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Have you been taught about fasting before – what fasting is, why we should fast, and how to fast safely and effectively? Not much is said about fasting because it is not well understood these days. Maybe when you heard I was talking about fasting today, you thought of skipping worship this Sunday? Maybe you did not know I was talking about fasting and now you are wishing you did skip today? Don’t be afraid. Fasting is a great tool for followers of Christ. Fasting was quite common among Christians for centuries. What is it that they knew? What is the hidden power of fasting? And when we talk about fasting, that does not just mean to stop eating food. It can mean not doing any number of activities. It might be more helpful for some of you to give up TV or going out to movies than to give up eating some food. So let’s understand from Jesus what fasting is and is not about to mature more in a Christ-like lifestyle.
Matthew 6:16-18 “When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”
Obviously, Jesus dislikes hypocrites who do everything for show. He put them down for publicly giving to make themselves look good, and blasted them again for publicly praying for their own benefit. Now Jesus completes the charges by denouncing the way they fast publicly as they make a show of that too. No one likes a hypocrite - not Jesus, not His followers, not anyone. Hypocrisy is the number one complaint against religious people, and in our culture might be considered the number one sin. It is hard to even find a joke about hypocrites, as we take the matter so seriously. I did manage to find just one. It is a definition of a hypocrite: “Someone who complains about sex, drugs and violence on their own DVD or VCR player.”
As much as Jesus condemns those who show spiritual concern on the outside only, He does encourage us toward a deeper spiritual life through giving, prayer and fasting that draw us into a caring relationship with God and others. Last week, Jesus taught us to pray effectively. Prayer opens the way for God’s good, perfect and pleasing will to work through our lives. Today, we examine this specific form of prayer with hidden power – fasting. Dr. Bill Bright, founder of Campus Crusade for Christ, called fasting “a spiritual atomic bomb” for incredible revival in the Lord.

Let’s establish what fasting is first. To fast usually means to abstain from food and/or drink, but again, can be abstaining from almost any activity or pleasure. For instance, you can fast from going out for meals to save money, from watching TV to better spend your time, or from playing golf so you have time to help others instead (Now I am getting on dangerous ground). Fasting can be in part or the whole over any period of time set by those who fast. Fasting can be not eating one meal or not eating any meals in a time period. It might be giving up just one type of food or drink for a time. For instance, I could decide to not eat lunch for 3 days this week, or not eat chocolate at all this month and donate the money I save to a worthy cause. Some of you could decide to not buy coffee but just make it at home and save that money for a better use.

Fasting occurs regularly in both the Old and New Testament eras. Moses twice fasted for forty-day periods. King David, (2 Samuel 12:22) fasted to humble himself when he had sinned before the Lord. Jesus fasted 40 days and expected His followers to fast. "When you fast," He said, not, “if you fast.” Fasting enables the Holy Spirit to reveal your true spiritual condition, resulting in brokenness, repentance, and a transformed life. Nehemiah fasted (Nehemiah 1:4) for the people of Jerusalem to be renewed in the Lord.
What are the reasons to fast? Fasting can be done for health reasons to clear out the body or to lose weight in a controlled manner. Health spas frequently offer specific fast therapies for physical benefits. Yet, most people fast for spiritual reasons. Fasting helps with issues of lack of control. Fasting helps us to realize how precious is God’s daily provision for our needs. We can fast for the Lord’s protection, guidance, renewal and for cleansing of our bad habits. By fasting from physical activities or food, we realize we are not just flesh bound to follow the demands of our physical world. I Corinthians 7 relates that married couples can abstain from physical intimacy for a period of time. This helps them to focus on other aspects of their relationship and upon the Lord’s leading in their lives. We are not ruled by our body’s appetites nor its desires. Jesus rules over us mind, body and spirit. Fasting helps us realize this.
Fasting can transform your prayer life into a richer and more personal experience. Fasting can result in a dynamic personal revival in your own life and make you a channel of revival to others. Primarily fasting helps us to focus on prayer and God’s Word. Here is Bill Bright again on the power of fasting, “Fasting is the most powerful spiritual discipline of all the Christian disciplines. Through fasting and prayer, the Holy Spirit can transform your life. Fasting and prayer can also work on a much grander scale. According to Scripture, personal experience and observation, I am convinced that when God's people fast with a proper Biblical motive - seeking God's face - not His hand - with a broken, repentant, and contrite spirit, God will hear from heaven and heal our lives, our churches, our communities, our nation and world.”
Prayer, especially fasting prayer, directs us to what God wants to do through us. Be clear about this - fasting does not force God’s hand to do what we want. The Bible consistently warns us that we pray and fast not to impress or manipulate God to our purposes or schemes. Isaiah 58:3-5, (NLT) ‘We have fasted before you!’ they say. ‘Why aren’t you impressed? We have been very hard on ourselves, and you don’t even notice it!’ “I will tell you why!” I respond. “It’s because you are fasting to please yourselves. Even while you fast, you keep oppressing your workers. What good is fasting when you keep on fighting and quarreling? This kind of fasting will never get you anywhere with me. You humble yourselves by going through the motions of penance, bowing your heads like reeds bending in the wind. You dress in burlap and cover yourselves with ashes. Is this what you call fasting? Do you really think this will please the LORD? Fake fasting does not cut it with the Lord. Our fasting should come from a heart that desires to know the Lord more.
Fasting directs us to what God wants to do through us. I have found fasting to be a powerful way to place the Lord as first in my life over my own decisions or desires. We let the pangs of hunger remind us of the reason why we fast. We allow the yearning for something physical to direct our thoughts to higher spiritual motivations. Let me share with you how to fast using some personal experiences, not to draw attention to myself, but to help you discover the reasons why you would want to fast too.
How do you fast, particularly when it comes to not eating? Not eating for any length of time must be done with caution and with expert advice. Good books and on-line references about fasting are available. Certain people should never fast for long periods; pregnant women, young children, those who are ill, or have other medical conditions, etc. If you plan to fast, seek advice from others who have done it before and know how to best do it. There are right and wrong ways to fast.

Fasting has the most success when done with care and planning. One can prepare physically and spiritually to fast considering the best plans for health, diet, frame of mind, place and time. For instance, it is unwise to fast during major holidays. Memorial Day weekend is a bad time to start a fast with all the family feasts that will happen. And fasts rarely mean abstaining from everything at once, from both food and drink. Most longer fasts allow carefully chosen supplements so that the benefits of fasting help, not harm, the one who fasts. When I fast for a day, I still drink water and juice. Some suggest liquid broth, vitamins and other supplements for extended fasts. Again, seek advice from those who have fasted successfully before.
Though Jesus warns us not to make a show of fasting and to do it privately and quietly, fasting can be done with a group. It is nice to have others who are going through the fast with you for encouragement and help. And you can ask confidential brothers and sisters to pray for you while you fast in a way that is not a show. Just before our 40 Days of Community and again with our 40 Days of Love, many of us fasted on the same day to pray for the success of that program. We chose to fast during the daylight and break the fast in the evening, which meant that most of us gave up eating breakfast and lunch that day, but ate dinner. Some had never fasted before. They shared with me their experiences of being reminded to pray whenever they felt hungry.
If you have not fasted before, start small and build up. Decide to give up deserts for a few days. Fast one meal this week. Next week, fast two meals on the same day and in the third week, fast the entire day. Be sure to drink water and juices and take the time you would normally spend eating in prayer and Bible study. You will soon discover that fasting leads to physical and spiritual cleansing and paves the way for godly discipline. Remember the point of fasting is not to see what we can do, but to remind us of what God wants us to do. If I give up chocolate for a week, it amazes me how often I think of chocolate, which means how many times these urges remind me to pray for my concern. If I gave up coffee for a week, it would not mean anything to me because I don’t drink coffee. That fast would be worthless. What you give up helps to focus you on the prayer you have. The first time I fasted, way back in my High School years, my older sister needed surgery. I did not know how bad her situation was; so on the day of her surgery I decided to fast. I remember, with every hunger pain I experienced that day, how much I wanted her to be healed. Praise the Lord, the surgery took care of the entire problem for my sister. And, although we can pray and fast for physical healing, remember it is at best a temporary prayer. While fasting for my sister’s healing, I also fasted for her deeper relationship with the Lord.
Be aware of temptations and heightened spiritual attack when you fast. You will want to draw attention to yourself. You will feel like you are the reason for the success of your prayers. You will think fasting is all about what you do, not what the Lord does. Honestly confess those feelings to the Lord when you have them, asking for Him to redirect your thoughts toward Him. The evil one and his demons won’t want you to discover the power of fasting to direct you toward God’s greater will. So there will be many obstacles and traps set for your when you fast. Someone will offer you your favorite desert. Someone else who you have wanted to get together with for some time will surely choose the same day you choose to fast to call you up for lunch. If you fast from TV, everyone else will be talking about some favorite show that will be on that evening. Again, timing of a fast is important, so choose a period of time when you will face the least distractions and temptations, yet remember you can’t foresee or control everything. There will be temptations to fight off and that is good too.
Choose the place and time carefully to get away to fast. Some years ago, I began to feel that the Lord was leading me from one place of ministry to somewhere new. I did not know where the Lord was calling me to go, but wanted to be sure that the time had come to start looking for His new direction and calling. So I chose to take some time off, to get away from my daily routine and its distractions and attractions, to get away from the daily demands and needs, and to go to someplace where I could focus on the Lord alone. I decided to retreat for three days to some mountains in Arizona where I could hike up to a beautiful view, then sit and pray to listen for God’s direction. During that time I did not eat anything but a few apples a day, and drank juice and water. I remember those 3 days as one of the most significant turning point experiences of my life. With each passing hour, as I tried to stay alert to the Lord’s leading, I could hear His direction more clearly. It was easier to fast for those 3 days than I thought it would be.
While fasting, confess, worship and sing to the Lord.  Ask the Lord to cleanse you of any impure thoughts, doubts or behaviors. Focus your thinking on how great is our Lord and what He has done for you. Let familiar praise songs roll off your tongue. Jesus tells us not to look pale and disheveled, but to stay good looking by combing our hair and washing our face. Someone else looking at us should not notice that we are fasting. Fasting can be a delightful experience. Yes, you get hungry, but you also get filled with the Lord. Jesus told His disciples that He had food to eat that they did not understand, spiritual food of doing the Father’s work. Fasting and prayer can restore the loss of our "first love" for our Lord and result in a more intimate relationship with Christ.
Have you tried to fast before? Maybe you thought fasting meant that you had to go weeks without food, or that fasting was just too hard for you to attempt. I hope we have put to rest these concerns. I encourage you to try fasting this week. Remember to start small and build up. And learn to use these times of fasting to increase your effective prayer life.
Let us pray: Lord, teach us to pray and to fast in prayer so that we can know You more clearly, follow You more nearly, and love You more dearly.  In all things we do Lord, we desire You to get the glory, and are grateful that You would use us to make a difference in the lives of those around us. Amen.
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