
A Proper Fast 

Isaiah 58:1-14 

 

Chapter 58 in the book of Isaiah is the culmination of several chapters that call 

out the waywardness of God’s people.  Chapter 56 reminds the people that 

God’s Word is not just for them.  Foreigners, and even eunuchs, who call on 

the name of the Lord and keep His Sabbaths will earn their reward.  The 

people were reminded that the Lord’s Temple was to be a place of prayer “for 

all nations.”  In Chapter 56, verse 8, we read these words: 

The Sovereign Lord declares – he who gathers the exiles of Israel: “I 

will gather still others to them besides those already gathered.” 

God’s people were to be welcoming to all, and setting a good example for 

others to follow, but their practices had become very self-focused. 

Before detailing the wanton sins of the people, it is noted in Chapter 57 that 

“the righteous perish, and no one ponders it in his heart; devout men are taken 

away, and no one understands that the righteous are taken away to be spared 

from evil.  Those who walk uprightly enter into peace; they find rest as they 

lie in death.”  This likely should be a warning to the people to prepare 

themselves for what Isaiah has to share next. If the righteous rest in death, 

what can the unrighteous expect? 



The remainder of Chapter 57 recounts the many sins of God’s people.  They 

have been anything but righteous.  They have aligned themselves with the 

surrounding cultures.  They worship idols and engage in child sacrifice.  They 

have engaged in the sexual sins of those around them. Yet despite the fact that 

the people have fallen far away from the Lord, He will still forgive those who 

return to Him.  

To make His point, the Lord calls Isaiah to raise his voice like a trumpet.  The 

trumpet call was used in the Temple to call the people to times of prayer and 

worship, to take part in the Sabbath.  But the Sabbath had been corrupted.  

The people fasted and humbled themselves, but not to serve God.  No, they 

did so to serve themselves.  They had been told before what was considered 

an acceptable fast before the Lord – to seek justice and mercy, to look after 

orphans and widows.  The Lord calls out the people for oppressing their 

workers on the Sabbath, for wanting to rush through worship so they can get 

back to business where they likely are practicing unfair weights and measures. 

Some are even engaging in physical altercations on the Lord’s Day!  

The practice of fasting and worship for these folks was more about trying to 

manipulate God to give them what they wanted, instead of pleasing God with 

their practices.  They had conformed to the world around them and these 

people needed to change! 

As any parent knows, if you want your child to do something you need to tell 

them directly.  If you just tell them what not to do, you leave a whole lot to the 



imagination.  How often have we told our children not to do something, only 

to have them discover something else we would prefer they not do?  We have 

much better success when we tell them directly what our expectations are. 

Through Isaiah, God is telling His people what He does want them to do.  

Verses 6 through 14 of Chapter 58 enumerate the many ways that God wants 

His people to conduct themselves.  They are to loose the chains of the 

oppressed.  They are not to make their workers toil on a day when all are 

called to rest.  When they fast, the food they have forsaken should be given to 

those who do not have food.  They are to give shelter to the wanderer and to 

see to their needs of their own families. 

The reward for following these guidelines is that their own needs will be met, 

their own wounds healed as they heal the wounds of others, and their light 

shall shine before them, the glory of the Lord for all to see.  Even more so, 

when they call on the name of the Lord now, He will answer their earnest call 

where He did not answer their shallow, performative worship in the past.  The 

people will experience health and prosperity when they follow the Lord’s 

command.  They will be refreshed as if by an ever-flowing spring. 

By following the Lord’s command, these people will be seen as a light to the 

nations.  Their reputation will spread, and they will be known as a people who 

build up, they will be restorers of walls and cities.  This was an important 

command to the Israelites as they returned to the ravaged Jerusalem following 

the exile.  These rewards would come only if they heeded God’s words.  They 



must observe a proper fast, practicing justice and mercy, seeking right 

relationships among themselves and with God.  We know from the Biblical 

record, that the people struggled to comply, finding themselves in a 400 year 

fast, a fast from hearing the word of God. 

Fast forward to the 21st Century world we live in.  Most often when we hear 

about fasting it has something to do with weight loss, not building a right 

relationship with God.   

In Matthew 6:16 Jesus told his disciples   

16 “When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they 

disfigure their faces to show others they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they 

have received their reward in full. 

Jesus picks up on the theme begun in Isaiah.  Just as the religious leaders of 

his day would pray wordy prayers and wear exaggerated fringes on their 

prayer shawls all for show, so they would make public displays of fasting as 

well.  But Jesus cautions that any religious practice done just for show will not 

meet with God’s approval.  Instead, Jesus shares the practices that God will 

take notice of and reward.    We read this is Matthew 25: 

31 “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with 

him, he will sit on his glorious throne. 32 All the nations will be gathered 

before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a 



shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 33 He will put the sheep on 

his right and the goats on his left. 

34 “Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are 

blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for 

you since the creation of the world. 35 For I was hungry and you gave me 

something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I 

was a stranger and you invited me in, 36 I needed clothes and you clothed 

me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to 

visit me.’ 

37 “Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you 

hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to 

drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing 

clothes and clothe you? 39 When did we see you sick or in prison and go 

to visit you?’ 

40 “The King will reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the 

least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.’ 

41 “Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you who are 

cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42 For I 

was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave 

me nothing to drink, 43 I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I 



needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and in prison and 

you did not look after me.’ 

44 “They also will answer, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty 

or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help 

you?’ 

45 “He will reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did not do for one of 

the least of these, you did not do for me.’ 

46 “Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to 

eternal life.” 

Today, let each of us commit to practicing a proper fast – to speak up on 

behalf of those with no voice, to share what we have with those who have 

little or nothing, to offer shelter and comfort to those in need, and to carry the 

light of God into a dark world offering hope and wholeness to all.  
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