
Sunday 10th January 2021 
Isaiah 58 

True and False Fasting 
 

This chapter 58 encapsulates all that was wrong with the people of Judah and 
Jerusalem, and the people of Israel before them. It may strike some at first reading as a 
very strange chapter. It starts off using language that we have come across many times 
as we have gone through the book of Isaiah. The people are called rebels and sinners. 
These are the terms used of the people as they went into judgment and exile first by 
Assyria and then Babylon. So far, that is familiar territory for us. But now, the object of 
God’s displeasure is disclosed. It is people who are fasting and asking God for justice, 
and who are eager to understand God’s ways. In any other setting we would regard 
such people as model Church members and would have them in sight as possible 
Elders. They would be asked to lead prayer meetings and to take charge and office in 
different ways in many Churches. Why then would they be spoken of in such terrible 
terms and openly rebuked? 
 
The beginning of the chapter, shouting aloud, raising the voice like a trumpet signals an 
alarm, a public declaration, it is like the Prime Minister coming on TV specially to 
announce serious news and never good news at that! Then the warning trumpet is 
sounded to these apparently pious people, what is going on here? The hint is in the 
charge, rebellion and sin. Rebellion is doing our own thing not God’s, and sin is the act 
of defiance of God’s commands. These ‘pious’ people were guilty on both counts! 
 
The complaint of God begins in verse 2. We are told what the people are doing, they 
are seeking God, and then the exposure begins. The language changes to that of 
evaluation. They ‘seem’ eager, ‘as if’ they were a people who were eager to know God’s 
ways and do what is right. They ask for decisions, for God to give them justice, to stand 
on their side. They seem eager for God to come near to them. However, God is saying 
that it seems to be this way, but is not actually this way. What do we call a person who 
seems to be one way but is not, one who is acting out a role, but it is only skin deep. We 
call them a play actor, a hypocrite, a deceiver, a phony. This is the case God has with 
the people. Their fasting is only a veneer. It looks good from the outside, but it is not 
true all the way through. They seem to be devout, but they are not. They are only 
interested in getting things from God. It is a role they play and not something that arises 
from a heart set on God and His ways. We would say that they were out to hoodwink 
God, to pull a fast one, and the tragedy is they hardly realised it. 
 
We see their ignorance, of the difference between their performance and their hearts, 
and we see their desire to manipulate God for their own ends in the complaint and reply 
they make to God in verse 3.  
 
They ask why. Asking why is a legitimate question, many of the prophets asked why 
and how long. However we can ask a question of someone in a way that assumes that 
it is we who are calling them to account, or we can ask the same question in humility 
and respect seeking for understanding. The second way of questioning is legitimate, the 



first is not, God is not answerable to humanity, but humanity is accountable to God. We 
could dissect the questions further. The people ask God but they are calling God to 
account as if He owed them something. It was as if the people were saying, ‘Who do 
you think you are God that we fast and humble ourselves and you don’t respond and 
you don’t see it? What do you think you are doing God we have humbled ourselves and 
you don’t notice it? God, we have done all this, you owe us!’ Is fasting a way to 
manipulate God for our own ends? No, God has something else in mind when He calls 
us to fast. 
 
Before I go any further some general information about fasting. In the Sermon on the 
Mount Jesus says to His disciples, ‘when you give, when you fast, when you pray.’ 
Jesus assumes His disciples will do these things, and yet in the Church, giving, fasting 
and praying are not high in our priorities. Even before Jesus days, fasting was an 
obligation on the people of Israel. The Law commanded that the people should fast on 
the Day of Atonement. By the time of Jesus more fasts had been added and the 
Pharisees fasted twice a week, but were not commended for their fasting by Jesus. 
 
Even before this, fasting has been practiced for therapeutic reasons and still is today. 
Many modern diet fads, even the good ones, are actually versions of fasts. Fasting can 
be partial, the avoidance of certain foods or a meal a day or something of that nature. 
Many diets follow low calories where food intake is restricted in quantity. Some diets 
avoid fats or carbohydrates, so excluding certain types of food. This is in effect a partial 
fast. Other diets, say the 5:2 diet, includes two days of fasting each week so reducing 
calories. All these diets are manipulations of partial or normal fasts and are followed for 
weight loss and for health benefits. These are good, but they are not designed 
principally for spiritual reasons. 
 
The fast that God chooses will result in weight loss and health benefits, but these are 
secondary to the intent. A Christian fast is undertaken for spiritual reasons. It is the 
giving up of food with the intent to subject our bodies to our wills and to humble, not only 
our bodies, but our souls under God. If we have an underlying health condition, it is best 
to get the advice of our doctor before embarking on even a short fast of a day or two. 
Fasting is not starvation, even though we may say that we are starving, we are not, 
because it is just our stomachs and bodies objecting to not being pampered! Most 
people can fast, but not all fasts are God’s chosen fast.   
 
The value of fasting cannot be underestimated when done correctly. The titles of some 
books on the subject make the mouth water. Derek Prince, ‘Shaping History through 
Prayer and Fasting.’ Prayer and fasting most often go together. Fasting frees up time for 
many at breakfast, elevenses, lunch, afternoon tea, dinner, supper, never mind the time 
freed up from fly cups. These can be given to prayer, reading and singing! The Directory 
for Public Worship of the Presbyterian Church has a section on prayer and fasting. In 
this advice is given that a season of prayer and fasting should be called by the Church 
when some particular blessing is to be sought or some impending disaster or judgment 
is sought to be relieved. For me the best book ever written so far on fasting is the book 
by Arthur Wallis. It was written in the 1950’s and contains the theology of fasting, 



practical advice regarding how to begin and end a fast and also has a diary of an actual 
fast that gives insight into the sorts of physical and spiritual things that can happen as 
we fast. The title of the book is, ‘God’s chosen Fast,’ its title coming from this chapter, 
Isaiah 58. 
 
We return to the text. 
This chapter contains two sets of rebuke, instruction, and blessings promised if the fast 
is according to God’s instructions. We have seen the attitude of the people to God’s 
diagnosis of their fasting. They are doing the right thing but in the wrong way. They are 
shaking the bottle of lemonade until the cork pops rather than unscrewing the top. They 
are pulling on clean socks over dirty ones, they are applying clean bandages before 
they clean the wound. Such fasting will not accomplish what they want and never will for 
them or us. They were humbling their bodies, but the fast went no deeper. 
 
Verses 3b-5 is the charge God brings on those who are fasting. The second part of 
verse three shows the hypocrisy of what they are doing. They are doing what they want 
to do on their fast day, and that is rebellion. They ask for justice, for decisions from God 
to favour them, but they exploit others on their fast day. They ask for justice, but deny it 
to others. This is not pleasing to God. More than that, they quarrel and stir up strife on 
these fast days. This shows that their humility was only physical, skin deep, but they 
were still proud and self-opinionated in heart and soul. This is not the fruit of a godly 
fast. God, verse 4, will purposely refuse to listen to them. This does not mean that He 
does not hear because He would not bring this charge against them if He did not see 
and hear. Have you ever had a child demand things from you. Perhaps you have said to 
then that you are not listening and won’t until they ask nicely. God will not choose to 
hear such vain prayers from such vain fasting. Verse 5 completes the first exposure of 
their falseness. The fasting these people do only reaches to the humbling of their bodies 
but does not affect their hearts and souls, minds and behavior. It is as much good as 
the bowing down that reeds do when blown by the wind, it is only physical discomfort, 
but there is no humility of heart and soul. In that light God poses the question at the end 
of verse 5. ‘Is that what you call a fast, a day acceptable to the Lord?  
 
The effect this question should have had on these people and on us is to reply rather 
shamefacedly, that we now see that what we have been doing is not a godly fast after 
all. I am sure there would still be many of the fasters who would have held their 
rebellious and sinful ground and claimed that what they were doing should be regarded 
by God. However that would be as if the clay should answer back to the potter, and that 
will never work. Fasting earns us nothing with God. We can fast even in a godly way 
and this does not oblige God to hear or answer. It is His grace that gives us strong 
reason to hope that if we do fast and pray His way, that He will hear, see and respond, 
but fasting is not a means of twisting God’s arm or obligating Him to us. All is of His 
grace freely given. Some people I know have received blessings from God without 
fasting which I have had to fast for. I have received blessings from God without fasting 
which other people have not received without fasting. God is Sovereign in all this, and 
all is of grace. We are to be grateful and thankful for any and all grace we receive, that 
is humility.  



 
Verses 6 and 7 tell us about the fast that God chooses. It is very different from the fast 
the people are doing. Look at the concepts. To loose the chains of injustice rather than 
exploit your workers. To untie the cords of the yoke. This is perhaps not easy for us to 
do unless we are an employer. However, we can look to see where the products we buy 
are made and how they are made. Are they produced by slave labour, in sweat shops? 
Should we refuse to buy such products? This can be argued from both sides, we are 
responsible to decide. What should we do, buy the imports from China where the 
workers get at least something to live on, or boycott them and perhaps these workers 
losing any income? I don’t know what to do. Perhaps that should be one of the things 
we fast and seek God to direct us on?  
 
Verse 7 is perhaps easier to understand. Rather than just deny ourselves food on a fast 
day, what do we do with the food, or the money we would have spent on it? Save for a 
holiday, save it for a meal out at the end of the fast? By all means, if that is what we 
decide to do, it is ours to do with as we please, but don’t then think that the fast we have 
done is as full as God describes. Could we not take some of what we would have spent 
and buy food and put it in the food bank collection point in the supermarket to feed 
some who have need? Perhaps send a donation to the Bible Society to buy Bibles to be 
sent to China to provide spiritual food to those who are spiritually hungry? Perhaps we 
could clear our wardrobes of clothes which are now too big for us and donate them to 
the Salvation Army or a charity shop? These are possible means of loosing, unbinding, 
and feeding the hungry. I am sure you can think of other ways, please let me know your 
ideas. 
 
I should also say, even those on the bread line can fast. Perhaps it will mean that the 
children get a treat usually beyond the family’s means when you do not eat so saving a 
pound or two. Let me say this, a fast may even include as valid the heartfelt giving of 
thanks for a crust of bread. People of all means can fast in some way that is acceptable 
to God. I think that we who are wealthy have more responsibilities to do so than others. 
Notice that the giving includes our own flesh and blood. This is family and it is also our 
own communities and nation. I have only scratched the surface of these verses. There 
is much more in them and much more thinking to do about them, thinking and listening. 
 
A chosen fast has consequences apart from losing a pound or two. There are blessings 
which we need to know arise from fasting, and it is legitimate to have these in view 
when we fast. We do not have to have an objective in view to fast other than the 
seeking of God for Himself, but sometimes we are convicted to fast for a specific 
reason. Sometimes we just know we are being invited to fast and we wait to see what 
God Himself will provide. 
 
Verses 8 and 9 give us a sample of what may be given. This list of blessings are 
specific to the situation of the returning captives. God blesses a chosen fast according 
to our times and needs, so this list is representative, but what a list, I would desire every 
one of these! 
 



Light like the dawn. The hint here is that a prolonged fast, or a regular fast will see the 
dawn break more and more. The Wesley’s would not ordain a Methodist Minister unless 
they undertook to fast from dawn to dusk two days a week. Easy in the English winter, 
more demanding in the summer! They did this, and the Methodists had a lasting effect 
on the course of the history of the UK.   
 
Healing. This is a huge issue. There is talk of crumbling mental health. For many, it is 
not mental illness, but empty heartedness being exposed when all the usual 
amusements are lost. This includes physical healing, emotional and spiritual healing, 
this is true well-being and resilience. Much of what is promoted today starts at the level 
of the body and mind but does not reach the heart and soul. The healing here begins 
with the heart and soul and works to bring health from the inside to the outside, to 
include our whole being. Here is a horrid question. If you were an only castaway on an 
island with only yourself for company, no TV, radio, phone, iPad, lap top, how would you 
fare? Do we have enough of God with us to satisfy us, or are our hearts empty? Fasting 
can heal this. 
 
Righteousness before us, glory behind. Are we saturated with God, do we have a living 
stream of water welling up in our souls? Does goodness and mercy follow us all the 
days of our lives? Are we dwelling in God’s presence? Psalm 23 speaks of this. We 
know the Psalm, but I don’t know as much of this as I believe there is to know. Fasting 
can increase this. 
 
Then there is this, a supreme desire of sincere hearts. ‘Then you will call, then you will 
cry,’ and be heard and God Himself will come and say, ‘Here am I.’ There is nothing as 
wonderful and as comforting as God coming. When I was a child, I sometimes sleep 
walked. I remember sometimes waking up out of bed and I would find my own way back 
to bed if I was still in my bedroom. I remember one time when we were at Gran and 
Grandpa’s sleep walking and waking up and I had no idea where I was in the house. I 
cried out for Mum and Dad and when Dad arrived and said he was there, what relief. It 
no longer mattered where I was because Dad was there and it was now his concern to 
get me back to bed. My location had not changed, but everything had changed for me 
because Dad was now there. So it is with God. His saying. ‘Here am I’ changes 
everything. In a bed in hospital, God presences Himself, all is now all right, life or death 
are the same because heavenly Father is there. God’s presence makes everything all 
right, even if nothing in our circumstances change. Read the Christian biographies and 
we see this time and again.  
 
Spurgeon said that the objective of prayer is to gain the ear of God. Luther said the 
objective of prayer is communion with God. Intimacy, having the ear of God, being 
heard in heaven, this is the inheritance promised to believers. This is enhanced and 
increased by God’s chosen fast. 
 
In verse 9b we enter the second round of similar counsel. We need things of importance 
repeated and amplified. We are still affected by sin and rebellion and we need to hear 
the counsel of God again and again, and God is gracious to endure such slow students.  



 
When we fast, when we seek justice from God, we are to extend justice to others, from 
the blame and shame game of pointing the finger and malicious talk. Let me pull the lid 
off the can. Some of the most malicious talk comes from Christians and is directed to 
other Christians. It is not uncommon on the web to find two articles about this or that 
minister. One speaks of the person as a man of eminent graces and holiness while the 
other explains how they are the spawn of the devil! I joke you not! I know of two 
ministers I was acquainted with, who were said to have died of broken hearts not only 
over their own limitations in their ministries and the unresponsiveness of those who 
came and went in their congregations, but by the vitriol of their opponents on the web 
and in print. I think that the present age in our public life we actually undermine our own 
good by the freeness with which malicious talk is practiced. As for the kids, some of 
them need to be surgically removed from their phones because of the horrible things 
their peers post about them on line, poor souls. There are news reports of children who 
have taken their own lives in part because of the malicious things said about them on 
various platforms.  
 
Verse 10, the response required, to look outward when fasting and to share, and be 
generous to the hungry and the needy. The result of this is the dawning of light into our 
darkness and this dawn rising to full light as of noon day. Pure light, clear sight to see 
the difference between what profits us and what is a side line, a distraction to what is life 
giving.  
 
Verse 11, guidance. Here it refers to safe passage out of captivity, but for us it means 
guidance out of captive ways of living and into a life that actually stores up treasures in 
heaven. The picture painted in this verse is the desert being transformed into a garden 
by God pouring out the rain of His grace and mercy. Desert becoming pastures is an 
often used picture of what God will do when sought for His gracious favour.  
 
However, verse 12 takes it to another level. When the people returned to the land of 
Judah and the city of Jerusalem, they returned to a wasted land and a city demolished 
and burned, a ruin, a bomb site. People who fast and pray will be the people who have 
the courage, the vision and the strength to rebuild what was all but destroyed, Who will 
see the Church in the West rebuilt? Will it be those who are familiar with management 
and business practices? Perhaps at some stage, but to build a spiritual building, to build 
the building of which Christ is the Master Builder will take spiritually alive and aware 
people. Fasting is the preparatory work, the work which will build up those to whom the 
work of spiritual building and warfare is given.  
 
The chapter comes to a close with a reference to the Sabbath. The setting aside a time 
for rest as God rested on the seventh day when He had completed the creation. God 
has from the beginning commanded us to honour Him and be blessed by having a day 
of rest especially devoted to Him. This is our day called Sunday. In my lifetime I have 
seen this day become no different to any other day of the week or the new Saturday. It 
has not done us any good to have every day of the year the same as every other day. 
Sabbath is one of God’s eternal statutes and we ignore it to our loss.  



 
It is interesting that verse 13 uses the same language as verse 3 indicating that the 
failure to keep the Sabbath is a sign of rebellion and sin!  The benefits of the Sabbath 
are rest, and the spiritual blessings linked to it are wonderful. Verse 14 offers the 
prospect of joy, exaltation and feasting. I think it is lovely that verse 14 talks of feasting 
in the midst of fasting! However Psalm 23 also has strange conjunctions of experience, 
a table set in the midst of our enemies! Here’s a thought for us. Have you heard about 
fasting and eating? Well here it is, those who fast from physical food will feast on the 
riches of the inheritance promised back in the age of the Patriarchs. So, if we decide to 
fast and we are sitting with a tiny portion or just a glass of warm water at the dinner 
table and someone asks us what we are doing, we can justifiably answer them that we 
are fasting and eating! Perhaps that will provoke a question or two and we may end up 
feeding a hungry soul with spiritual food so fulfilling one of the requirements of God’s 
chosen fast.  
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


