
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We’ve been trained by well meaning parents to “clean our plates.” On 
occasion they might have even encouraged us to eat all our food because 
somewhere children were starving.  And so begins our brain washing that we 
must eat.  We have been carefully and consistently programmed to believe 
that when we experience  “hunger pangs” (pains in the abdominal region 
which occur in the early stages of hunger or fasting and are correlated with 
contractions of the empty stomach or intestines) that we MUST eat. To not 
eat is to somehow do ourselves harm!  
 
Fasting has a long Biblical history from ancient Old Testament times down 
through the time of Jesus  and the apostles, in the early church, among the 
reformers, and with some revival in recent times.  But during that long history  
the practice seems to fall to one extreme or the other.   
 
Some have exalted religious fasting beyond all Scripture and reason; 
and others have utterly disregarded it.                          –John Wesley 
 
While not commanding it, Jesus seems to assume fasting will be practiced by 
his followers.  In the Sermon on the Mount he said, “When you fast.” Matthew 
6:16 Many point out that he did not say “if you fast,” but “when you fast.”  He 
has no doubt that fasting will be part of his follower’s practice. 
 
       fast verb 
       fasting gerund or present participle:   
      abstain from all or some kinds of food or drink,  
       especially  as a religious observance. 
         synonyms: eat nothing, abstain from food,  
                           refrain from eating, 
                           go without food, go hungry, etc. 

 
    

 
 



Without thinking about it carefully we may begin to imagine that we are 
sustained by food, and there is a side of truth to that thinking.  But when we 
fast we are reminded that our sustenance come from God, he is the one who 
sustains us.  He may choose to use physical food, as is normally the case, 
and he may choose to allow us access to food in the ordinary means of 
planting and harvest, or he may cause in us that experience Jesus referenced 
when he had not eaten physical food but told his disciples, “I have food to eat 
that you do not know about.” John 4:32 
 
When we fast we deliberately deny ourselves an otherwise normal function of 
daily life for the sake of intense spiritual activity and we are reminded that, like 
Jesus, we do not live by bread alone, “But by every word that proceeds out of 
the mouth of God.” Matthew 4:4 
 
Today there is much more information about the physical benefits of going 
through a fast.  Even in spiritual literature often much emphasis is giving to 
the physical aspects and they are an important part of the experience.  But we 
must remember that the purpose of all the disciplines is to give God access to 
our lives that he might transform us.  We aren’t using fasting to gain our own 
ends but to simply disconnect from the regular natural function of meals to 
open an additional access point for God to have access to us and for us to 
seek God and not just the benefits of fasting. 
 
One of the greatest misconceptions about fasting, a carry over from 
asceticism’s influence, is the idea that we pay our due by fasting and then can 
demand God to come through for us.  Never should we imagine that we can 
do anything to put God in our debt.  Rather fasting can be a kind of surrender 
to let go of our regular practice to take greater hold on God, to surrender to 
him, and come to greater faith to let him will and to do according to his good 
pleasure. Fasting is not a means to manipulating the almighty. 
 
Three Types of Fast  (Check with your physician  prior to fasting) 
 
Partial—In a partial fast you continue to eat but limit food intake to a narrow 
spectrum like fruits, or vegetables.  Sometimes it may be more about what 
you are leaving off as when  Daniel modeled this abstaining from the 
“delicacies” meat and wine for three weeks in Daniel 10.  
 
Water Only—Pretty self explanatory—no food is eaten. Drink LOTS of water! 
  
Absolute—No food or water (very limited amount of time)  
Some like to think Jesus didn’t eat or drink for 40 days in the wilderness but 
the temptation was about hunger not thirst and had he not been drinking 
without supernatural intervention he would have been dead. If you get 
inspired to do an absolute fast it should be of a very short duration. 



 
 
Miscellaneous Fasts   
 
While the Bible seems to primarily equate fasting with not eating food there 
can be other beneficial “fastings” to help us not be dominated by our cultural 
practices.  Here are some potentials: 
 
TV   News Media   Social Media 
Hobbies  Shopping   Football, etc. 
Movies   Eating Out   Internet Surfing 
Cliques   From being indoors  Fiction    
(Here you can experiment with letting go “fasting” from any practice or habit or 
way of thinking  for the freedom to rebalance life and focus on God’s 
goodness) 
  
Ideas for parents to assist children in practicing this discipline 
 
For Younger Kids: 

• Maybe pick a night to skip desert (Make the meal special) 
• Encourage kids to “try” all healthy foods 
• Allow children to stop eating when they are satisfied 
• Don’t comfort with food 

For Older Kids: 

• Plan a fast from snacks 
• Talk about purpose of fasting to connect with God 
• Fix a meal together as a family and deliver it to someone else 

 
 
NOTE: Whether you eat nothing for a day or 36 hours, or whether you fast 
from just one meal a week, or go on a longer fast, or just set aside a favorite 
food for a period, the whole point is to give God greater control in our lives by 
demonstrating some control over our insatiable hunger for caring for 
ourselves by eating. We live in a food crazed culture. Food is accessible 
everywhere around us. Fast, slow, home cooked, factory managed it is 
everywhere and we easily become controlled by our appetite. Fasting gives 
us the chance to, for a short period, find freedom from its domination in our 
lives that we might focus on God who is our true and eternal sustenance. The 
“miscellaneous” fasts can be engaging but please don’t neglect to experiment 
with some form of a food fast.  



 

 
 

1.  What comes to your mind when you think of “fasting?” 

 

2. How long is the longest you have gone without eating? 
 

 

3. When you think of fasting do you first think of physical 
benefits or spiritual? Why? 

 
 

4. Fasting reveals the things that control us. If you did a 24 
hour or 36 hour fast what do you think might be revealed 
to you? 
 

 

5. What are some ways you can keep a fast centered on 
God? 

 

6. What do you think about God sustaining us? 

 
 

7. There is no Biblical law that commands regular fasting so 
why would you consider trying it? 
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Matthew 6:16-18 Twelve Months to Grow: Finding in God Our 
Sustenance—Fasting, by Andy McDonald 
 
This morning we are jumping back into our year long once a month 
series, Twelve Months to Grow. The byline on the series calls us to 
Grow from shallow, artificial, trivial ….to deep, real, profound.  
 
For just a moment think about the contrast of how it would feel if 
someone called us shallow or if they called us deep.  To be called 
artificial makes us feel plastic, but to be called real and really be real 
feels grounded, and earthy, it feels like we have a place of belonging. 
 
Who of us would consider the moniker of trivial to be complementary? 
Who of us would wish for that to be the superlative under our senior 
picture in our high school annual? But who would complain if under 
our picture instead it said profound? 
 
It may seem ambitious.  It may seem exaggerated. We may doubt the 
validity.  But there is no doubt in my understanding that just such a 
transformation is realistic.  If we engage, explore, experiment with each 
of these 12 disciplines to open our lives to God, to give him greater 
access to us, if we answer his knock at our door, he will come in and 
will and do of his good pleasure in us and we will be changed. 
 
Maybe because there is no arrival point we should have said from 
shallow to deeper from artificial to more real, from trivial toward 
profound. But in Jesus, through these practices more organically 
connected with the Trinity this shift takes place and we grow from 
shallow, artificial, trivial to deep, real, profound. 
 
But we don’t do it just for ourselves. We seek this transformation in us 
that we might be better soldiers, better craftsman, better practitioners, 
better ambassadors of GRACE of God to our world.  These disciplines 
cannot be selfish or they become part of the curse.  We discipline 
ourselves that we might better love the world that God so loves. 
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We began with meditation, and then last month we looked at prayer.  
 
We’ve  opened a face book page where we hope that you will go and 
share stories of your experiences throughout the month as you 
experiment with each of the disciplines this year.  
 
I must tell you about the experience of one of your fellow members.  
She approached me telling me she wanted to share her story and she 
said, Now you may think I’m crazy. I assured her no.  She said that 
often on her commute to work she would pray. She would share with 
God a litany of her requests and places where she’d like for God to step 
up and make a difference.  But this one morning she decided she would 
experiment with “listening prayer.” She was so excited because in a 
matter of just a short time when she went from talking to listening 
Jesus showed up in her mind’s eye in a very real way.  She said it was 
like she could see Jesus and her sitting opposite each other on like 
white sofas. And Jesus was responding to her thoughts.  He was 
offering advice.  And she said he was offering advice that had to be 
from him because it wasn’t anything she would ever think up!  And the 
joy and intimacy and the realness of this experience was so wonderful, 
she said now that’s all she wants.  She can’t be satisfied now with just a 
one sided prayer with her doing all the talking now she relishes this 
conversational prayer born out of listening prayer.  Here is one of us, 
already God’s person, already a believer in prayer, already a full person 
worshipper of God, but now through the discipline of prayer becoming 
deep rooted in Jesus, profound in the experience of prayer. 
 
We started this series talking about Meditation and if you missed that 
beginning you may want to go to our church website and under 
resources watch, listen or read the message from August 30. And then 
last month Prayer.  
 
As challenging as meditation and prayer  may have been, today we 
come a very concrete discipline, a physical practice that has a long 
history among many spiritual giants but may be the most neglected of 
the 12 disicplines—Fasting. 
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Really! Yes Really—fasting. You’re like, why did I come to church 
today? 
 
Okay stick with me.  What is fasting?  Fasting is simply or not so 
simply, deliberately denying  ourselves an otherwise normal function of 
daily life for the sake of intense spiritual activity.  
 
The dictionary definition of fast is to abstain from all or some kinds of 
food or drink, especially as a religious observance. 
 
In the land of the golden arches we immediately wonder why? It 
reminds me of when Philip goes to tell his friend Nathanael that they 
have found the Messiah and his name is Jesus, the son of Joseph from 
Nazareth. Nathanael responds can any good thing come out of 
Nazareth. And in our culture when it comes to voluntary fasting we 
may wonder, Can any good thing come from not eating? 
 
As a nation we are becoming more and more obese and yet we rebel 
against diets and, for the most part they aren’t even about not eating but 
just eating less or differently. 
 
We so much like our food that those we especially enjoy in times of 
stress we call our “comfort food.” All we know is that having food is 
comfortable and not having food is uncomfortable and unless we have 
some psychological issues we don’t relish the idea, no less the reality of 
choosing to be uncomfortable. 
 
In his book “The Making of an Ordinary Saint”, Nathan Foster opens 
his chapter on Fasting with these words: 
 
“My world is built on pursuing and satisfying my every need and 
desire—after all, I am an American.    When I have a headache, I take 
medicine.     When I’m tired, I go to bed.      When I’m hot, I turn on 
the air conditioner, and       when I’m hungry, I eat. 
The notion of voluntarily depriving myself of anything that is readily 
accessible feels ridiculous.” p.37  
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Truth is we have been raised to eat. From our earliest moments of life 
when our stomachs contract and send that primitive survival signal to 
our brains for food, we let out a wail and the parental response is to 
provide food. It doesn’t take too much training for us to recognize the 
comfort that food brings to our discomfort of being hungry. 
 
And then as we get a little older we find ourselves at the receiving end 
of our parents, usually our mother’s determination to have us eat ALL 
of our food.  In our family we even created the pressure of competition 
or inclusion-“eat all your food, so you can be part of the clean plate 
club!” 
 
Our experience, if we don’t grow up in a food deprived family, is that 
we buy into the propaganda of the advertizing world that if we don’t 
have three large well balanced meals with snacks in between that we 
are somehow on the edge of starvation. 
 
There are some who are sure that if we fast it will be injurious to our 
health, that our bodies will start consuming its own healthy tissue out 
of desperation for nutrients.  It is true that our bodies can survive only a 
very short time without air and water, healthy people though, can go 
many days without food  before actual starvation sets in.   
 
But our personal comfort, irrational fears, and food sales propaganda 
combine to make us shy away from fasting.   
 
Another reason this discipline has often been neglected is the abuses of 
asceticism. Ascetics, ancient or modern, were and are devout people 
who believe the body the physical body to be bad and must be beaten 
back that only the spiritual is good.  As a result the ancient ascetics 
wouldn’t just practice self denial but went to extremes excessively 
denying themselves normal pleasure even to the point of self –
flagellation and mortification—as a means to righteousness.  So fasting 
has this bad rap by association with the ascetics. 
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But just because some have abused fasting and taken it to extremes and 
just because we live in a food crazed culture, neither end of the 
spectrum is a call for us to not engage in this discipline.  
Should we decide to experiment with this discipline we are in good 
company with Biblical heroes like Moses, David, Elijah, Esther, 
Daniel, Anna, Jesus and Paul.  Many of the great reformers and leaders 
of spiritual movements were practitioners of this discipline. People like 
Martin Luther, John Wesley, Jonathan Edwards, and the leaders who 
formed our denomination.  And we Christians don’t have an exclusive 
on the practice but share it with most world religions. 
 
Before we go any further let me ease some of your minds, there are no 
Biblical laws that command regular fasting. We have the wonderful 
freedom in Jesus Christ to engage in this practice as often as we 
choose. 
 
 In the Jewish culture there was originally one day of annual fasting and 
that was the Day of Atonement, when the people were to be in sorrow 
and affliction for their sins.  Over time the Jewish faith added fast days 
to the calendar and today there are more than 20 annual fast days. 
 
But fasting, while there can be a corporate shared experience, is 
generally thought of as a private matter between the individual and 
God. 
 
In fact Jesus seems to encourage this private aspect of fasting in his 
teaching about fasting in the Sermon on the Mount. 
 "And when you fast, don't make it obvious, as the hypocrites do, who 
try to look pale and disheveled so people will admire them for their 
fasting. I assure you, that is the only reward they will ever get.  But 
when you fast, comb your hair and wash your face.  Then no one will 
suspect you are fasting, except your Father, who knows what you do in 
secret. And your Father, who knows all secrets, will reward you.” 
Matthew 6:16-18 
 



6 
 
Undoubtedly Jesus was referencing the practice of some of the 
Pharisees who loved to fast on market days so there would be a larger 
audience to see and admire their piety.  In Jesus parable about two 
worshippers coming to the temple to pray he highlights in Luke 18:12  
that the Pharisee in his prayer mentions that he fasts twice a week. 
 
Jesus’ brief teaching about fasting is so brief because it assumes the 
practice but he doesn’t command it.  He says when you fast, not if you 
fast or you must fast.  The reality is that his teaching is really an 
admonition to not engage in spiritual practices for human applause or 
recognition. 
 
We aren’t reading the Bible, meditating, praying, fasting, studying, we 
could list all the disciplines and Jesus teaching here would apply: we 
don’t practice them for human recognition or applause!  No, they are 
about putting ourselves in God’s presence, giving him access to our 
lives, that he might transform us more and more into the image of Jesus 
Christ. 
 
One day the disciples of John the Baptist came and asked, “Why do we 
and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?” 
 
Here is Jesus chance to give us all a skip-bo on this most demanding of 
disciplines.  But he doesn’t let us off the hook! 
 
He said, “The attendants of the bridegroom cannot mourn as long as the 
bridegroom is with them, can they? But the days will come when the 
bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast.” 
 
Arthur Wallis writes, “We are therefore compelled to refer the days of 
his absence to the period of this age, from the time he ascended to the 
Father  until he shall return from heaven. This is evidently how His 
apostles understood him, for it was not until after his ascension to the 
Father that we read of them fasting….It is this age of the church to 
which our master referred when he said, ‘then they will fast.’ The time 
is now!” Arthur Wallis, God’s Chosen Fast, p. 25 
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It is obvious that Jesus upheld the discipline of fasting and anticipated, 
expected his followers would do it.  Why? 
It can’t be to try and get God on our side, in our pocket, so to speak. 
 
Probably  the most irreverent and wrong understanding of fasting is to 
imagine it as some kind transaction with the divine.  Like we are 
bargaining with God.  This thing I’m praying about or concerned about 
is so important to me that I’m willing to not eat over it!  And once I’ve 
skipped meals I’ve shown how serious I am so it’s time for you to step 
up to the plate and come through for me.  You owe me. 
 
That’s not what fasting is about.  Whenever we use good things to our 
own ends it is a sign of false religion whether it is the Pharisee wanting 
everyone to notice he’s fasting and think well of him,  or whether it 
someone fasting to try and get God to do what we want. 
 
There are religious teachers today who emphasize  the blessings and 
benefits of fasting that make it sound like we can have God eating out 
of our hand—presentation titles like  The Secret to Answered Prayer, 
How to Pray So God Will Listen, Effective Prayer all with the idea that 
if we do it right we can get our wish to come true. 
 
Luke 2:37 says that Anna stayed at the temple night and day 
worshipping God with fasting and prayer.  Fasting and Worshipping 
must be combined.  There are undoubtedly lots of stories about when 
people fast and pray. There are physical benefits of fasting.  Power has 
come to accomplish amazing things after people fast.  Sometimes 
broader understandings and meaningful spiritual insights have come 
after fasting, but we must remember that the purpose of the discipline 
isn’t the blessing the benefit the purpose is opening our lives to God.  
Giving access.  
 
And maybe fasting is one of the best ways.  We take a break from food, 
from finding sustenance in satisfying our physical hunger, we seek our 
sustenance in God alone. For just this period of fasting we pull away 
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from finding sustenance in anything other than God and as we rest in 
him we enjoy this total oneness with him. And in our best moments of 
fasting it is God we seek, 
Not the answer to our prayer  
 Not the blessing he can send our way 
   Not relief from worry or 
     Not ours’ or another’s healing 
 
Listen to these poignant words from Dallas Willard: 
“Fasting confirms our utter dependence upon God by finding in him a 
source of sustenance beyond food.  Through it, we learn by experience 
that God’s word to us is a life substance, that it is not food (“bread”) 
alone that gives life, but also the words that proceed from the mouth of 
God (Matthew 4:4) We learn that we too have meat to eat that the 
world does not know about. Fasting unto our Lord is therefore feasting-
feasting on him and doing his will.” 
 
This great historic rich practice of fasting helps us keep our balance in 
life. We are too much like tight rope walkers distracted by the non-
essentials. And while food is essential to life taking a break from all of 
it or some of it reminds us that it is not what is ultimately essential. 
 
In fasting we are brought back to the center, we find our balance as we 
make first things first and our prayer may be the words of the song: 
 
Oh Christ be the center of our lives 
Be the place we fix our eyes 
Be the center of our lives 
 
 
 
I invite you to experiment with some form of fasting from food, a type, 
a meal, all food for a period, not for the great physical benefit, and not 
to try and twist God’s arm, but to find the joy of resting in Him as your 
truest and complete sustenance. 


