A Life of Prayer

	Why, How, and When?
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Unit 2

Fasting and Prayer

When do we pray?


Truth

In Mark 2:18-22 (see also Matthew 9:14-17 & Luke 5:33-39) we see Jesus being questioned about fasting.  Jesus and his disciples were not fasting.  Both the Pharisees and the disciples of John the Baptist saw this as a strange break from tradition. In response Jesus said that no one thinks of fasting while at a wedding party.  Times of joy do not elicit the response of a fast.  A new day had dawned with the coming of Jesus and so the disciples needed to live accordingly.  While Jesus was with them there was no reason to fast. But, Jesus went on to explain, that there would be a day when fasting would be appropriate, “when the bridegroom is taken away from them” (Mark 2:20).

We live in those days “when the bridegroom is taken away from” us.  This means that fasting is appropriate and even good for us to do.  Unfortunately, for many of us, fasting is very misunderstood.  Fasting is usually regarded as something that only religious fanatics do, and the whole idea of going without something voluntarily seems to run contrary to our Western ideals. In this lesson we will be exploring why fasting is appropriate and good for us in the context of our prayers.



Matthew 6:16-18 - Why do you think Jesus followed up his instructions on prayer (Matthew 6:5-15) with instruction on fasting?



After reading Jesus instructions regarding fasting, what problem do you think he is trying to correct?  



Does this means that it is always wrong to let people know what your devotional practices look like?



Acts 13:1-3; 14:19-23 - In both of these passages we see the church commissioning new leaders.  What similarities do we find? Why does fasting appear?




Briefly survey the following Old Testament passages that speak of prayer and fasting:

Ezra 8:21-23
Nehemiah 1:1-6
Daniel 9:1-5
Joel 2:12-14


to summarize - 

Fasting is a voluntary abstinence from food, or something else, for spiritual purposes.  This is a spiritual discipline that is often misunderstood and seldom practiced in the church; and yet, as we saw above, there is an expectation (although not an explicit command) that Christians will fast in the absence of the Jesus, the Bridegroom (Mark 2:20).

Matthew 6: 16-18 is part of a larger section, Matthew 6:1-34, that deals with Christian devotion or practice. Jesus is pulling with the religious practices that Jews would have followed, especially the practices of giving to the poor (or alms-giving), prayer, and fasting.  Jesus was teaching them that these ways of showing devotion to the Lord were still valid, but that they needed to be seen as acts done to the Lord, and not for others to see. This means that in almsgiving the right hand doesn’t know what the left hand is doing (Matthew 6:3-4) It means that prayer is to be done in our room with the door shut (Matthew 6:6). It means that we cover up the fact that we are fasting (Matthew 6:17-18).  This does not mean that it is always wrong to talk about these things with others or that it is wrong to join others in these spiritual disciplines.  What is at stake here is the heart.  If our heart is to receive the praise of others then we are ultimately doing these things for ourselves and not for the Lord.  So the first thing we see is that our motivation for fasting is to honor and glorify God, not to bring honor to ourselves.

[bookmark: _GoBack]In both Acts 13:1-3 & 14:19-23 we see the ordination of leaders for the church.  In Acts 13 we read that Paul and Barnabas were ordained to the ministry as apostles. What is striking about this passage is that fasting is first identified as a part of worship. Then, after Paul and Barnabas have been selected, we see once again that there was fasting, this time with prayer. In all likelihood both verses refer to prayer and fasting.  When the church was seeking whom to send out as missionaries the decision was made with prayer and fasting.  In Acts 14 we read of the ordination of elders for every church that they were evangelizing.  Here we see, again, that prayer and fasting was a part of the process by which men were ordained as elders for the church. In both cases we see that fasting was used as an aid to prayer in times when important decisions were being made, specifically when leaders were being ordained. The second thing we see is that the occasion for fasting can be times of need such as new ministry initiatives, and the selection/ordination of leaders for the church.

As we survey the passages in Ezra, Nehemiah, Daniel, and Joel we see the role that fasting played, along with prayer, in confession and in expressing need.  In all of these passages we see that fasting has an important role in the lives of God’s people.
	
But we must be careful that fasting does not become a legalistic requirement. First, fasting is not a hunger strike, or a temper tantrum, in which we come demanding God to act.  Fasting can be part of the means by which God accomplishes his will.  Beyond that, fasting also plays an important role in our lives.  As we go without food, or whatever else we may choose to fast from, we are reminding ourselves that God is our sustainer.  Fasting can serve to remind us that man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from God (Matthew 4:4; Luke 4:4). Second, fasting is never commanded in the New Testament.  We see it practiced by Jesus (Matt. 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13; Luke 4:1-4), by the Apostles (Acts 14:23), and by the churches (Acts 13:2).  Jesus expects that his followers will fast when he is gone from them (Mark 2:2:18-22; Matthew 9:14-17; & Luke 5:33-39). But because it is never explicitly commanded we must always maintain that while this is a helpful spiritual discipline, it is not on the same level as prayer itself. Rather fasting is meant to serve as an aid to prayer, and a reminder of our dependence on the Lord.

  If you want to read more about fasting check out A Hunger for God, by John Piper.


Equipping

Have you ever fasted before? If so what was your experience?  If not, what has been your perception of fasting before this lesson?



In Isaiah 58 we read of the fasts that the Israelites were observing. The Israelites did not understand why God was not responding to their fasting (Isaiah 58:3).  In response God exposes the problem with their fasting, they quarrelling and fighting among themselves (Isaiah 58:4), and explains the proper way to fast (Isaiah 58:6-12).  Take a moment now to read Isaiah 58:1-12.  

There is much we can learn about fasting from this passage.  One point for us to consider now is what we can use as a fast. Isaiah 58:6ff. shows us that fasting does not always have to mean abstaining from food. Fasting is a voluntary abstinence from something for spiritual purposes.  Perhaps you are unable to abstain from food for health reasons.  If so, what could you fast from?


What preparations do you need to make in order to ensure that your fast will be honoring to God.  How can you ensure that you are not drawing attention, unnecessarily, to yourself?




Consider making a fast a part of your prayer walk exercise in the mission section of this material.  If you choose to do this, use the space below to journal your thoughts and experience.
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