are not—in essence, or in nature—the same. We are a new creation. That is the reality. 

This is what Jesus did for us, by dying and rising for us! 

And guess what? Only our new nature can contain the new growth, good fruit, character, 

healing, and maturity that God has for each of us as his beloved children. He loves us as 

we are, where we are; but wants to continually take us and make us who we were created 

to be; always trying to produce “new wine” in our lives. But why do we ever want to put 

the new into the old, wine or otherwise?  

Well, because of our fallen, broken nature, we seek out more, without making the necessary 

sacrifices. We might—on some level—desire the new, recognizing that it might do us some 

good, but refuse to release the old, thereby allowing things to stagnate. We might even 

think that there’s nothing particularly special about the new—the old suits me just fine 

thank you—so why would we even want it? 

What I don’t get is that this is God offering it, so why in the world would we balk at it or 

flat out reject it? We must choose between new wine in new wineskins, or new wine in old 

wineskins. This choice is vital to our lives, and the life of our church! I believe with every 

fiber of our being that there’s so much God desires for us to be, and to have—so much that 

is new. But it cannot co-exist with the old. Certainly, not entirely. The old nature must be 

“put off,” and the new nature “put on.” It’s the same choice for us now as was for Adam 

and Eve in the Garden. We either choose to be who our Creator designed us to be, or we 

remain the same.  

The ancient Israelites had to make that same choice, as they prepared to enter the Promised 

Land. Moses said to them, as we heard in our first reading:  

“See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and destruction. For I 

command you today to love the Lord your God, to walk in obedience to him, and to 

keep his commands, decrees and laws; then you will live and increase, and 

the Lord your God will bless you in the land you are entering to possess.  

“But if your heart turns away and you are not obedient, and if you are drawn away 

to bow down to other gods and worship them, I declare to you this day that you will 

certainly be destroyed. You will not live long in the land you are crossing the Jordan 

to enter and possess.” 

For the Israelites it was a simple choice between life and death. In many ways, it’s the same 

for us. Despite knowing this it seems that many—if not most—would rather we continue 

doing the same thing. 
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What do they think is going to happen? I suppose that things will stay the same, at least for 

a while; if—and that’s big if—we’re lucky. We no longer have the resources—the time, 

talent or treasure—we once did, so why would we expect different results than what we’ve 

been getting recently? Why? I think it was Albert Einstein, who supposedly said, “Insanity 

is doing the same thing over and over, and expecting different results.” We don’t have to 

choose this! 

As his children, God gives us both the power, and the authority to choose life, and was the 

one who made new life possible in the first place. A new heart is our new wineskin. A 

renewed mind, and changed actions are our new wine—and like the wine at the Wedding 

at Cana, it’s the best tasting wine! The three together—new hearts, renewed minds, and 

changed actions—signify a changed life.  

We are God’s beloved children, most importantly, we can now live as God’s beloved 

children. Why wouldn’t we want this? Why do we so vehemently refuse the call, as Paul 

wrote “...to put off [old selves] which belongs to [our] former manner of life, and is 

corrupt through deceitful desires, and [is to] be renewed in the spirit of [our] minds?” 

Normally, this is where I would say, “And here, brothers and sisters, is the thing…,” but I 

have a few questions first: 

As individuals and as a church, where do we feel “stretched” or “thin,” like we’re 

attempting to put new wine into an old wineskin?  

Why are we struggling to let go of old wineskins? What does holding onto old wineskins 

really do for us? What’s it costing us, really? What might it be costing our church?  

Do we truly believe that this “new life” in Christ is really possible?  Why or why not?  

Is this about God—or is this about us? And if it really is about God, specifically about 

trusting in God, and in God’s promises, exactly how risky, as we talked about last week, 

could all this possibly be? 

If we were to accept this new life, what might it allow us to do? What might we hope to 

accomplish?  

What might this new life look like? How might we be transformed? How might our church 

be transformed? 

It’s being held out to us, ours for the taking, what are we waiting for? 

It’s as theologian and former Catholic priest John Dominic Crossan wrote: “We are waiting 

for God’s intervention. God is waiting for our collaboration.”  

So—yes, these are a lot of questions, and some might be scary, but they’re questions that 

we very much need to think about—and eventually answer. Our future depends on what 

our answers are. And so now, brothers and sisters, here’s the thing: God knows our true 

hearts, and who we are better than anyone. He loves us more than we could ever imagine, 

but he won’t force this new life on us. The choice is ours to make: Old or New. Life or 

Death. 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 

 


