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The definition of fasting is: "To abstain from all or certain foods."  People fast for all types of reasons (lose weight, physical health, etc.).  The Bible has a lot to say about fasting, both the Old and the New Testaments.  When Christians purpose to fast, it should be for spiritual reasons.  That's what this lesson from Isaiah 58 is about.

WHY THE NEED FOR FASTING?

Isaiah 58:1-2 Cry aloud, spare not (have no pity), lift up your voice like a trumpet, and show my people their transgressions, and the house of Jacob their sins.  2  Yet they seek me daily, and delight to know my ways, as a nation that did righteousness, and forsook not the ordinance (law) of their God: they ask of me the ordinances of justice; they take delight in approaching to God.
Very few Christians really have an idea of how horrible and terrible sin is in the sight of a Holy God. We compare ourselves to others, and conclude we're not all that bad.  Then we come to church and look forward to singing and hearing the preaching of the Word of God.  In Old Testament Israel, the people wanted to hear from God, and to be blessed by God, but they were living in sin, and weren't doing much about it! Fasting humbles the body (and the soul) and brings an awareness of God's presence in a manner unlike any other.  Christians who do not fast miss this opportunity of drawing near to God and hearing his voice.

FASTING WITH THE WRONG ATTITUDE

Isaiah 58:3‑5  Wherefore have we fasted, say they, and you do not see? wherefore have we afflicted our soul, and you take no knowledge? Behold, in the day of your fast you find pleasure, and exact all your labors.  4  Behold, you fast for strife and debate, and to smite (strike) with the fist of wickedness: you shall not fast as you do this day, to make your voice to be heard on high (in the heavens, where God is).  5  Is it such a fast as I have chosen? a day for a man to afflict his soul (discipline his inner emotions)? is it to bow down his head as a bulrush (a tall plant), and to spread sackcloth and ashes under him? will you call this a fast, and an acceptable day to the Lord?
Israel would fast, but, as indicated in verse three, they would continue to do whatever pleased them (like watching TV or goofing off).  Furthermore (verse four) during the fasting time they continued to be mean and cruel to each other.  Then they expect God to bless them!  This is not the kind of fasting God is looking for!  The people were good at bowing down, and LOOKING outwardly like they were seeking God, but it was all FORM AND RITUAL.  God is interested in the heart of a man (1 Samuel 16:7), not whether or not he physically bows down.

FASTING WITH THE RIGHT ATTITUDE

Isaiah 58:6‑7 Is not this the fast that I have chosen? to loose the bands of wickedness, to undo the heavy burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and that you break every yoke.  7  Is it not to deal your bread to the hungry, and that you bring the poor that are cast out to thy house? when you see the naked, that you cover him; and that you hide not yourself from your own flesh (your relatives)?

God is interested in people.  God's heart is touched by the poor, the suffering, and the outcast. God wants to use his people to be his hand extended.  God's chosen fast is the fast where something positive happens, something profitable to his kingdom.  You have more compassion for those who are hungry when you know what it is to be hungry, because when you fast YOU GET HUNGRY. You also learn to appreciate a meal when you finally get one. When we fast with the right attitude, God can increase our capacity to have compassion for the needy, and he can move to restore some of the broken relationships we have.

THE RESULTS OF FASTING WITH THE RIGHT ATTITUDE

Isaiah 58:8‑10  Then shall your light break forth as the morning, and your health shall spring forth speedily: and your righteousness shall go before thee; the glory of the Lord shall be thy rearward (protection).  9  Then shall you cry (call upon God), and the Lord shall answer; you shall cry, and he shall say, Here I am. If you take away from the midst of yourselves the yoke, the putting forth of the finger, and speaking vanity;  10  And If you draw out your soul to the hungry, and satisfy the afflicted (suffering) soul; then shall your light rise in obscurity, and your darkness be as the noonday.

Not only are our proper attitudes strengthened, but God's tangible blessings are there too.  Your health shall spring forth speedily is an example of where God can heal illnesses or ailments as a result of proper fasting.  God will protect us.  Though we never work for our salvation (because it is a gift ‑ Ephesians 2:8, 9), yet when we fast it is a way of showing God that we're serious about him.  When a Christian gets serious about God, WATCH OUT DEVIL.  Notice verse 10, ...then shall your light rise... Do you want to be one of the pack, or do you want to rise above it?  Would you like your darkness to be turned to brightness?  What a benefit it is for God's people to fast and seek the Lord!

FASTING FOR GUIDANCE

Isaiah 58:11‑14  And the Lord shall guide you continually, and satisfy your soul in drought, and make fat your bones: and you shall be like a watered garden, and like a spring of water, whose waters fail not.  12  And they that shall be of you (your family) shall build the old waste (deserted) places; you shall raise up the foundations of many generations; and you shall be called,  "The Repairer Of The Breach," "The Restorer Of Paths To Dwell In."  13  If you turn away your foot from the sabbath, from doing your pleasure on my holy day; and call the sabbath a delight, the holy of the Lord, honorable; and shall honor him, not doing your own ways, nor finding your own pleasure, not speaking your own words;  14  Then shall you delight yourself in the Lord; and I will cause you to ride upon the high places of the earth, and feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father: for the mouth of the Lord has spoken it.

God wants to guide and protect and bless his people. God gives direction when his people fast and pray.  Where sin has destroyed things, God's abundant grace and blessing can overcome it, and even restore it (see John 10:10 also).  How would you like to be known as a "Repairer of the Breach"?  That means that YOU are the one who brought that which was needful to those that needed it. Example: Because you fasted and prayed, a relative of yours came to know Christ.  Where he was separated before (there was a breach), now he knows the love of God.  An evangelist is a "Repairer of the Breach."  It is a delight, to bring men to Christ, and to lead men towards the paths of righteousness ("A Restorer of Paths to Dwell in").  This can be you.  You do not have to be the tail, but you can be the head (I will cause you to ride upon the high places of the earth... verse 14).  God has spoken it.  God will do it!
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