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5] INTRODUCTION

We have to admit that we are pampered by modern comfort. The downside is that we will be
in chaos when we are without certain amenities. Early this summer severe storms caused
repeated power outages. Some people lost electricity for days. They could not cook, they
endured the hot and humid weather, and the food in their refrigerators went bad. It proves
that our lives are actually quite fragile. Ultimately, we have to put our trust in God. We can
do nothing apart from Him. A little inconvenience in life should make us more thankful to
God. Otherwise, we may take His blessings for granted. We should depend on God rather
than all that the world can offer. Our lesson today is about fasting. The goal should be to
spend more time with God. As we shall see later, we can expand the scope from food to other
aspects of life. The bigger issue is to exercise self-control. We lay aside some regular needs
and personal desires temporarily so as to put our focus on God.

Let us study the background of fasting in the Bible before we dive into Jesus’ teaching. In
general, there are three reasons why people fast. First, fasting is a time of confession.
According to the Law, the Day of Atonement was the only time of the year for all Israelites
to fast (Leviticus 23:26-32). They refrained from eating for twenty-four hours. Animal
offerings would also be made. People should be remorseful of their sins and they would pray
to God for forgiveness. Daniel prayed while fasting to repent for the sins of his country
(Daniel 9:1-19). At that time, he was employed as an official in Babylon. When the Israelites
returned to their homeland after the exile, Nehemiah led a huge effort to rebuild the
Jerusalem city-wall. He gathered his countrymen for a public confession after the project was
completed. People fasted as they asked God for forgiveness of their sins and the sins of their
ancestors (Nehemiah 9-10). It triggered a spiritual revival and people determined to obey
what God says in the Law. Not only did Israel confess its sins to God, even a foreign country
did the same thing. God sent Jonah to the Assyrian capital of Nineveh to declare His
judgment. People believed in Jonah’s message. Every person in the city put on sackcloth and
joined a fast (Jonah 3). When the king heard the news, he asked everyone to repent.
Eventually, God showed mercy and withdrew His punishment. Besides being a means of
confession, fasting can also be called for in a time of crisis. Judah was once under the threat
from three countries at the same time. King Jehoshaphat understood that he needed God’s
help. Therefore, he announced a national fast (2 Chronicles 20:1-28). People gathered at the
temple to pray together. God spoke through a Levite that He would save them. At the end,
God gave Judah a victory. Another crisis happened when Esther was a Persian queen. Haman
intended to get rid of all the Jews out of hatred. A Jewish official called Mordecai then asked
Esther, who happened to be his cousin, to plead to the king for mercy. Esther was hesitant
because anyone who approached the king without his permission would be subject to a death
penalty. Thus Esther requested all the Jews in the capital city to fast for three days and three
nights and prayed for her (Esther 2:16). The king showed grace and the Jews were delivered.
Other than a time of confession and crisis, people fasted in response to a special calling.



Moses did not eat and drink for forty days and nights on Mount Sinai when God wrote the
Ten Commandments on two clay tablets a second time (Exodus 34:27-28). Jesus fasted for
the same duration before He began the gospel ministries (Matthew 4:1-2). Another fast
happened in the church of Antioch when some leaders were at a church gathering. The Holy
Spirit told the men to send Barnabas and Saul (Paul’s original name) out for mission work
(Acts 13:1-3). They continued to fast and pray after they heard the instruction. Then they
committed the two brothers to the ministries by laying hands on them. Whether it was a
confession, a crisis or a calling, the focus was always on God. Believers spent more time to
pray to God for repentance, rescue or reconfirmation. However, in our passage today, some
people misplaced their attention as they fasted.

fi#f EXPLANATION
1. EHFEAYEE(E Reveal One’s Deception

Jesus says some hypocrites revealed their deception when they fasted. They used a religious
practice as a way to show off. Jesus is not shy to convict them in verse 16: “And when you
fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces that their fasting
may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward.” Fasting is
supposed to be a private exercise. You may retreat to a room and spend time alone with God
in Bible reading and prayer. You can also seek the Lord together with a few believers. But
how could people know that those hypocrites were fasting? Jesus says they revealed their
deception by putting on a sad face. Perhaps they did not comb their hair or tidy up their beard
intentionally. They might also spread some ashes on their hair. That was an expression of
sorrow over misfortune or sins in those days. In any case, those hypocrites looked miserable
because they wanted people to know that they were fasting. They received their reward on
the spot. Perhaps people praised those leaders for how religious they pretended to be. Jesus
says if that was the only reaction they were looking for, then they were paid in full. Their
performance could deceive their audience. But they would not receive any approval from
God. We have to agree that we are self-centered in nature. Any form of spiritual pursuit can
be a temptation for bragging. We like to compare ourselves with others and see who can do
better. Someone called it “holier than thou” mentality. Examples are like Bible reading,
prayer, use of gift and talents, ministry involvement and money-offering. A godly action can
become an opportunity to show off if we are not careful. There is a thin line between self-
confidence and pride. People who have confidence in themselves will say: “I can do it.” That
differs from prideful people by one word. Arrogant people will tell themselves “ONLY I can
do it,” or “I can do it BETTER.” We need to examine our hearts by asking the following
questions. First, do I do it only when people are present? Do I feel bad if there is no
compliment? Second, am I willing to step back and let others handle the matter? They may
not be as skillful or effective as I am. Do I value team success higher than my personal
glory? In a church setting, the more important thing is to get the job done regardless of who
takes the credit. You should rejoice when seeing people grow as a result. Third, can I
sincerely praise others for their good works? Our hearts will not feel sour or even bitter if
others shine. Fourth, can my good deed be used as a motivation for others? Using fasting as



an example. We can of course share our experience in a small group. We can use the
opportunity to encourage brothers and sisters to fast and pray together. Fifth, do I thank God
at the end? In doing so, we admit that all abilities and resources ultimately come from God.
He deserves all the glory. These questions will help us keep our pride in-check.

2. [EiEHEESK Conceal One’s Devotion

Jesus condemned the hypocrites because they revealed their deception. Next, Jesus told His
audience the right attitude when they fasted. They should conceal their devotion and express
it to God only. Jesus says in verses 17-18: 17 “But when you fast, anoint your head and wash
your face, 18 that your fasting may not be seen by others but by your Father who is in secret.
And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” Two things of note. First, people
should maintain their personal hygiene as usual when they fasted. The oil could be a perfume
or a lotion. The key was that others could not tell from their faces that they were fasting.
Secondly, they should fast only for God to see. God would reward them if they had the right
motive. The goal is to draw near to God. The closer we get to God, the more we can sense
His holiness and righteousness. The more we will realize our imperfection and even
sinfulness. Prophet Isaiah experienced that when he received God’s calling. Isaiah saw in a
vision that God was sitting on His throne in the temple. Angels were praising God on two
sides. Meanwhile, the ground was shaking and the temple was filled with smoke. Isaiah did
not say: “Boy, this is cool! Let me take a selfie and post it on Instagram.” Listen to his
response in Isaiah 6:5 — ...“Woe is me! For [ am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and |
dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of
hosts!”” The prophet immediately realized that he and the whole nation were filthy in sins.
How could anyone approach the holy God? Isaiah could do nothing to get rid of his sins. An
angel used a burning coal to touch Isaiah’s lips, thus cleansing him symbolically. The image
points to Jesus’ salvation through the cross. He is the bridge that leads us to God. The closer
we draw near to God, the more humble we should be. Also, the more we understand His will
for us, the more we should surrender ourselves to Him. Fasting is a way to rededicate
ourselves to God. It seems foreign to us modern Christians. We encouraged brothers and
sisters to try fasting one year when we observed the Good Friday. We set aside a time to
remember Jesus’ sacrificial love for us. You can try prayer with fasting when you are seeking
God’s direction on a critical decision. Perhaps you need to decide which job offer to accept,
which college to attend or which house to buy, or you are unsure whether or not to marry the
person you are dating. Spare some time with God and let Him speak to you. During my
college years, I fasted a few times alone or together with fellow believers. Honestly, I found
it uncomfortable to fight back hunger. I do not need to eat a lot, but I am a routine person.
My stomach will growl when meal time is approaching. Sometimes, I may get light-headed
too if I do not eat at the proper time. That is my physical weakness. Fasting and any other
spiritual discipline are unpleasant because we cut back our desires to please God. The phrase
“afflict one’s soul” or similar expressions appear ten times in the Old Testament when fasting
is mentioned. For example, Psalm 35:13 says: But I, when they were sick — I wore sackcloth;
[ afflicted myself with fasting; I prayed with head bowed on my chest. To say the least, it is
not fun to fast. But there should be joy, because you are spending more time with God. The



apostle Paul uses a similar phrase in 1 Corinthians 9:27 — But I discipline my body and keep
it under control, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified. In this chapter,
Paul shares his view on freedom in the Lord. Paul controlled his eating and drinking. He did
not marry nor did he ask the Corinthian church for financial support. He denied those rights
so that he could be a more effective gospel messenger. You may ask: why beat myself up
when I can live happily? The marathon runners among us can tell you why. They go through
a tough training when preparing for a competition. They monitor their diet and sleep,
exercise in the gym to build muscle and control their pace of running. Whether it is sports,
career, education, health or anything else, we are willing to make sacrifices until we reach
our goal. Growing our relationship with the Lord requires hard work too. There is a reason
why disciple and discipline have similar spellings. It takes strict discipline to be a disciple of
Jesus. What God asks of us is completely contrary to our nature. The world tells us that we
are our own boss. It is your life, your money, your time and your properties. You can do
whatever you want with all you have. But the Bible tells us that Jesus has become our Master
the moment we received Him into our hearts. Obeying Him is the only way to find joy as His
followers. He knows our needs more than we do. All that He requires of us are only for our
good, even though sometimes we may not like it or believe it. Therefore, whether it is fasting
or any spiritual discipline, we submit ourselves to the Lord. Besides skipping meals, there are
other forms of fasting. Recently, a listener shared on a Christian radio station that she tried
fasting her pride for a period. She did so by intentionally not being self-centered. Instead of
kept talking about herself, she paid more attention listening to others in conversations. She
also looked for opportunities to compliment others in public. At the end, she realized that she
became more humble. Perhaps that is the kind of fast we should try. Besides, there other
privileges we can let go of. For example, you can fast by putting away your phone or credit
card, turning off your game console or computer, limiting the time you spend on social
media, stream videos or watch sports. The key is to exercise self-control over the freedom
God gives you. Instead of letting gadgets and activities be your master, you make God your
only Master. You can freely obey Him when it is time to eat or sleep, read the Bible and
attend church meetings. You will have more joy when you lead a disciplined life as Jesus’
disciple.

45w CONCLUSION

Fasting is more than not eating. It is about surrendering our will to God. We lay aside some
regular needs and personal desires temporarily so as to put our focus on God. In doing so, we
practice Jesus’ Lordship over us. We switch our focus attention me-centered and others-
centered to God-centered. The three topics we studied so far — mercy-giving, prayer and
fasting — can easily lead to pride when we perform piety like a show. We can enjoy true
freedom in Jesus only when we care more about how God sees us than how people evaluate
us. Then all that we do will come from a pure heart. Our goals will be to bless people and
honor God.
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