Sermon on the Mount #21

“Fasting and the Christian”

Matthew 6:16-18


“Just say no.”


This simple phrase became the motto for the anti-drug campaign of the 1980’s.  Teens were told, “When someone offers you illegal drugs, just say no.  When someone offers you alcohol and you are underage, just say no.”  Simple enough, right?  But it didn’t work out so neatly in practice.  Illegal use of cigarettes, drugs, and alcohol by teenagers grew, and is still a problem society deals with today.


Maybe the problem with the “just say no” campaign is that adults aren’t very good at it, either.  Face it: We in America have a difficult time saying “no” to anything we really want to do!  Whether it is eating, drinking, spending money, working too much, we find it hard to turn it down.  The attitude of many has become, “Why fight it?  Life’s too short to do without.”  The phrase “just say no” has been replaced with “just do it.”


Perhaps this is why the subject of fasting has become so foreign to modern Christians.  Concerning our text for this morning, Matthew 6:16-18, John Stott writes, 

Here is a passage of Scripture that is commonly ignored. I suspect that some of us live our Christian lives as if these verses had been torn out of our Bibles. Most Christians lay stress on daily prayer and sacrificial giving, but few lay any stress on fasting. Evangelical Christianity in particular, whose characteristic emphasis is on inward religion of heart and spirit, does not readily come to terms with an outward bodily practice like fasting.
 


Indeed, many of the commentators and scholars build fine theological arguments suggesting that fasting is part of the Old Covenant, not commanded by Jesus or His apostles, and hence not essential for “New Testament saints.”  I wonder, though, if this avoidance of the subject has a deeper root.  A. W. Tozer wrote a generation ago,

Our Lord knew that in these times there would be those in our churches who are just highly groomed show-pieces of Christianity—middle class and well-to-do, satisfied with a religious life that costs them nothing.

Oh, yes, we do tithe! But the nine-tenths that we keep is still a hundred times more than our mothers and fathers used to have. It is right that we should tithe because it is God’s work, but it does not really cost us anything—it does not bring us to the point of sacrificial giving. An old prophet of God long ago said something for us all: “Shall I offer God something that costs me nothing?”

Friend, what has your Christian faith and witness cost you this week?

Oh, yes, you have been to church this week. But you would have been just as hot if you had stayed home—so it did not cost you anything. You met your friends and it was a pleasure to go to church—that did not cost you anything. You gave your tithe but you had something left to put in the bank. That did not cost you anything.

Is it not time that we face up to the fact that most of us do only those things for the Lord and for His church that we can do conveniently? If it is convenient, we will be there. If it is not convenient, we just say, “Sorry, Pastor! You will have to get someone else.”

It is a generally accepted fact that most…Christians serve the Lord at their own convenience. We say we believe in such things as prayer and fasting but we do not practice them unless it is convenient. Very few of us are willing to get up before daybreak as many [others] do in order to be present in their daily services.


Wow!  Let’s sing a verse of “Just As I Am” and all meet at the altar!  


Seriously, though, Tozer may be on to something that we need to hear.  Have we become too comfortable in our Christianity?  Has our relationship with Christ become one of convenience, costing us little if anything?


Turn with me to Matthew chapter six, and let’s read verses 16-18,

Moreover, when you fast, do not be like the hypocrites, with a sad countenance. For they disfigure their faces that they may appear to men to be fasting. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, so that you do not appear to men to be fasting, but to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you openly.


Notice that Jesus says, “When you fast…” not “If you fast…”  While it is true that Jesus never commanded the disciples to fast, He simply assumed that they would do so.
  But what is fasting?  Why do people fast?  How are we to do it (and not do it)?  What benefits come from fasting?  The Bible addresses all of these questions.

The Bodily Exercise of Fasting

First let us consider the bodily exercise of fasting.  What is fasting?  Simply put, fasting is voluntarily abstaining from food for a period of time.  It may mean skipping a meal, not eating for an entire day, or even a number of days.

Fasting is practiced by a number of people today for a variety of reasons.  Some fast for an extended period of time as a means of protest over wrongs committed against them or someone they represent.  (These are also called “hunger strikes.”)  Years ago this was employed by Gandhi of India and Cesar Chavez in our own country.  Back in the 1970’s, an Irish prisoner named Bobby Sands literally starved himself to death in a hunger strike, and a number of others have also done so since then to bring attention and sympathy to their cause.  (I heard this past week that Saddam Hussein was going on a hunger strike, but since it brought about no sympathy whatsoever, it only lasted one meal!)

Fasting is also used for dietary and health reasons.  Nutritionists tell us that occasional fasting can help the body purify itself.  Fasting is not, however, recommended as a weight-loss procedure.  While many of us need to learn more self-control in this area, fasting is not the way to do it!

Other religions also practice fasting, notably Islam.  During the ninth month of their calendar, Muslims observe the fast of Ramadan.  From dawn to dusk, nothing is allowed to enter into the mouth—not food, water, or even saliva.  Then at dusk they gather for a large meal.  But for a solid month, they will not eat or drink at all during daylight hours.

In ancient Israel, fasting was done much the same way.  Barclay observes,

Fasting lasted from dawn to sunset; outside that time normal meals could be eaten. For the Jew, in the time of Jesus, there was only one compulsory fast, the fast on the Day of Atonement. On that day from morning to evening, all men had “﻿to afflict themselves﻿” (﻿Lev 16:31﻿). The Jewish scribal law lays it down: “﻿On the Day of Atonement it is forbidden to eat, or to drink, or to bathe, or to anoint oneself, or to wear sandals, or to indulge in conjugal intercourse.﻿”
 

By the time of Christ, the religious leaders fasted two days a week: Monday and Thursday.  The selection of those two days were not random.  Barclay explains:

These were market days, and into the towns and villages, and especially into Jerusalem, there crowded the people from the country; the result was that those who were ostentatiously fasting would on those days have a bigger audience to see and admire their piety. There were many who took deliberate steps to see that others could not miss the fact that they were fasting. They walked through the streets with hair deliberately unkempt and disheveled, with clothes deliberately soiled and disarrayed. They even went the length of deliberately whitening their faces to accentuate their paleness. This was no act of humility; it was a deliberate act of spiritual pride and ostentation.

It is against this background that we hear Jesus’ words in Matthew six concerning fasting.  The religious leaders had taken a private matter before God and made it a public performance before an audience (just as they had done with giving to the poor and with prayer).

The Biblical Examples of Fasting

Fasting began as a legitimate religious practice, though, and has a rich history in Scripture.  Among the biblical examples of fasting are Moses, who went without food and water for forty days when he received the Ten Commandments (Exo 34:28); Elijah, who also fasted forty days and nights as he traveled to Mount Horeb (1Kg 19:8); David (2Sa 12:16); and Daniel (Dan 9:3).  Jesus Himself fasted for forty days and nights during His temptations in the wilderness (Mat 4:2).

Fasts were also proclaimed for the people in general.  Most often, corporate fasting and prayer was done out of sorrow for sin.  In 1 Samuel 7:6, the Israelites fasted for a day and confessed their sin to the Lord.  Both Ezra and Nehemiah led the returning exiles in public fasting because of sin.  Many of the prophets called for this kind of fasting, most notably Joel in Joel 1:14, “Consecrate a fast, call a sacred assembly; gather the elders and all the inhabitants of the land into the house of the Lord your God, and cry out to the Lord.”
Fasting was not limited to the Israelites.  When Jonah preached to Nineveh, the entire city responded in repentance.  We read in Jonah 3:5–8, 

So the people of Nineveh believed God, proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest to the least of them. Then word came to the king of Nineveh; and he arose from his throne and laid aside his robe, covered himself with sackcloth and sat in ashes. And he caused it to be proclaimed and published throughout Nineveh by the decree of the king and his nobles, saying, Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything; do not let them eat, or drink water. But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and cry mightily to God; yes, let every one turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands.

Fasting was also practiced during times of national calamity.  In 2 Samuel 1:12, the people of Israel fasted and mourned when King Saul and his son Jonathan were killed in battle.  Queen Esther called for all Jews living in the Persian capital to join her in a three-day fast because of the threat of annihilation (Est 4:16).

In the New Testament, the early church is recorded to have fasted on two occasions, in chapters 13 and 14, and in both occasions, they were seeking God’s direction in ordaining church leaders.

 Both personally and collectively, in both Old and New Testaments, the practice of fasting was observed.  But did it do any good?  Should we be doing the same today?
The Beneficial Effects of Fasting


There are beneficial effects of fasting.  But before we consider them, let’s first look at what fasting is not intended to do.


Fasting is not meant to impress others.  This was the point Jesus makes in this text.  The Pharisees made a theatrical production out of their fasting—right down to wardrobe, makeup, and facial contortions!  “When you fast,” Jesus tells His disciples, “don’t do it like that!”  No one should ever be able to tell just by looking that we have been fasting.  As Chuck Swindoll quotes a friend of his, “You can be a fundamentalist, but you don’t have to look like one.”
  Fasting is a private matter between ourselves and God—no one ever has to know that we have done (or are doing) it.


Fasting is not meant to impress God, either.  D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones warns against what he calls the “penny in the slot” view of fasting: 

You put your penny in the slot, then you pull out the drawer, and there you have your result. That is their view of fasting. If you want certain ben​efits, they say, fast; if you fast you will get the results.… Now I never find that anywhere in the Bible, in connection with fasting or anything else. We must never fast for the sake of direct results.

Let me put it even more pointedly like this. There are people who advo​cate fasting as one of the best ways and methods of obtaining blessings from God. Some of this recent literature to which I have referred, I regret to say, seems to be guilty of that. People write an account of their life and they say, ‘You know, my Christian life was one which always seemed to be “bound in shallows and in miseries”; I was never truly happy. My life seemed to be a se​ries of ups and downs. I was a Christian but I did not seem to have what cer​tain other people whom I knew seemed to possess. I was like that for years. I had gone the round of all the conventions, I had read the prescribed books on this subject, but I never seemed to get the blessing. Then I happened to come across teaching which emphasized the importance of fasting, and I fasted and I received the blessing.’ Then the exhortation is: ‘If you want a blessing, fast.’ That seems to me to be a most dangerous doctrine. We must never speak like that about anything in the spiritual life. These blessings are never automatic. The moment we begin to say, ‘Because I do this, I get that,’ it means that we are controlling the blessing. That is to insult God and to violate the great doctrine of His final and ultimate sovereignty.’ No, we must never advocate fasting as a means of blessing.


God cannot be manipulated like a genie into granting our wishes.  Don’t think that by fasting and prayer you will get an answer from God that mere prayer would not obtain.  Don’t imagine that God will be somehow impressed by your piety and act contrary to His will because you fast.  It doesn’t work that way.


Fasting—just like prayer—does not change circumstances, nor does it change God.  Fasting—like prayer—changes us.  We are the ones who need to be impacted by fasting, not those observing us.  So how does fasting change us?

The first beneficial effect of fasting is self-discipline.  As John Stott points out, “Hunger is one of our basic human appetites, and greed one of our basic human sins. …[So] fasting (a voluntary abstinence from food) is one way of increasing our self-control.”
  In this way fasting does nothing as far as God or others are concerned—only the one who fasts.  If we can learn to control our most fundamental urges, how much more will we be able to resist temptations that pull on our physical nature?

In developing this self-discipline, we also build into our testimony to the world.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer pulls no punches as he writes,

Fasting helps to discipline the self-indulgent and slothful will which is so reluctant to serve the Lord, and it helps to humiliate and chasten the flesh. By practising abstemiousness [i.e., self-denial] we show the world how different the Christian life is from its own. If there is no element of asceticism in our lives, if we give free rein to the desires of the flesh (taking care of course to keep within the limits of what seems permissible to the world), we shall find it hard to train for the service of Christ. When the flesh is satisfied it is hard to pray with cheerfulness or to devote oneself to a life of service which calls for much self-renunciation.
 

Fasting, then, becomes an opportunity to practice self-sacrifice in the service of God and of others.  

Another beneficial effect of fasting is spiritual focus.  We take the time and effort usually used in the preparation and eating of food, and instead spend time in prayer and in the Word of God.  By this we can (in the words of one commentary) “transcend distraction or sensual gratification for the sake of enhancing meditation.”
  I personally believe this is why many of the biblical saints practiced fasting.  Moses on the mountain, Elijah en route to Hebron, Daniel preparing to receive God’s revelation, Jesus in the wilderness—all devoted themselves completely to what God was doing (or was about to do), even to the point of going without the basic necessities of physical life for a time.

Many Christians complain that they don’t have time to read their Bible and pray.  Technology enables us to do things quicker, but that only allows us to cram more things into our schedules!  Maybe we need to take the time we would normally eat a meal and spend with God.  Oswald Chambers suggested,

Fasting means concentration. Five minutes﻿’ heed to what Jesus says and solid concentration on it would bring about transactions with God that would end in sanctification.


Finally, fasting can give opportunity for sharing with others.  Stott explains,

One further reason for fasting should be mentioned, namely a deliberately doing without in order to share what we might have eaten (or its cost) with the undernourished. There is biblical warrant for this practice. Job could say that he had not ‘eaten his morsel alone’ but ‘shared it with orphans and widows’ (Job 31:16 ff.) By contrast, when through Isaiah God condemned the hypocritical fasting of the inhabitants of Jerusalem, his complaint was that they were seeking their own pleasure and oppressing their workers on the very day of their fast. This meant partly that there was no correlation in their mind or action between the food they did without and the material need of their employees. Theirs was a religion without justice or charity. So God said: ‘Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of wickedness, …to let the oppressed go free? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house…?’ (Isa 58:1ff). Jesus implied something similar when he told of the rich man feasting sumptuously every day while the beggar lay at his gate, desiring to be fed with the crumbs which fell from his table. (Luk 16:19-31).
 

World Vision International has captured this idea in their “Thirty-Hour Fast” in which young people pledge to go thirty hours without food and raise support for World Vision’s efforts to feed the hungry in our world.  We can do this on an individual basis as well, designating food or food money toward those who do not have as much.

While these are all beneficial effects of fasting, we need to remember the warning of Christ.  Whenever we fast, we need to keep it from becoming an opportunity to grow proud or to show off.  It has well been said, “The most important part of a Christian’s life is the part that only God sees.” When reputation becomes more important than character, we have become hypocrites.
  Just like the Pharisees of Jesus’ day.
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