True Fasting (Matthew 6:16-18)

Let’s take a moment and review our progress in the Sermon on the Mount. It began with the Beatitudes, a description of the Christian (Matt 5:3-12). In verses 13-16 the Christian is seen in relationship to the world—salt and light. The third section describes the Christian’s responsibility to the law of God. In it Jesus gives the proper meaning of the law and contrasts it to the teaching of the Jewish leaders (vv. 17-48).

“Matthew 5:21-48 focuses on the teaching of the law, on what men believe, and 6:1-18 focuses on the practice of the law, what men do. The first section emphasizes inner moral righteousness—giving six representative illustrations regarding murder, adultery, divorce, oaths, revenge, and love. This second section emphasizes outward formal righteousness—giving three representative illustrations of religious activity. The first has to do with giving, our religion as it acts toward others (vv. 2-4); the second with praying, our religion as it acts toward God (vv. 5-15); and the third with fasting, our religion as it acts in relation to ourselves (vv. 16-18)” (John MacArthur).

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones introduces Matthew chapter six this way, “Here we have what we may well call a picture of the Christian living his life in this world in the presence of God, in active submission to God, and in entire dependence upon Him. . . Here we have a picture of him going on to live that life in this world; and the great thing that is ever emphasized is that he does it all in the presence of God. . . Or, to put it in another way, this section presents a picture of the children in relationship to their Father as they wend their way on this pilgrimage called life.”

“The chapter reviews our life as a whole, and it considers it under two main aspects. This is something very wonderful, for in the last analysis, the life of the Christian in this world has two sides, and both of them are covered here. The first one is dealt with in verses 1 to 18; the second from verse 19 to the end of the chapter. The first is what we may call our religious life, the culture and nurture of the soul, our piety, our worship, the whole religious aspect of our life, and everything that concerns our direct relationship to God. . . The second picture is that of the Christian in his relationship to life in general, not so much as a purely religious being now, but as a man who is subject to ‘the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,’ a man who is concerned about food and drink, clothing and shelter, who may have a family and children to bring up, and who therefore is subject to what is called in the Scriptures ‘the cares of this world.”
Before we began our study of the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus contrasted true giving with false giving and true prayer with false prayer. True giving, according to the Lord, is done in secret with a focus on God alone (Mat 6:1-4). This is what MacArthur calls our religion as it acts towards others. Likewise, real prayer has God as its only concern (Mat 6:5-8). This is our religion as it acts towards God.
From there, it is as if, the Lord went on, if you will, an excursion to define for us what elements true prayer contains. That is found in the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew 6:9-13. I believe we must add verses 14 and 15 to this section which are His commentary on verse 12.

In verses 16 through 18 Jesus returns again to His contrast between true and false religion. This time His topic is fasting; or as MacArthur said our religion and its relationship to us personally. This also concludes the first main division of chapter 6. Or what Dr. Lloyd-Jones calls, “Our religious life, the culture and nurture of the soul, our piety, our worship, the whole religious aspect of our life, and everything that concerns our direct relationship to God.”

What is your definition of fasting? When was the last time you fasted? Have you ever heard a sermon preached, in a church, on fasting? It is my hope that over the next several weeks we will uncover the biblical truth on this subject.
Before we start examining what the Bible teaches about fasting let’s look at what Jesus was condemning in the way the Jewish leaders fasted. It was the practice of the leaders to fast twice a week. Do you remember the Pharisee in Luke 18:12? He thanked God that he fasted twice a week. They chose the second and fifth days of the week to fast. If you asked them why those days, they would tell you they were the days that Moses went up and down Mount Sinai.  Moses went up the fifth day and came back down the second day of the week. They were commemorating the giving of the law.
As spiritual as this sounds, there was another thing going on in Jerusalem on the second and fifth days of the week—shopping. Those were the days people came into the city to do their shopping. If you wanted others to see your spirituality, these were the days. The religious leaders would walk through the street with messy hair, dirty cloths, put stuff on their faces to look pale, dump ashes on their heads and parade all over the city—to be seen by men. This is the fasting that Jesus condemned (v. 16). Like their giving and praying, it was all about them.
Now let’s take some time to examine what the Bible says about fasting. I’m going to include a section on food and eating. We live in a day when food is often vilified. Don’t eat this and don’t eat that is the cry of many today. Let’s see what the Bible says about food. Then we’ll consider fasting.
I.
Food

There are three things about food I believe the Bible teaches. Food is a gift of God for us to enjoy. It is fun to eat. Food, in the Bible, is often associated with fellowship. Eating, the taking of our food should also be a time of feasting that is a time of worship.

A.
Fun (1Ti 4:1-5; Mat 15:11)
The Bible nowhere condemns the eating. Just the opposite is true. Consider what the Apostle Paul says about food, “Now the Spirit expressly says that in latter times some will depart from the faith, giving heed to deceiving spirits and doctrines of demons, speaking lies in hypocrisy, having their own conscience seared with a hot iron, forbidding to marry, and commanding to abstain from foods which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth. For every creature of God is good, and nothing is to be refused if it is received with thanksgiving; for it is sanctified by the word of God and prayer” (1Ti 4:1-5). Paul teaches that false leaders forbid the eating of certain foods. But according to Paul, all food is good that is taken with thanksgiving to God. Food does not defile us, “Not what goes into the mouth defiles a man; but what comes out of the mouth, this defiles a man” (Mat 15:11).
1.
Gluttony (Eze 16:49-50; Pro 23:21; Php 3:18-19; 1Co 9:25-27)

The Bible declares that food is a gift from God and good. Now, we do need to say that gluttony is a sin. “Sodom's sins were pride, gluttony, and laziness, while the poor and needy suffered outside her door. She was proud and committed detestable sins, so I wiped her out, as you have seen” (Eze 16:49-50 NLT). “There are two kinds of ‘drunkards’—those who drink too much and those who eat too much” (William MacDonald). “For the drunkard and the glutton will come to poverty, and drowsiness will clothe a man with rags” (Pro 23:21).
A gluttonous spirit describes those who reject the gospel. “For many walk, of whom I have told you often, and now tell you even weeping, that they are the enemies of the cross of Christ: whose end is destruction, whose god is their belly, and whose glory is in their shame--who set their mind on earthly things” (Php 3:18-19). “There is no chapel in their life. It is all kitchen” (F. B. Meyer).

The biblical principle for eating and drinking is moderation. “Everyone who competes for the prize is temperate in all things. Now they do it to obtain a perishable crown, but we for an imperishable crown. Therefore I run thus: not with uncertainty. Thus I fight: not as one who beats the air. But I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest, when I have preached to others, I myself should become disqualified” (1Co 9:25-27).
2.
Gift (Gen 1:29; 9:3; Acts 10:9-16)
Gluttony is a sin, but food is a gift from God. Consider Genesis 1:29. After God created all things and declared them to be good He told Adam, “See, I have given you every herb that yields seed which is on the face of all the earth, and every tree whose fruit yields seed; to you it shall be for food” (Gen 1:29). Before the fall and the flood God gave man a vegetarian diet.
After the flood meat was added to man’s diet. “Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you. I have given you all things, even as the green herbs” (Gen 9:3). There were certain dietary restrictions placed on the nation Israel. Jesus however, fulfilled the law and these restrictions were abolished.
To Peter it was confirmed that the Old Testament dietary restrictions had been lifted. “The next day, as they went on their journey and drew near the city, Peter went up on the housetop to pray, about the sixth hour. Then he became very hungry and wanted to eat; but while they made ready, he fell into a trance and saw heaven opened and an object like a great sheet bound at the four corners, descending to him and let down to the earth. In it were all kinds of four-footed animals of the earth, wild beasts, creeping things, and birds of the air. And a voice came to him, ‘Rise, Peter; kill and eat.’ But Peter said, ‘Not so, Lord! For I have never eaten anything common or unclean.’ And a voice spoke to him again the second time, ‘What God has cleansed you must not call common.’ This was done three times. And the object was taken up into heaven again” (Act 10:9-16).

John MacArthur said, “We all like food and I like it too. I'm not any different than anybody else. I am also very much aware of the fact that God in a wonderful way permits that. I mean, let's face it, God has provided such an infinite variety of tastes and such an infinite capacity in the part of the tongue to enjoy those tastes that He must have known what He was getting us into. There's no question about it in my mind. God wanted us to have the fullness of enjoying all there is to enjoy in eating.” Food is a good gift of God.

B.
Fellowship (Act 2:44-47)
 Not only is food a source of enjoyment and nourishment it is also a source of fellowship. There was a time, in this country, where families gathered around the table for food and fellowship. I’m afraid it’s been replaced by the television set and the business of the day. We’re all off rushing about doing our own things, absorbed in our selves.
In the Bible food and fellowship go together. Consider Abraham in Genesis 18. Although Abraham acted more as a servant, around the meal conversation took place. Remember Jesus in the Upper Room on the night He was betrayed. He and the disciples had a time of intimate fellowship. Consider John 21 where Jesus prepared breakfast for the disciples. It was at that time He had His frank conversation with Peter.

In the New Testament the love feast was a time of fellowship. The early church broke bread from house to house. “Now all who believed were together, and had all things in common, and sold their possessions and goods, and divided them among all, as anyone had need. So continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they ate their food with gladness and simplicity of heart, praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to the church daily those who were being saved” (Act 2:44-47).

 

3.
Feast (Exo 23:14-17; 1 Co 11:26; Rev 19:9; 3:20; 1 Cor 10:31)
In the Old Testament all males in Israel were required to attend three annual feasts. These were times of worship. “Three times you shall keep a feast to Me in the year: You shall keep the Feast of Unleavened Bread (you shall eat unleavened bread seven days, as I commanded you, at the time appointed in the month of Abib, for in it you came out of Egypt; none shall appear before Me empty); and the Feast of Harvest, the firstfruits of your labors which you have sown in the field; and the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year, when you have gathered in the fruit of your labors from the field. Three times in the year all your males shall appear before the Lord GOD” (Exo 23:14-17). “They must feast together before the Lord, eating and drinking together, in token of their joy in God and their grateful sense of his goodness to them; for a feast is made for laughter. O what a good Master do we serve, who has made it our duty to rejoice before him, who feasts his servants when they are in waiting! Never let religion be called a melancholy thing, when its solemn services are solemn feasts” (Matthew Henry).
In the New Testament the Lord’s Supper is a time we gather around the table, with bread and wine, and have a special time of fellowship with the Lord. “For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death till He comes” (1Co 11:26). 
In the coming kingdom we will enjoy food and fellowship at the marriage supper of the Lamb. “Then he said to me, ‘Write: Blessed are those who are called to the marriage supper of the Lamb!” And he said to me, ‘These are the true sayings of God” (Rev 19:9).

Our Lord’s call to salvation is a call for us to invite Him to dine with us. “Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and dine with him, and he with Me” (Rev 3:20).
As we gather around our own table with family and friends it should also be a time of thanksgiving and worship. Our food should be blessed and given thanks for. Our eating and drinking should be with joyful hearts of praise and worship, doing all for the glory of God. “Therefore, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God” (1Co 10:31).
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