
Christ as 
Present Teacher
Understanding the Way of Jesus

Unit 1
December 3  Concerning Fasting [1]

December 10  Do Not Worry [2]

December 17  Judging Others [3]

December 24  A Tree and Its Fruit [4]

December 31  God Heals [5]

Unit 2 
January 7  Consider the Cost [6]

January 14  God Is Faithful [7]

January 21  Love and Mercy [8]

January 28  On Suffering [9]

Unit 3 
February 4  The Work and Love of God [10]

February 11  Sharing the Good News [11]

February 18  Coming Persecution [12]

February 25  God’s Messengers [13]

[ILLUMINATE]
Friends Bible Study

December, January, February 2017–18  
winter quarter

Volume 7, Number 2

Editorial Team: Cleta Crisman, 
Eric Muhr, and Kati Voth

Illuminate Study Guide (ISSN 2471-0725) Editorial 
and business office, 211 N. Meridian St., #101, 
Newberg, Oregon 97132, is published quarterly 
by Barclay Press (publisher of Christian education 
curriculum for the Evangelical Friends Church—
North America Region) at 211 N. Meridian St., #101, 
Newberg, Oregon.
$8.50 per quarter.
Second-class postage paid at Newberg, Oregon.
POSTMASTER Send address changes to  
211 N. Meridian St., #101, Newberg, OR 97132. 
Printed in U.S.A. 
Scripture text New Revised Standard Version  
of the Bible, copyright 1989, 1995 by the Division 
of Christian Education of the National Council of 
Churches of Christ in the United States of America. 
Used by permission. All rights reserved. 

[I
L

L
U

M
IN

A
T

E ]
S

T
U

D
Y

 G
U

ID
E

December 3

December 10

December 17

December 24

December 31

January 7

January 14

January 21

January 28

February 4

February 11

February 18

February 25



/1a
ILLUMINATE • Study Guide
Christ as Present Teacher 

1

December 3, 2017
Concerning Fasting

Matthew 6:16–24; Isaiah 58:1–9; Acts 13:1–3

Concerning Fasting

 � Study Goals
Consider the purpose or function of fasting as a spiritual discipline that 
brings us closer to the heart of God.

• Discuss what the visibility of our acts of piety communicates to God 
and to others.

• Explore our subconscious desire for control over how and when we 
receive God’s blessing.

• Understand the purpose of fasting in the life of a believer.

 � Opening Activity
Make a list of ways you might be able to tell that someone is a Christian. 
Discuss whether it’s possible to do these things yet not really know the 
Lord.

Then make a list of ways you might know that someone has a deep 
relationship with Christ. Discuss the differences.
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 � Illuminate Matthew 6:16–24

Jesus’ primary focus is single-mindedness instead of trying to accomplish 
two things at once: enriching our relationship with God and impressing 
the neighbors at the same time. In the Old Testament, Jews were 
required to fast on the Day of Atonement as well as during several 
other events and conditions. In the New Testament, only the Day of 
Atonement was observed as a fast, and Jesus is never described as 
fasting (with the exception of his testing in the wilderness, where food 
was unavailable) until his time in Gethsemane, preceding his arrest and 
crucifixion.

Jews in Jesus’ time fasted on Mondays and Thursdays, which were 
also days when people from outside the cities would come in to attend 
synagogue. This provided a larger audience for “pious” Jews—usually 
Pharisees—to demonstrate their religious superiority by disfiguring their 
faces (affecting a gloomy countenance, often whitening their faces to 
look ill) and wearing soiled, rumpled clothing, their hair in disarray. 
Jesus assures us that single-mindedness in our motive for fasting ensures 
the attention and approval of our heavenly Father who looks upon the 
heart.

Jesus continues this teaching with the reminder that what we 
do, especially in secret, out of genuine love for God and for others, 
results in eternal reward. The healthy eye (v. 22) means “single,” while 
the unhealthy eye (v. 23) is contaminated by evil motives, such as 
impressing others, legalistic obedience, even trying to earn God’s favor, 
which is a rejection of his grace. Verse 24 refers to the futility of trying 
to gain spiritual treasures and physical treasures at the same time. We 
either keep our focus and energies devoted to knowing and honoring 
God, or we contaminate the action as well as our hearts.
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 � Illuminate Isaiah 58:1–9

In this passage, God instructs Isaiah to shout loudly to the people so 
they would hear and face their sins and rebellion. As always, God’s hope 
is that their awareness would lead to repentance and transformation. 
Verses 2–3a is a tongue-in-cheek description of Israel’s fasting behavior, 
which they seem to think should earn God’s approval and favor.

God’s view, however, is that doing what is right is not righteous 
when it is done ritually and with a divided heart. Though they bow 
humbly before God, wearing the sackcloth and ashes of repentance 
when they fast—outwardly looking righteous—they are at the same 
time exploiting their workers, fighting and quarreling, and employing 
violence to get their way. We can hear incredulity in God’s voice: “Is all 
this bowing and scraping what I have asked for in a fast?”

A true fast, then, involves relieving injustice, releasing the yoke of 
oppression, freeing those in bondage, sharing food and home with the 
hungry and homeless poor, clothing the naked, and caring for loved 
ones. It means no longer speaking evil of one another or pointing 
fingers in judgment. God is pleased with that kind of fast, and blessing 
will come to those who follow it.

God’s answer may not seem like a fast, but it is a fast from self-
righteousness, self-indulgence, and indifference toward those in need. 
It exemplifies God’s values and God’s character. It demonstrates a 
transformed heart that is singly intent upon love and grace.

No matter how much we intellectually know that we can’t earn 
God’s favor, we seem to be wired for it. Our behavior is often an 
unconscious effort to ensure God’s blessing rather than a sincere desire 
for transformation and deep relationship with God.

 � Illuminate Acts 13:1–3

Fasting offers many benefits when done sincerely and in cooperation 
with the Holy Spirit. Here are a few:

1. It demonstrates to God that we are serious about our relationship 
with God and our obedience to God’s will.

2. It humbles us before God so that we are in a position to hear 
guidance or correction.

3. It can help to reveal and free us from unhealthy dependencies 
or addictions.

Acts 13 opens with a who’s who list of prophets and teachers in the 
church at Antioch, the third largest city in the Roman Empire and capital 
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of the Roman province of Syria. It was the first place that believers were 
called “Christians” and the northern headquarters for Paul’s missionary 
journeys. It’s likely that there were too many believers to gather in one 
place, and archaeological evidence shows many churches dating back 
to the first few centuries. That could explain why numerous leaders 
were gathered.

Try to imagine what it must have been like to be a leader in that 
time. These believers, many of whom had personally known and walked 
with Jesus, recognized that Jesus’ Spirit was now in the place of Jesus’ 
physical presence, and must be followed with the same deference and 
submission. Times of gathering together to listen to the Spirit were 
essential, just as they had gathered around Jesus to learn and to receive 
both wisdom and correction. Believers dared not move forward without 
the Spirit’s guidance and blessing.

In this text, the leaders had gathered to fast and to worship the 
Lord (leitourgeo, to do service). We are told that the Holy Spirit gave 
them specific instructions while they were worshiping and fasting. We 
do not know if these leaders had come together with a request for 
guidance, wisdom, or help from God; we only know that they were 
serving the Lord when the Holy Spirit gave them instructions to set 
apart Barnabas and Paul for the work God planned for them. Then, 
instead of jumping up and getting started, they spent more time fasting 
and praying. Perhaps that is when they received instruction about 
where to send the two men, since verse 4 gives information about the 
beginnings of their journey.

 � Living It Out Together

Identify a concern that your group shares. Prayerfully consider a plan 
to fast and pray for this concern during the week. Each one may fast 
according to their leading, or you may set a day and time for fasting 
and prayer. Those who cannot fast from food for health reasons may 
follow the Spirit’s leading about what to fast from (i.e., television, 
computer games, sweets, or certain other foods). Be ready to report 
back next week.




