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Intr oduction: | don®think | haveeverpreachedn fastingbefore. | know| have
alwaysbeenuncomfortablewith the idea of fasting, especiallybecausemy rapid
metabolismcausesneto befaint andshalll saya bit cranky whenl delaya meal.
Fasting,howeveris an importantreligious practice,one mentionedoften in both
the Old and New Testamentsa practicethat Jesudollowed. As with otherrelig-
louspractices,Jesusgallsusto considethow we canpracticefastingof the heart.

What does it mean to Fast?

Barclayshareghatfastingwasoneof the mostimportantreligiouscustomsof the
day for Israel. Fastingcan be defined as the intentional giving up of food and
drink for alimited periodof time, andreplacingfood anddrink with activitiesthat
are spiritually significantandthatlead us into the presenceof God. In Leviticus
16:29-30,we learnthat Israel was commandedo fast on the Day of Atonement.
God commanded(dn the tenthday of the seventrmonthyou mustdenyyourselves
(fast) and not do any work-whethernative born or an alien living amongyou-
becauseon this day atonementill be madefor you,to cleanseyou. Then,before
the Lord, youwill becleanfromall your sinsO We seethenthatfastingis linked to
self-denialto arenewedocuson God,to a desireto beforgivenandcleansednd
to beingcontritefor our sinfulness. Fastingwasalsosomethingdoneprivately or
for personateasons.

Fastingtypically occurredin responsdo an intensepersonalexperienceof either
joy or grief. Fastingis closelylinked to humility, suchasin Psalm35:13,where
David says,Oret whenthey (his enemieswereill, | put on sackclothand humbled
myselfwith fastingO Fastingis linked with mourning,suchasin thetime between
deathandburial. Fastingandrepentancdor sinswere ofteninterlinked,andfast
ing was seenas a sign of internal sorrow for one®sins. King David fastedafter
beingconfrontedwith his sinswith Bathsheba.The peopleof Ninevehfastedand
repentedafter Jonahproclaimedthe will and judgmentof God over their nation.
Fastingwasdoneasa sign of nationalpenitence. For example,Samuelmadethe
nationfastfor turningto Baal (1 Samuel7). Fastingwasdonefor revelationandto
seekGod®direction. We seethis when Moseswas waiting for the Ten Com-
mandment®n Mt. Sinai(Exodus24); whenEsthertook herlife into herhandsap
pearingbeforethe king; whenDaniel fastedwhile waiting for God®word (Daniel
9) andwhen JesudastedbeforeHis temptation(Matthew 4). Fastingthenis an
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essentiakeligious practicethat occursthroughoutthe Old and New Testamenin
crucial moments,when the peopleof God neededto be remindedof the sover
eignty ofGod. Specialmomentgequirespecialprayerandspecialfasting.

DonOfTell Anybody

Althoughwe arecalledto tell peopleaboutthe goodnes®f God, we arenot to tell
peopleif or whenwe arefasting. Jesustells usin 6:16, QVhenyou fast, do not
look somberasthe hypocritesdo, for theydisfigure their facesto showothersthey
are fasting. | tell you the truth, they havereceivedtheir rewad in full.O Again,
Jesusis not questioningor critiquing the importanceor usefulnessof fasting (or
giving almsor prayer). Rather Jesuss shiningHis bright light into the depthsof
our soulsto haveus examinewhat our motivationsare. We areto fastto seek
God, to joyfully havemoreof God,to experiencehe presencef God. We arenot
to fastto gainthe praise attentionor adulationof others.

JohnStott saysthe word herefor disfigureis aphanizowhich meango renderin-
visible or unrecognizable.At thattime, someJewswould draw attentionto their
fasting by intentionally neglectingpersonalhygiene,or by coveringtheir heads
with sackcloth(a sign of mourning),or by smearingashesover their facesto give
the appearancef palenessr sickness,or by letting their hair be unkempt, by
wearingclothesthatweresoiledor disarrayed.Theywould alsobe gloomyor less
thanjoyful asa signof their suffering. Thisthenwasclearly notanactof humility
or praise,but an attemptto gain the praiseand attentionof others,to look holy
ratherthanto be holy. Jesussayssucha practiceis hypocritical. The word for
hypocritecomesfrom the languageof the ancienttheatey andsuggests theatrical
religion thatis not heartfeltor genuine. In essencesuchJewswere pretendingto
be onepersonwhentheywerereally someoneandsomethingelse. Fastingis not
somethingwe areto tell othersthatwe aredoing.

The Joy of Fasting

Joyis oneof thefruit of the Spirit (seeGalatiansb), andwe areto havejoy in all
we do, including fasting. Jesustells usin 6:17-8, But whenyou fast, put oil on
your headandwashyour face,sothatit will not be obviousto peoplethatyouare
fasting,but only to your Father whois unseenandyour Father who seeswhatis
donein secet, will rewad youO
Whenwe arefasting, we shouldtake a shower put on deodorantwashour face,
andput on perfumeandslapon someaftershave. Also, we shouldsmile andeven
be happierthan normal, for our focusis on God, not on us. Stott sayswe must
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choosecarefully who our audiencewill be. Will we put on a showfor othersor
fastsoonly God seesandknows? As believerswe areto be focusedon pleasing
God, seekingGod andbeinglike God. We shouldbe sojoyful whenfasting,that
othersarewonderingwhatwe hadfor breakfasthatmorning.

Barclay saysfastingis goodfor us. Fastingis goodfor our health. We mustask
ourselvesf we live to eator eatto live. Fastingis goodfor self-discipline. Our
societyencouragesisto be selfindulgent,to seekto pleaseour senses As believ
ers,we mustlearnto masterour appetitesratherthanletting our appetitesmaster
us. Fastingcanhelp us overcomebeingslavesto habit. At times,we canfind it
hard to overcomeour wants and longings. Fastingpreservesour ability to do
without things, to help usto seewho andwhatwe really need,andwho we really
are. Fastinghelpsus to learnto appreciatethings more. We take so much for
grantedandfastinghelpsusto be moregrateful. Ultimately fastingencouragesis
to saynotto our appetitesandyesto God. Fastingchangesis. In Isaiah58, God
calls Israelto fastingthatwill be seenin how they treatothers,in how they treat
thosein need. Fastingleadsto joy. As God promisesin Isaiah58:14,Qhenyou
will find your joy in the Lord, and | will causeyou to ride on the heightsof the
land, andto feaston the inheritanceof your fatherJacobhO

Fastingrequiresself-discipline,self-sacrificeand self-denial. As believers,
our lives arenot our own, but ratherbelongto God. Bonhoefer saysthata Ostrict
exerciseof self-controlis an essentiafeatureof the Christian®life.O Christians
areto beincreasinglymarkedby humility andself-control,focusedandconscious
onandof God. Is it possibleto fast? Of course for breakfastmeanso breakour
fastfrom the night. All of uscansurviveif we fast. How canwe fast? Whatdo
we medicateourselveswith? Fastfrom television,computergames,computey
food or drink, drugsor cigarettesstayingup late, negativity stressfear, anxiety
Fastfrom theseactivitiesin orderto refocuson God, to seekGod anew to reem
phasizethe centralityandimportanceof Godfor andin our lives. We arecalledto
give up somethinghenin orderto receivemoreof God.
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