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December 3, 2017
Concerning Fasting

Concerning Fasting
Matthew 6:16–24; Isaiah 58:1–9; Acts 13:1–3
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Focus on the Word
 � Key Verses

“Your Father who is in secret; and your Father who 
sees in secret will reward you” (Matthew 6:18). Our 
study begins with Christ’s instruction about how and 
why we carry out our spiritual disciplines and acts 
of obedience to God. The threat of superficiality is 
always lurking at our doorstep, and Jesus addresses 
the issue clearly, beginning with the discipline of 
fasting.

“Why do we fast, but you do not see?” (Isaiah 
58:3). The passage in Isaiah demonstrates that superficiality has always been an 
issue, and in this text we are offered a beautiful description of what it really means 
to deprive ourselves for God’s purposes.

“Then after fasting and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them 
off” (Acts 13:3). In Acts, we see a demonstration of how fasting took place in the 
early church, offering an example of how leaders at Antioch placed themselves in 
a position to hear from God.

Beyond the 
Selected Text

• Matthew 9:14–17

• Acts 14:21–23

• Zechariah 7:1–14

• James 5:1–6

• 2 Corinthians 10:12–18

• 1 Peter 1:3–9

• Ezra 8:21–23
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 16 “And whenever you fast, do not 
look dismal, like the hypocrites, 
for they disfigure their faces so 
as to show others that they are 
fasting. Truly I tell you, they have 
received their reward.

 17 But when you fast, put oil on 
your head and wash your face,

 18 so that your fasting may be seen 
not by others but by your Father 
who is in secret; and your Father 
who sees in secret will reward 
you.

 19 “Do not store up for yourselves 
treasures on earth, where moth 
and rust consume and where 
thieves break in and steal;

 20 but store up for yourselves 
treasures in heaven, where 
neither moth nor rust consumes 
and where thieves do not break 
in and steal.

 21 For where your treasure is, there 
your heart will be also.

 22 “The eye is the lamp of the body. 
So, if your eye is healthy, your 
whole body will be full of light;

 23 but if your eye is unhealthy, 
your whole body will be full of 
darkness. If then the light in you 
is darkness, how great is the 
darkness!

 24 “No one can serve two masters; 
for a slave will either hate the 
one and love the other, or be 
devoted to the one and despise 
the other. You cannot serve God 
and wealth.”

Matthew 6:16–24
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 � Questions for Comprehension

1. Why does Jesus use the word hypocrites in verse 16? Couldn’t they 
have been sincere in their purposes for fasting?

2. What treasures were hypocrites trying to gain compared to those 
who pray in secret? What kind of reward should we expect from 
God when we fast privately, without others knowing?

3. What might the treasures be in verses 19–21? How does trying to 
impress others relate to storing up treasures?

 � Questions for Reflection

1. Why do you think people fasted in Jesus’ time? What is the value 
in fasting today?

2. How is double-mindedness exemplified in these verses in regard to 
fasting, treasures, and a healthy eye? How might we know if we are 
double-minded?

3. How does the way we carry out our spiritual disciplines relate to 
serving two masters? Are we more likely to engage in spiritual 
disciplines if they are in the presence of others or if they are private 
and unseen?

 � Application

Fasting—as with all spiritual disciplines—has no spiritual value 
unless we fast with healthy motives and genuine submission 
to God. We fast not just from food, but also from anything that 
would control us through addiction, preoccupation, or unhealthy 
dependence. What might those things be in your life? Today, take 
time to rest in God’s presence, asking the Spirit to show you where 
you might be more preoccupied with looking like a good Christian 
than with actually deepening your relationship with God through 
the freedom that fasting can bring.
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 1 Shout out, do not hold back! 
Lift up your voice like a trumpet! 
Announce to my people their 
rebellion, to the house of Jacob 
their sins.

 2 Yet day after day they seek me 
and delight to know my ways, 
as if they were a nation that 
practiced righteousness and did 
not forsake the ordinance of their 
God; they ask of me righteous 
judgments, they delight to draw 
near to God.

 3 “Why do we fast, but you do not 
see? Why humble ourselves, but 
you do not notice?” Look, you 
serve your own interest on your 
fast day, and oppress all your 
workers.

 4 Look, you fast only to quarrel 
and to fight and to strike with a 
wicked fist. Such fasting as you 
do today will not make your 
voice heard on high.

 5 Is such the fast that I choose, 
a day to humble oneself? Is it 
to bow down the head like a 
bulrush, and to lie in sackcloth 
and ashes? Will you call this a 
fast, a day acceptable to the 
Lord?

 6 Is not this the fast that I choose: 
to loose the bonds of injustice, to 
undo the thongs of the yoke, to 
let the oppressed go free, and to 
break every yoke?

 7 Is it not to share your bread 
with the hungry, and bring the 
homeless poor into your house; 
when you see the naked, to 
cover them, and not to hide 
yourself from your own kin?

 8 Then your light shall break forth 
like the dawn, and your healing 
shall spring up quickly; your 
vindicator shall go before you, 
the glory of the Lord shall be 
your rear guard.

 9 Then you shall call, and the Lord 
will answer; you shall cry for 
help, and he will say, Here I am.

Isaiah 58:1–9
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 � Questions for Comprehension

1. What were the Israelites complaining to God about in verse 3? 
What were they doing right in the way they observed their fasts?

2. Why was God not satisfied with the way they observed their fasts? 
Does it seem too perfectionistic of God to tell them to fast, and 
then refuse to honor it because they weren’t doing other things 
right?

3. How does the behavior God describes in verses 6–7 qualify as a 
fast?

 � Questions for Reflection

1. In what ways is it possible that going to church each Sunday, 
reading the Bible, and praying could actually fall into superficial 
behaviors without our realizing it?

2. It’s much easier to do outward forms of devotion than to be 
transformed from our heart. What do you think God looks for to 
determine whether we are sincere and fervent in our worship and 
spirituality?

3. There is an observable movement today of Christians leaving the 
structure of traditional church, gathering in smaller groups for 
worship and study, and becoming more actively involved in justice 
issues such as homelessness, hunger, and prejudice. Do you think 
this is pleasing to God? Why or why not?

 � Application

Make two lists: first, ways you can take part in healthy and righteous 
observance of worship and devotion, both inwardly and outwardly. 
Then make a second list of ways you participate in alleviating 
hunger, homelessness, injustice, and prejudice. Lay these before 
God and listen to what the Spirit wants to say to you about them. 
Make note of what comes to you during this time.
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 1 Now in the church at Antioch 
there were prophets and 
teachers: Barnabas, Simeon 
who was called Niger, Lucius of 
Cyrene, Manaen a member of 
the court of Herod the ruler, and 
Saul.

 2 While they were worshiping the 
Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit 
said, “Set apart for me Barnabas 
and Saul for the work to which I 
have called them.”

 3 Then after fasting and praying 
they laid their hands on them 
and sent them off.

Acts 13:1–3
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 � Questions for Comprehension

1. Why do you think there were so many leaders gathered in Antioch? 
What is the significance of their gifts of prophecy and teaching?

2. In Greek, the word translated worship in verse 2 literally means “to 
do service for.” What do you think that looked like?

3. For what reason would they have included fasting in their worship? 
What might that indicate about how long their time together 
might have lasted?

 � Questions for Reflection

1. Verse 3 says that after the Holy Spirit spoke to them, they fasted 
and prayed some more. Why do you think they did that, instead of 
immediately obeying?

2. Why do you think fasting is almost never included in worship or in 
planning meetings today? Would it be a positive addition? When 
and how might it work?

3. What is the significance of the fact that the Holy Spirit spoke to 
them during their time of worship and fasting? Have you ever 
experienced such an event?

 � Application

It seems that we only fast along with prayer if we are truly desperate 
to hear from God, if we fast at all. In this passage, fasting is in the 
context of leaders gathered to worship Christ. Consider areas in 
your life where you struggle with anxiety or confusion. If this is 
in the context of a group, pray about inviting them to gather for 
fasting and prayer. If it involves only you, ask the Spirit to guide 
your thoughts about how this might be a positive thing in your 
search for peace and wisdom. Take time to listen for the Spirit’s 
response.
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Friendly 
Perspective
by Pam Ferguson

Each week I walk to the county jail 
to spend an hour in worship with 
incarcerated women. I usually ask the 
women two questions during our time 
together: I ask how Christ’s presence 
was made known to them over the 
past week, and what they’ve learned 
in prayer and spiritual reading. More 
often than not, stunned and ashamed 
by recent arrests, these women start 
reading the Bible from the beginning, 
hoping to find peace and answers to 
deal with their circumstances. Usually 
it only takes a week for them to 
become overwhelmed with Genesis.

As I spend time with these 
women, I talk about my experience of 
Christ as ever-living Savior, Teacher, 
Lord, and Friend. I talk about reading 
of the life of Christ from the New 
Testament. I talk about the Quaker 
concept of Christ being present 
today, ready to teach us himself. 
And I spend time with these women, 
listening and praying for openings 
into the experience and reality of 
Christ’s living presence.

I encourage my friends in the jail 
to pay attention to the life and words 
of Jesus. I long for them to know 
God, and as Christians, to follow the 
example of Christ. D. Elton Trueblood 
writes: “This historic Christian doc-
trine of the divinity of Christ does not 
simply mean that Jesus is like God. It 
is far more radical than that. It means 
that God is like Jesus.”

Jesus’ words about fasting in 
Matthew follow his own sacrificial 
forty-day fast, alone in the wilderness. 
It was a time when God’s presence 
and Spirit arrived in power and 
passion in the life of Jesus. Fasting 
isn’t a commandment or rule for 
being a Christ-follower, but it is a 
natural outcome of walking in the 
footsteps of Jesus. Fasting isn’t just 
about abstaining from food or drink 
or vice; fasting is about hungering 
and thirsting for the living presence 
of Christ.

George Fox recorded in his 
Journal in 1647: “I fasted much, 
and walked abroad in solitary places 
many days.” His encounter with 
Christ during those days changed 
him forever and challenged the 
church and a nation. The spiritual 
discipline of fasting changes people 
and could change today’s church. I 
pray it changes me.


