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So, what’s new at Greenhills Community Church?  

“What’s new” is a greeting we sometimes use with friends we haven’t seen in a while, and when someone 

greets us that way, we’re never quite sure how to answer.  “Oh, you know, same old same old.”  Or, we try to 

think of something that is new: “Let’s see... my son has a new job,” or “we’ve become new grandparents,” or 

“I’ve been watching a new series on Netflix.  Or, if you’re a smart aleck like me, you might say, “’New’ is an 

adjective meaning ‘not old.’” 

The reason, I think, we struggle a little bit with how to respond to the question, “What’s new?” is that anything 

new we might have to share is really quite ordinary, or is really not that new at all; everyone eventually 

experiences it, or someone’s done it before.  It’s like those old clothes in your closet: if you wait long enough, 

they eventually come back into style – bell bottoms and cargo pants, plaids and paisleys.  It’s like the gloomy 

old preacher of the Book of Ecclesiastes said: “What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what 

will be done; there is nothing new under the sun.” (Eccl. 1:9) 

This is true in the Church as well.  Often what passes as new is simply a reboot of what’s been done before.  

Back in the 1990s I started a Doctor of Ministry program on “Congregational Revitalization” at one of our 

prestigious Presbyterian seminaries.  After about 4 classes, I quit because I realize that their approach to church 

revitalization, church renewal was simply Doing Church Better.  It was simply doing what had always been 

done, but doing with more expertise or more understanding or more finesse.  “Church revitalization” by 

definition simply means going back to the way things once were, and anyone who has been our the church for 

the last 20, 30, 50 years knows that “doing church better,” trying to crank up the old programs, trying to 

recapture past vitality, just isn’t working out that well.  Is it? 

But, I have some good news, Greenhills Church!   

 I am about to do a new thing; 

 now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? (Isaiah 43:19a) 

and the new thing that God is doing, that God wants to do in all our churches is being activated and energized 

by the new wine of the gospel.   

Here’s a saying of Jesus you’ve probably heard before: 

“And no one puts new wine into old wineskins; otherwise, the wine will burst the skins, and the wine is lost, and 

so are the skins; but one puts new wine into fresh wineskins.”  

(Mark 2:22) 

Jesus is describing a phenomenon with which the people of his time were very familiar.  The skins of grapes 

already have some yeast growing on them.  As the grapes are crushed to make wine, the juice begins 

fermenting spontaneously.  The yeast turns natural sugars in the grapes into alcohol and CO2. This is the new 

wine which was then stored in leather flasks – wineskins – and the fermentation process often continues after it 

is put in the wineskins.  The release of the CO2 causes the wineskins to expand, which new, flexible wineskins 

could handle, but which old “cured” wineskins could not.  



It’s clear that in the context of Mark, the new wine is the gospel, the Good News of the Kingdom of God which 

Jesus came to announce and inaugurate.  And the saying about the wineskins is directed at everyone who was 

invested in and stuck in the old structures and ways of being religious, everyone who was working hard to “do 

church better,” everyone who was hoping very hard for a return to the glory days of Israel, everyone who had 

accommodated themselves to the power structures and systems and culture of the day: the disciples of John 

the Baptist, who wondered why Jesus disciples we’re following the rituals and rigors of fasting like they were; 

the Pharisees who horrified by the kinds of people Jesus was hanging out with; and even the crowds and Jesus’ 

own followers – What Jesus is saying to them is that the gospel consists of something that cannot be patched 

onto or contained within their current ways of thinking or behaving.   

The gospel is not just the story of Jesus or a message about how Jesus saves us.  The gospel is God’s truth 

which by its nature creates newness, and so always pushes against 

and threatens the old containers into which it is poured.   

45 years ago, Howard Snyder, a church historian, theologian, 

missionary, and pastor, wrote a book called The Problem of 

Wineskins, in which he said:  

Every age knows the temptation to forget that the gospel is ever 

new.  We try to contain the new wine of the gospel in old wineskins—outmoded traditions, obsolete 

philosophies, creaking institutions, old habits.  But with time, the old wineskins begin to bind the 

gospel. Then they must burst, and the power of the gospel pour forth once more. 1 

You see, the truth is that sometimes we are the old wineskins.  Our ways of thinking, our churches are the old 

wineskins, and as Howard Snyder said, “with time the old wineskins begin to bind the gospel and then they 

must burst.”   

Let’s admit that this is not only threatening, but also a dangerous word.  Not everything new is of God.  Not 

every new idea or gizmo or movement or possibility or form or way of doing things is of God.  And because we 

live in a world where new things come at us all the time and in a world that worships newness, we have to be 

discerning that it is the gospel that is pushing us into new wineskins, and not just the change we see 

happening around us.   

Notice in our Bible passage how Jesus responds to the question about fasting: “Why don’t your disciples fast 

like we do?”  Jesus didn’t say, “Fasting is an old thing we need to get rid of.”  He said, Right now, the “wedding 

guests cannot fast while the bridegroom is with them ... the day will come when the bridegroom is taken away 

from them, and then they will fast on that day.”  In other words, the time and purpose of fasting is changed, 

but not the value of fasting itself.  As Bible commentators have observed, “the text’s paradoxical counterthrust 

about future fasting and about preserving the old garment warns against the easy assumption that everything 

old must be bad and everything new must be good.”  2 

So how do we discern what the gospel is pushing us into?  Pushing you into?  In some ways, you have to 

answer that question for yourself as you drink from the gospel over and over again.  But let me suggest some 

guidelines for thinking about that by looking at how the gospel changed the wineskin of religion in Jesus’ day.   

 
1 The Problem of Wineskins, by Howard Snyder, InterVarsity: 1977; p.16 
2 Mark. Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Preaching and Teaching, by Lamar Williamson, 2009 
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First, the gospel shattered the concept of insiders and outsiders. This is huge.  Read the Book of Acts and most 

of Paul’s letters; the question of who’s one of us and who is not was one of the most contentious and 

persistent debates of the early church.  When Peter when to the home of the Gentile, Cornelius, and when Paul 

wrote “There is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female; you are all one in Christ” (Gal. 3:28), it 

blew the minds of the old wineskin people.  By eating with tax collectors and all sorts of other sinners, by 

touching lepers, by including women as his disciples, by traveling to Syria and Samaria, Jesus disrupted all 

conceptions of who’s holy and who’s not, of who is in and who is not.  This is one of the most profound shifts 

brought on by the new wine of the gospel and it still challenges us in each of our churches to consider, Who 

do we think of as outsiders today?  People of a different race?  People who have different political or 

theological views?  People from another neighborhood?  People who have not grown up in our church?   

A second impact is that the gospel eliminated the need for the priesthood.  This is the whole point of the Book 

of Hebrews, where Jesus is called our Great High Priest,” who “once for all” and “for all time” offered sacrifice 

for our sin.  We’ve since reinstated the priesthood in title and in the distinction between clergy and lay persons. 

But the early church had no need of priests: only missionaries, prophets, evangelists, pastors, teachers and 

overseers.   

The gospel also eliminated the need for the temple.  Jesus told the Samaritan woman at the well that the hour 

had come when people would no longer have to go to a particular place or building –  “neither on this 

mountain or in Jerusalem” – to worship God, and he promised his disciples that wherever two or three were 

gathered in his name, he would be present.  We don’t call our houses of worship temples like Hindus or the 

Mormons do, but the way we cling to, and cherish, and fight over, and invest in, and limit, and depend upon 

our church buildings, haven’t we succumbed to a temple mindset?  In fact, think about this, we often use the 

word “church” to talk about the physical structure where we meet.  We “go to church.”  But in the Scriptures, 

the word “church” is never used to talk about a building.  It always refers to a group of people.  We are the 

church.   

Let me just mention a few more: The gospel shifted the understanding of how we get right with God, from 

following a set of rules and practices, to accepting grace.  This is the theology of the New Testament.  The 

gospel flipped the understanding of leadership from being “large and in charge,” to being humble and serving 

others.  And the gospel disconnected the notion of God’s Kingdom from any earthly nation or political system.  

Even after Jesus was resurrection, the disciples asked him, “Is now the time you’re going to restore the kingdom 

to Israel?”  That was the wrong question, as Jesus told Pilate, “My kingdom is not from this world.”  As far as 

Jesus and the early church were concerned, it doesn’t matter what country you live in; our citizenship is in 

heaven, and we’re to be ambassadors for Christ to all the nations of the world.  The nation of Israel, the Holy 

Roman Empire, and the notion that America is or should be a Christian Nation, are all old wineskins.   

No doubt, we could of many other ways the gospel changed the wineskins of Jesus’ time.  But just think about 

how this list might push against the seams of our current wineskins: our structures, our institutions, our 

practices, and also our attitudes, traditions and assumptions—what we hold on to, how we hold on to it, and 

how we relate to the world around us.   

So... what’s new Greenhills Church? 

Let me encourage you to be careful and thoughtful about how you answer that.  Because if we keep trying to 

pour the new wine of the gospel into the old wineskins of the churches we’ve inherited, as Jesus says, both the 

wine and the wineskins will be lost; both the gospel and our churches will be lost.  



But let us also answer that question with hope!  Because the gospel is always good news and the gospel is 

always new wine.  So what new wineskins is the fermenting, expanding, lifegiving wine of the gospel pushing 

your church, pushing you, into?   


