“Prayer is reaching out after the unseen; Fasting is letting go of all that is seen and temporal. Fasting helps express, deepen, confirm the resolution – that we are ready to sacrifice anything, even ourselves to attain what we seek for the kingdom of God”    (Andrew Murray).
CHRISTIAN FASTING
“And whenever you fast, do not put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites do, for they neglect their appearance in order to be seen fasting by men. 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 you may not be seen fasting by men, but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will repay you.” (Matthew 6:16-18)

     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

This is a passage of scripture that cannot be ignored. Many of us live our Christian lives as if these verses had been torn out of our bibles.

Jesus expected His disciples to fast. For He did not begin, “If you fast, then this is how you should do it”, but “When” you do so. He took it for granted that they would.

NEW TESTAMENT EXAMPLES OF FASTING
Jesus
Jesus Himself fasted forty days and nights in the wilderness. In reply to the question people asked Him that His disciples did not fast, He said; “When the bridegroom is taken away, … then they (My disciples) will fast” (Matthew 9:15). In the Sermon on the Mount He told us how to fast, on the assumption that we would. In Acts and the New Testament letters there are several references to the apostles fasting.

The Early Church
The Lord Jesus fasted immediately before his public ministry began; and the early church followed His example --  the church at Antioch before Paul and Barnabas were sent out on the first missionary journey, and Paul and Barnabas themselves before appointing elders in every new church, which they planted (Acts 13:1-3; 14:23). The evidence is plain that special enterprises need special prayer, and that special prayer may well involve fasting.

PURPOSES OF FASTING
Repentance
In scripture, fasting has to do in various ways with self-denial and self-discipline. First and foremost, to “fast” and to “humble ourselves before God” are virtually equivalent terms (Psalms 35:13; Isaiah 58:3,5). Sometimes this was an expression of penitence for past sin. 

When people were deeply distressed over their sin and guilt, they would both weep and fast. Paul, after his conversion, moved to penitence for his persecution of Christ, for three days neither ate nor drank (Acts 9:9).

Sometimes still today, when the people of God are convicted of sin and moved to repentance, it is not inappropriate as a token of penitence to mourn, to weep, and to fast.

Seeking God’s Direction
We are not to humble ourselves before God only in past sin, however, but also in dependence on Him for future mercy. For if “penitence and fasting” go together in scripture, prayer and fasting” are even more coupled. This is not so much a regular practice, so that whenever we pray we fast, as an occasional and special arrangement, so that when we need to seek God for some particular direction or blessing, we turn aside from food and other distractions in order to do so.

Development of Self-Control
There is another biblical reason for fasting. Hunger is one of our basic human appetites, and greed one of our basic human sins. So “self-control” is meaningless unless it includes the control of our bodies, and is impossible without self-discipline. We have no cause to “punish” our bodies (for they are God’s creation), but we must discipline them to make them obey us. Fasting (a voluntary abstinence from food) is one way of increasing our self-control.

Benefit to Others
One further reason for fasting should be mentioned. Namely, a deliberate doing without in order to share what we might have eaten (or its cost) with the undernourished. There is a biblical warrant for this practice (Job 31:17; Isaiah 58:7). 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 (Luke 16:19-31).

       --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

So whether for penitence or for prayer, for self-discipline or for solidary love, there is good biblical reasons for fasting. Whatever our reasons, Jesus took it for granted that fasting would have a place in our Christian life. His concern was that, as with our giving and our praying, so with our fasting, we should not, like the hypocrites, draw attention to ourselves. Calvin commented, “Christ does not withdraw us from one kind of hypocrisy to lead us into another.” For the purpose of fasting is not to advertise ourselves, but to discipline ourselves, not to gain a reputation for ourselves but to express our humility before God and our concern for others in need. If these purposes are fulfilled, it will be reward enough!

PROPER FOCUS WHEN FASTING
Looking back over these verses in Matthew 6, it is evident that throughout, Jesus is contrasting two alternative kinds of piety, or devotion to religious duties, Pharisaic and Christian. Pharisaic piety is 

ostentatious, motivated by vanity and rewarded by man. Christian piety is secret, motivated by humility and rewarded by God.

To pray is to seek God; to give is to serve others. To fast is to discipline oneself. But the effect of hypocrisy is to destroy the integrity of these practices by turning each of them into an occasion for self-display.

Although one of the refrains of this passage is, “Before man in order to be seen and praised by man”, it is not man with whom the hypocrite is obsessed, but himself. Ultimately, our only reason for pleasing men around us is that we may please ourselves. The remedy for this is we have to become so conscious of God that we cease to be self-conscious.

EXAMINATION OF THE HEART

So the question is: Which spectators matters to us more, earthly or heavenly, man or God? The hypocrite performs his ritual “in order to be seen by men”. The Greek verb is theathenai. That is, they are in a theater giving a performance. The Christian is also aware that he is being watched, but for him the audience is God.

But why is it, someone may ask, that a different audience causes a different performance? We can bluff a human audience; they can be taken in by our performance. If we prefer human spectators, we shall lose our Christian integrity. The same will happen if we become our own audience. But God is not mocked; we cannot deceive Him, for God looks on the heart.

So We Must Choose Our Audience Carefully!

NOTE: In Matthew 6:1, Jesus issues a warning against “practicing your piety before men in order to be seen by them.” At first sight, these words appear to contradict His earlier command to “let your light shine before men, that they may see …” (Matthew 5:16). In the earlier verse He commands it, while in the latter one He prohibits it. The reason is because Jesus is speaking against different sins. It is our human cowardice which made Him say, “let your light shine before men,” and our human vanity which made Him tell us to beware of practicing our piety before men.
A. B. Bruce sums it up well when he writes that we are to “show when tempted to hide” and “hide when tempted to show”. 

FASTING IN THE FIGHT FOR FAITH!

One other critical aspect of the need for fasting must be covered. In his book, “A Hunger for God”, John Piper reveals, “The greatest enemy of hunger for God is not poison but apple pie. The greatest adversary of love to God is not his enemies but His gifts. And the most deadly appetites are not for the poison of evil, but for the simple pleasures of earth. For when these replace an appetite for God Himself, the idolatry is scarcely recognizable, and almost incurable.”

I believe Piper is right when he says, “The fight of faith is a fight to feast on all that God is for us in Christ. ‘Desires for other things’ (Mark 4:19) – there’s the enemy. And the only weapon that will triumph is a deeper hunger for God. The weakness of our hunger for God is not because He is unsavory, but because we keep ourselves stuffed with ‘other things’. Perhaps, then, the denial of our stomach’s appetite for food might express, or even increase, our soul’s appetite for God. What is also at stake here is not just the good of our souls, but also the glory of God.”

Piper goes on to say; “There is no easy way home to heaven. The hard and narrow way is strewn with obstacles and many fatal paths of innocent pleasure. There is a war to be fought within and without. The inward war is with our own appetites that compete with hunger for God. And one of the weapons is fasting.”

Finally he adds; “If you don’t feel strong desires for the manifestation of the glory of God, it is not because you have drunk deeply and are satisfied. It is because you have nibbled so long at the table of the world. Your soul is stuffed with small things, and there is no room for the great. I invite you to turn from the dulling effects of food and the dangers of idolatry, and to say with some simple fast: ‘This much, O God, I want you.’” 

“One thing more I would mention concerning fasting and prayer, wherein I think there has been a neglect in ministers; and that is that although they recommend and much insist on the duty of secret prayer, in their preaching; so little is said about secret fasting. It is a duty recommended by our Savior to his followers. Though I don’t suppose that secret fasting is to be practiced in a stated manner and steady course as secret prayer, yet it seems to me ‘tis a duty that all professing Christians should practice, and frequently practice. There are many occasions of both a spiritual and temporal nature that do properly require it.” (Jonathan Edwards)
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