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Matthew 6:16-18

Whenever you fast, do not put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites do, for they neglect their appearance so that they will be noticed by men when they are fasting. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full. “But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face so that your fasting will not be noticed by men, but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you.
Message

When you practice some appetite-denying discipline to better concentrate on God, don’t make a production out of it. It might turn you into a small-time celebrity but it won’t make you a saint. If you ‘go into training’ inwardly, act normal outwardly. Shampoo and comb your hair, brush your teeth, wash your face. God doesn’t require attention-getting devices. He won’t overlook what you are doing; he’ll reward you well.
A few weeks ago I talked about why we fast – the spirituality of it as a form of discipleship and becoming more God-centered and less self-centered.  I am moving backwards a bit.  Today I want to talk about what fasting is.

Every major endeavor we have ever had as a church was inaugurated by fasting – moving to 2 services, start of house churches, moving to Two Chinachem Plaza, Vision fund, SPBJ, SPSG, SPSH, SPTK, SP Korea, starting of different ministries.  When we talk about SP DNA, one of the most cherished values is fasting and prayer.

Fasting is one of the most misunderstood spiritual disciplines today. 

James Packer

In Scripture we see several purposes for fasting. It's part of the discipline of self-control; it's a way of sharing that we depend on God alone and draw all our strength and resources from Him; it's a way of focusing totally on Him when seeking His guidance and help, and of showing that you really are in earnest in your quest; it's also, at times, an expression of sorrow and deep repentance, something that a person or community will do in order to acknowledge failure before God and seek His mercy.
The very idea of someone actually fasting today seems odd to most 21st century

Christians.

· Associated with fanatics, extremists, medieval Christianity.

· Weapon of passive resistance, Ghandi, Joshua Wong.

· To some fasting and starvation are synonymous and fear it will have a harmful result.

· Some say, "You can seriously impair your health.” "With such a busy life you cannot afford to get run down."

Our early apostles as well as our early church fathers viewed fasting as an absolute necessity especially in times of difficulty.

John Calvin, Institutes

In general we must hold that whenever any religious controversy arises, which either a council or ecclesiastical tribunal behooves to decide; whenever a minister is to be chosen; whenever, in short any matter of difficulty and great importance is under consideration: on the other hand, when manifestations of the divine anger appear, as pestilence, war, and famine, the sacred and salutary custom of all ages has been for pastors to exhort the people to public fasting and extraordinary prayer.
In the past I had to try and convince people that fasting was actually very good for your body.  

The simple logic being, why would God ask us to do something regularly if it was harmful to our bodies?

*** if you are prone to eating disorders then your fast this year is to eat healthy meals regularly.

Scientific studies show fasting repairs your DNA.  IGF1 – Insulin-like growth factor 1, growth hormone.  DNA damage gets fixed and cells start to repair itself.

Fasting within 24 hrs reduce glucose levels and IGF1.  Causes you to live longer. 

All through the Scriptures men and women fasted.

· Moses, David, Daniel, Elijah, Hannah, Anna, Jesus.

Through history and beyond denominational and theological lines.

· Martin Luther, John Calvin, John Wesley, David Brainerd, Jonathan Edwards, Charles Finney

3 Types of Fasts

1. Normal

Definition - abstaining from all food, solid or liquid, but not from water.

Matthew 4:2


And after He had fasted forty days and forty nights, He then became hungry.

To fast means primarily not to eat.

Nesteuo  - ne (negative prefix), esthio - to eat.

Luke 4:2 

For forty days, being tempted by the devil.  And He ate nothing during those days, and when they had ended, He became hungry.

He ate nothing, not He drank nothing.

He was hungry, not He was thirsty.

2. Absolute

Definition - abstaining from drinking as well as eating.

Ezra 10:6 Ezra fasted and mourned over Israel's unfaithfulness.

Esther 4: 16 Esther fasted to end a threat to Israel.

Acts 9:9 Saul fasted for 3 days.

Deut. 9:9,18 Moses did it twice

Exodus 34:28 80 days

1 Kings 19:8 Elijah ate cake from an angel and fasted 40 days while climbing Mt. Horeb through a burning desert.

Totally supernatural. Exceptional measure for an exceptional situation.

3. Partial

Definition - restriction of diet rather than complete abstention.

Daniel 1:5 Daniel's friends choose vegetables and water to the king's choice food.

Daniel 10:3 No meat, delicacies, or wine. 

We are not told why – affairs of state or God's leading.

1 Kings 17
Elijah at the brook Cherith - bread and meat given by a raven.

At Zarephath - cakes from meal and oil.

A. Living exclusively on one type of food for the duration of a fast.

· Wesley – bread fast.

B. Omitting a certain meal a day.

· Rees Howells journal – didn't take dinner for many days and spent the hour with God

C. Other forms.

· Media, sports, Facebook, righteous sex, etc.

James Packer

We tend to think of fasting as going without food. But we can fast from anything. If we love music and decide to miss a concert in order to spend time with God that is fasting. It is helpful to think of the parallel of human friendship. When friends need to be together, they will cancel all other activities in order to make that possible. There's nothing magical about fasting. It's just one way of telling God that your priority at that moment is to be alone with him, sorting out whatever is necessary, and you have cancelled the meal, party, concert, or whatever else you had planned to do in order to fulfill that priority.
Key is to lay down something that is precious and meaningful to you for a time to devote to God and prayer.

Bible

Matthew 6:16-18

Whenever you fast, do not put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites do, for they neglect their appearance so that they will be noticed by men when they are fasting.  Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full.  But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face so that your fasting will not be noticed by men, but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you.

When, not if > giving, praying, fasting.

Jesus did not consider prayer optional but took for granted that His disciples would recognize it as vital necessity.

Same as fasting.

Arthur Wallis

He stated unambiguously, categorically, and without qualification to the mass of His disciples...not just for a select few, apostles, prophets, leaders, etc.

He left no doubt that He took it for granted that His disciples would be exercised to obey the leading of the Spirit just like in praying and giving.

Motive

Fasting, what is to be gained by that?

First statement in the NT regarding fasting dealt with the question of motive.

God is not merely concerned with what we do but why we do it. A right act may be robbed of all its value in the sight of God if it is done in a wrong motive.

Self-centeredness under a cloak of piety.

Isaiah 58:3

Why have we fasted and You do not see? Why have we humbled ourselves and You do not notice?  Behold, on the day of your fast you find your desire, and drive hard all your workers.

An acceptable fast is one He chooses.

Let it not be said of us...

Zechariah 7:5

When you fasted...was it actually for Me that you fasted?

Joel cried out sanctify a fast - set it apart for God.

Luke 2:37 Anna worshipping with fasting.

Acts 13:2 Church in Antioch worshipping and fasting.

Arthur Wallis

God's chosen fast is that which He appointed set apart for Him, to minister to Him, to honor and glorify Him, and designed to accomplish His sovereign will.

We shall then find heaven's afterthought – that the fast unto God rebounds in blessing to us.

Ultimately fasting is about intimacy.  When friends need to be together they will cancel all other activities in order to make that possible.  Fasting is a powerful way of telling God that your priority at that moment is to be alone with Him, sorting out whatever is necessary – cancelling the meal, party, working out, outing, or whatever else you had planned to do in order to fulfill that priority.

2 Samuel 24:18-25

David's purchase of the threshing floor at Araunah to build an altar to the Lord.

2 Samuel 24:24

I will not offer burnt offerings to the Lord my God which cost me nothing.

This is the heart of fasting.

Let's not offer anything to the Lord in 2026 that costs us nothing.
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