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Introduction 
At the start of every year, we often make commitments about things we hope to do throughout 
the rest of the year.  This, of course, is the wonderful tradition of New Year’s resolutions.  Here are 
the most common resolutions made every year: 
 

• Join a fitness club and get into shape 
• Spend more time with family 
• Eat at home instead of eating out 
• Keep the house in order 
• Get the house in order 
• Learn something new 
• Find a better-paying job 
• Help those who are in need 
• Read through the whole Bible 
• Pray every single day 

 
Many of these—if not all of them—are wonderful decisions to make and can certainly be 
beneficial to our lives.  I’m sure that all of us have committed to one or more of these in the past, 
and I’m sure that some of us have promised to do one or more of these this year.  I will have to 
admit, however, that mine was not on this list.  My New Year’s resolution was not to make a New 
Year’s resolution.   
 
This brings me to another trend that happens every year and it is intimately connected with 
making New Year’s resolutions: breaking them.  If we’re honest, we would admit that we tend to 
be horrible at keeping New Year’s resolutions.  Most of the time, we last at least a month and 
sometimes as long as six months.  Very few of us make it the whole year.   
 
Take fitness clubs for example.  On average, fitness clubs will see an increase in new members 
anywhere between 30 and 200% during the month of January.  (Usually it’s the larger much 
percentage).  However, on average, only 30 to 40% of those people will remain until the end of 
the year.  The sad and scary part is that the people who never make it to the end of the year 
are paying for a membership they aren’t using.  Clubs know this, and enjoy it. 
 
So, if we tend to break New Year’s resolutions, then why do we even make them?  Why do we 
go through the process of making a promise that we will more than likely not keep?  Is it 
because it’s the traditional thing to do?  If so, then it’s basically an empty promise.  Is it because 
we honestly think we’ll do better than last year?  Okay, but what happens if we fail (again) this 
year?  Or is it because we’ve bought into the idea that we really can create for ourselves a 
newer and better reality—or a newer and better way of living?  That might be closer to the truth. 
 

An Old Problem 
We live in a culture that encourages us to create our own happiness and to make our lives as 
great as we want them to be.  Most of the time, this encouragement comes with a hefty price 
tag.  Anything from cars, houses, boats, and yachts all the way to various forms of cosmetic 
surgery, as well as whatever lifestyle choices happen in between.  However, the key flaw in all of 
this is that this kind happiness is dependent upon our ability to achieve such things.  Therefore, if 
we cannot achieve or have these things, then we will never be truly happy.  So the logic goes. 
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Some of us have bought into the idea that we can create a newer and better reality—or way of 
life—for ourselves.  Some of us have also bought into the idea that to have this newer and better 
reality we have to possess the things of this world.  And some of us have bought into the further 
idea that doing so is the only way to ensure our true happiness.  But I have to ask: are these 
ideas true?  Is this the only way to see things?  There has to be something else, and there has to 
be a better understanding of how things truly are.   
 
I would say that we know this ‘something else’ does exist because we continuously search for 
ways of filling voids in our lives and creating new joys to experience.  We desperately want things 
to be better and we desperately want for our lives to stay young and fresh and exciting; and we 
will completely exhaust ourselves in trying to make that reality happen.   
 
However, we tend to come up short in filling the voids and creating joy and keeping things fresh 
and new; and the reason, which is the hardest thing to admit, is because we are the ones trying 
to create these better realities.  And the more we try to do so, and the more times we fail in our 
attempts, the harder it becomes for us to endure or continue trying.   
 
But maybe that sort of failure is precisely what we need.  Maybe realising that we cannot create 
newer and better lives for ourselves is the solution.  But the bigger question is: are we prepared to 
admit that and surrender our efforts?  
 
Now, up to this point, things have sounded rather grim and for that I apologise.  I wanted to 
focus on such things for two reasons: 1) to show that trying to do things ourselves is not a new 
idea, in fact it’s pretty ancient; and 2) trying to do things ourselves never brings true happiness.  
True happiness runs deeper than superficial pleasures: it’s more than just how we feel; it’s who 
we are at our cores.  True happiness knows what is deeply meaningful and lasting, and it refuses 
to accept cheap substitutes and quick-fix solutions.   
 
More importantly: true happiness is not something that we could ever create, for its true essence 
is beyond our imagination, comprehension, and abilities—combined.  True happiness is a new 
reality that has been given to us by the one who defines what is truly meaningful and lasting.  
The question is: are we going to choose to live in this new reality, or are we going to settle for the 
old one—i.e. one that doesn’t work?   
 
In order to understand true happiness and how to live within its reality, as created by God; this 
requires a complete overhaul in our thinking.  In Matthew 5, when teaching his followers about 
what it means to be perfect, Jesus lays the foundation for this new way of thinking.  He basically 
says: ‘Someone told you not to kill; I’m telling you not to be angry’; or ‘Someone told you not to 
commit adultery; I’m telling you to control your passions.’  Had Cain dealt with his anger issues, 
Abel might have lived.  Had David tempered his desires, Bathsheba and Uriah might have 
remained happily married.   
 
One of the key points to this is that ideas have consequences, and many times these 
consequences come about in real life situations.  Too many times in our culture do we see 
solutions for how to change the effects; hardly do we ever see solutions for how to change the 
cause.  And this is where Jesus’ teaching is radically different—he addresses the root of the 
problem.  He doesn’t say, ‘Stop murdering people; that’s just not nice and it makes other people 
feel bad’; he basically says, ‘You know, if you weren’t such an angry person whose heart is filled 
with rage and hate, then you wouldn’t need to fight off urges of murdering people.’    
 
This is part of the reason why Jesus’ teaching was considered authoritative, powerful, and new—
no one else had been saying the things he was saying.  No one was really dealing with the heart 



CS Sweatman 3 

of the problem; and because this was not happening, the state of the world pretty much 
remained unchanged.  Laws were continuous broken, relationships were constantly violated, 
and nothing seemed to be offered as to how things could be changed.  But then Jesus brings in 
a simple message: if your minds and hearts are different, then your actions will also be different.  
 

A New Solution 
I’m sure many people hearing Jesus’ simple message would stop and say: ‘Yeah, that sort of 
change would require an act of God.’  Well, lo and behold, such an act of God was precisely 
what Jesus was teaching.  The amazing thing about this teaching is that it relates to the 
prophecy found in Jeremiah 31.  That such an act of God, in fulfilment of Jeremiah’s prophecy, 
is part of Jesus’ message can be seen in the parable about the wineskins.  In Luke 5, Jesus says: 
 

And no one puts new wine into old wineskins; otherwise the new wine will burst the skins and 
it will be spilled out, and the skins will be ruined.  But the new wine must be put into new 
wineskins (5.37-38) 

 
It’s virtually impossible to see this in English versions, but there is a crucial distinction being made 
in this passage with the use of the term, ‘new’.  In Greek, there are basically two ways someone 
could express the idea of ‘new’.  First, there is a sense in which ‘new’ means something that is 
young, or fresh, or existing for the first time.  Second, there also a sense in which ‘new’ means 
something that is distinct, or better, or superior to something else.  Interestingly enough, both uses 
are found in this passage.  It could be read like: 
 

And no one puts newly made wine into inferior wineskins; otherwise the newly made wine will 
burst the skins and it will be spilled out, and the skins will be ruined.  But the newly made wine 
must be put into superior wineskins (5.37-38) 

 
The point of this passage is that the container has to be completely remade in order to hold the 
fresh contents.  It would be like trying to put a 500-horsepower engine into old Mini Cooper.  It 
just won’t happen without some serious reworking.   
 
What Jesus is saying is that God’s new wine—i.e. his new covenant, which was promised in 
Jeremiah 31—requires better or superior wineskins because they old ones would fail to hold this 
new wine.  Jesus’ point is that we are the wineskins and we must be remade into something 
better; we cannot stay as we are.  But again, this remaking is not something we can do for 
ourselves.  It is an act of God and him alone.   
 
The bigger issue was whether or not the people hearing this message would allow this act of 
God to work in their lives.  In other words: will the people allow themselves to be transformed 
and made new by God?  Those who embraced not only the teaching of Jesus but also the 
powerful remaking of God through his Spirit, they would be able to live the new reality that God 
has established in Christ.  Those who rejected both the teaching and the remaking of God 
would continue to live in the old reality, and they will do so because they refuse to be remade 
so that they can live in the new.    
 
These differing realities became a major feature in Paul’s ministry.  So many times in Paul’s 
writings does he refer to the contrast between the old way of life and the new way.  What is 
consistent throughout his teaching on this is that the old way of living is that which people try to 
create for themselves.  Everything that makes up the old way are things that people honestly 
believe will bring true and lasting happiness; however, such beliefs are utterly false.  For example, 
in Ephesians 4, Paul says: 
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So this I say, and affirm together with the Lord [Jesus], that you walk no longer as the Gentiles 
now walk—in the futility of their mind, being darkened in their understanding, excluded from 
the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their 
hearts; and they, having become callous, have given themselves over to sensuality for the 
practice of every kind of impurity and greediness.  But you did not learn Christ in this way, for 
certainly you heard him and were taught in accordance with him—as truth is in Jesus.  
[Instead, you learned that] with respect the former way of life, you were to put off the old self, 
which currently being corrupted by deceitful desires, and that you be renewed in the spirit of 
your mind and to put on the newer/superior self, which, according to God, has been created 
in true righteousness and true holiness (4.17-24) 

 
Paul shows that the newer/superior way is one created by God and one defined by his 
standards, and that it is the only way that brings true, lasting, and meaningful happiness.  Also 
notice in this passage that Paul stress the idea of a different knowledge and a different way of 
thinking.  He stress this elsewhere when he says, ‘do not be conformed to this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may properly discern what the will of God 
is, that which is good and acceptable and pleasing’ (Romans 12.2).  And discerning the good, 
acceptable, and pleasing will of God means knowing how to live in the newer and better reality 
that God has created in Christ Jesus.   
 
 


