Preparing for praying and fasting
Isaiah 58

These notes were prepared by Brian Taylor for a prayer and fast in August 2010.
Let's have a look at Isaiah Chapter 58 and see what lessons we can learn from these verses.

[1] Cry aloud, spare not; Lift up your voice like a trumpet; Tell My people their transgression, And the house of Jacob their sins. 
Talks about how God is dissatisfied with His people's transgressions and sins.

[2] Yet they seek Me daily, And delight to know My ways, As a nation that did righteousness, And did not forsake the ordinance of their God. They ask of Me the ordinances of justice; They take delight in approaching God. 
When you read this verse in some translations it appears on the surface that God is not unhappy with what His people are doing. It is only when you realise that what this verse is talking about is the outward show that mankind can have towards God. Read also Mark 7:6-7; Isa 29:13; Luke 18:10-14.

Lesson 1 Our outward show may fool other people but it never fools God. If we are coming to prayer and fasts because everyone else is and so we are there to be seen, then we are wasting our time. God is not impressed or fooled.

[3] ‘Why have we fasted,’ they say, ‘and You have not seen? Why have we afflicted our souls, and You take no notice?’ In fact, in the day of your fast you find pleasure, And exploit all your labourers. 
There is a lament that God does not seem to be answering the people's prayer and fasting. But this verse points out two reasons why they were not getting answers to prayer.

1. That the people may have been fasting from food but still doing things that gave them pleasure whilst they were not praying.

2. They were still ensuring that they went about their daily business (i.e. work and school) in that those that had servants kept the servants working so that the people fasting were still earning money. 
Lesson 2. Whilst fasting, also fast from TV, computers, radio, IPods etc. Unless of course you are listening to talks or watching Convention DVD's! That is why fasting is much more than just not eating. It is a commitment to stop doing anything that takes us away from seeking God.

Lesson 3 We don't have servants but have we done our utmost to ensure that work or school will not be a distraction to us? Make sure that you make arrangements with your work or school that you set aside this time to devote to praying and fasting. Some people do work on the weekend and may not be able to get time off but an effort should be made to not have work distracting us from the Prayer and fast. The same applies to school or study. 
Quick testimony. When I first came to The Lord I was studying at TAFE. One week I had a choice of going to the housemeeting or studying for a test I had the following day. I had not studied for the test and I was unsure of the subject matter. I chose the housemeeting over study. The next day I took the test and came equal top of the class. (That was the only time that happened by the way)

Having said that there are circumstances that are beyond our control which will mean that we are not able to commit to prayer and fasting as we should. We may have commitments that have been made before the prayer and fast was announced or things come up that we must attend to at that time. The lesson here is that we should not make commitments on the prayer and fast weekend that we could have made for another time.

[4] Indeed you fast for strife and debate, And to strike with the fist of wickedness. You will not fast as you do this day, To make your voice heard on high.
It would appear that the fasts that God's people were doing were causing a lot of debate and quarrels instead of peace and prosperity. Maybe the people were not doing it with a humble heart but instead trying to big note themselves whilst they were fasting. Remember the example of the proud Pharisee in Luke 18:10-14. The lowly publican was justified whilst the proud Pharisee was not.

Remember also Mt 6:16  Moreover when ye fast, be not, as the hypocrites, of a sad countenance: for they disfigure their faces, that they may appear unto men to fast. Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.
Lesson 4. Prayer and fasting is to be done with a humble spirit.

Another reason why they may have had quarrels and strife when they fasted was because they were fasting for God to provide physical benefits such as a bigger ‘camel’, bigger tent, better job etc. 
Personally I believe that God will only provide things which are in accordance with His word. He has promised to provide for our physical needs so we need to put spiritual needs before our physical needs. See Luke 12:22-31. But rather seek ye the kingdom of God; and all these (physical) things shall be added unto you.
By all means we should pray for God to bless us in a physical sense if it is absolutely necessary for our existence. Example is a house if we have no house, a job if we have no job etc. but our primary concern in prayer and fasting should be about our spiritual needs.

However, healing needs are one area of the physical that we are encouraged through the scriptures to seek the Lord in prayer and fasting. See Matt 17:14-21. Here the disciples are asking Jesus why they could not heal a person with an illness. v20  And Jesus said unto them, Because of your unbelief: for truly I say to you, If ye have faith as a grain of mustard seed, you shall say unto this mountain, Remove hence to yonder place; and it shall remove; and nothing shall be impossible unto you. However this kind goes not out but by prayer and fasting.
Jesus was lamenting their lack of faith and so, I believe, He is saying here that prayer and fasting will increase their faith which will lead to them being able to heal the people that they are praying for. Often we fall into the trap of thinking we have a healing need therefore we will prayer and fast until the healing need is gone. When in reality it is we have a healing need therefore we will prayer and fast until our faith is built up and the healing need is gone.

Lesson 5. Prayer and fasting is about growing spiritually even if a physical need is being prayed for.

[5] Is it a fast that I have chosen, A day for a man to afflict his soul? Is it to bow down his head like a bulrush, And to spread out sackcloth and ashes? Would you call this a fast, And an acceptable day to the LORD? 
God here is again lamenting the fact that the fast that He has prescribed is not what the people are choosing to do. The people are seeing the prayer and fast as a burden to their soul. Plus they have an outward show to everyone that they are fasting. God's question at the end of verse 5 ‘would you call this a fast, and an acceptable day to the LORD?’, is probably rhetorical as He goes onto answer it in the next few verses.

Lesson 6. God is chastening His people because they see the Prayer and fast as a burden. I believe the lesson for us is that we must see prayer and fasting as an opportunity for  tremendous blessing. We often think that a prayer and fast is coming up and the natural man does not look forward to denying pleasures and food so we think of it as a burden. If we use the Spirit of God then we will seize every opportunity to pray and fast as it will be blessing upon blessing.

[6] “Is this not the fast that I have chosen: To loose the bonds of wickedness, To undo the heavy burdens, To let the oppressed go free, And that you break every yoke? [7] Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, And that you bring to your house the poor who are cast out; When you see the naked, that you cover him, And not hide yourself from your own flesh?
Sometime these verses are read as part of the promise of fasting. However as it’s the next verses that start with ‘then shall…’, that’s where the promises about the results of fasting begin. So these two verses 6&7 are in fact summarising the previous ones about how to approach God’s fast: Stop making your people work while you fast; Share your wealth; Care for the poor and homeless. Do these things and then fast. Then your fasting will be acceptable to God and all the following blessings will flow.
[8] Then your light shall break forth like the morning, Your healing shall spring forth speedily, And your righteousness shall go before you; The glory of the LORD shall be your rear guard. [9] Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer; You shall cry, and He will say, ‘Here I am.’ “If you take away the yoke from your midst, The pointing of the finger, and speaking wickedness, [10] If you extend your soul to the hungry And satisfy the afflicted soul, Then your light shall dawn in the darkness, And your darkness shall be as the noonday. [11] The LORD will guide you continually, And satisfy your soul in drought, And strengthen your bones; You shall be like a watered garden, And like a spring of water, whose waters do not fail. [12] Those from among you Shall build the old waste places; You shall raise up the foundations of many generations; And you shall be called the Repairer of the Breach, The Restorer of Streets to Dwell In.
Here God reaffirms His promises to His people that follow His fast and not their own. He will pour out blessing upon His people that I believe we all want from Him. However we now know the ingredients for a successful prayer and fast so now it is up to us.
Compare these verses with Luke 4:18-19 and Isaiah 61:1-2 where Jesus is proclaiming what He has come to do. Remember that Jesus made this declaration at the start of His ministry and just after he had spent forty days in prayer and fasting.

I believe the main object of these verses in Isaiah 58 are talking about spiritual things. 

Let me give you an example. Remember when Jesus said ‘to preach deliverance to the captives’ (Luke 4:18) there is no record of Him going to a prison and preaching to inmates. So he is talking about people who have their physical freedom but spiritually are captive in sin.

There are also some aspects of these verses that may be referring to physical things that we can do. The Lord has promised to bless us and to prosper but only if we put Him first and Seek Him in everything that we do. Read Luke 12:22-31 again.

Lesson 7. I believe that God here is saying to us that we should not use the blessings that He has given us to ‘feather our own nest’ but to share those blessings both spiritually and physically with those that are blind, destitute and naked spiritually.

[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 day of the LORD honourable, And shall honour Him, not doing your own ways, Nor finding your own pleasure, Nor speaking your own words, [14] Then you shall delight yourself in the LORD; And I will cause you to ride on the high hills of the earth, And feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father. The mouth of the LORD has spoken 
These are like a summary of some of the earlier verses about not ‘doing our own thing’ on the Sabbath and whilst the prayer and fast is on. 
Finally the last verse is a summary of the blessings that God will pour out if we partake of His fast.

Just finally I would like to say that for me anyway it has been such a blessing to go through this chapter and it certainly has changed how I will approach prayer and fasting from now on.

I hope also you have seen that fasting is so much more than just giving up food. We have always put an emphasis on that aspect which, I believe, is only a small part of our approach to God. 
