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Summer Sermon Series 
Spiritual Disciplines: Fasting 
 
Today we are looking at the last of the Spiritual Disciplines that we will cover at this 
time: fasting. Out of all the disciplines that we have covered so far, fasting probably 
makes the least amount of sense to Presbyterians.  Presbyterians don’t fast!  Monks 
fast.  Nuns fast.  The ancient Israelites fasted. Jesus fasted. The early Christians 
fasted.  But Presbyterians don’t fast.  Presbyterians eat! 
 
And perhaps out of all of the spiritual disciplines, fasting might seem the most archaic 
and unnecessary.  I hope by the end of the sermon you will have a renewed 
appreciation of the spiritual discipline of fasting and the way it can be helpful in the 
way of growing closer to God and conforming more to the image of Christ.  
 
So, let’s talk about fasting.  Fasting, as abstaining from food for a period of time for a 
specific spiritual purpose, is mentioned throughout scripture very frequently.  It was a 
part of the regular lives of God’s worshiping people and often accompanied the 
practice of prayer.  
 
Something else to keep in mind with respect to fasting is that it was never done with 
the intent of trying to manipulate God into acting differently or getting God to change 
his mind. Fasting was never understood as having some kind of extra ‘boosty’ power 
that helped prayers get to God faster, or multiplied their power somehow.  Fasting 
wasn’t about changing God. Fasting was about changing the practitioner.  It made 
him/her more focused on God and his/her relationship with God. It was about 
becoming more aware of a hunger for God, a fresh experience of God, and a 
response from God.  Fasting changes us and how we relate to God. 
 
Some of the biblical reasons for why and when people fasted included fasting to 
intensify prayer (Ez 8:23; Dan 9:3), to seek God’s guidance (Jdg. 20:26; Acts 14:23), 
to express grief (1 Sam 31:13; 2 Sam 1:11-12), to seek deliverance or protection (Ps 
109; Esth 4:16), to express repentance (Joel 2:12), to humble oneself before God (1 
Kg 21:27-29, Ps 35:13), to express concern for the work of God (Neh 1:3-4), to 
minister to the needs of others (Isa 58), to overcome temptation (mt 4:1-11), and to 
express love and worship to God (Lk 2:37).  
 
In addition to some of these examples, fasting was also done in various contexts. 
People fasted privately as part of their own individual devotional life (Matt 6:16-18), 
but they also fasted congregationally and nationally. In these instances, a fast was 
called to help people re-dedicate themselves to God in repentance, to seek God’s will 
in a congregationally or nationally relevant circumstance (like going to war), or to 
re-dedicate themselves to God and his covenant with them (Joel 2:15-16; Acts 13:2; 
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2 Chron 20:3, Neh 9:1).  And the people always fasted on the Day of Atonement 
(Lev. 16:29-31). 
 
 
What all these examples speak to is that fasting is a discipline that is purposeful, and 
it’s purpose has always been to help God’s people focus on him, his work and his will 
more intentionally.  In all of these instances, when the people felt hungry, they were 
reminded of why they were fasting, and then were able to re-focus on seeking the will 
of God in whatever circumstance they were experiencing.  When they felt hungry 
they were reminded that God provides abundantly for his people everything they 
need. When their stomachs grumbled (and sometimes their mouths grumbled as 
well), they were reminded that they had been called to seek the Lord and his will in 
all things and he would bless them out of his abundant grace and mercy.  Abstaining 
from food reminded the people that every good and perfect gift comes from the 
Father.  
 
But as we also see in scripture, sometimes the practice of fasting became an empty 
ritual.   In some cases, people fasted just to look like they were pious, but really, their 
fasting had nothing to do with their relationship with God and everything to do with 
pumping up their own public image.  Jesus himself admonished the Pharisees for 
fasting just for the sake of looking good just for show.  
 
Another instance of when the people got the whole point of fasting wrong is 
recounted for us in Isaiah 58.  Isaiah 58 is the most extensive passage about fasting 
in scripture (read Isaiah 58).  The people had observed the sabbath, had said their 
prayers and done their fasting without any concern for God or for how God had called 
them to live in devotion to him. Instead of keeping the Sabbath holy as a day set 
apart for prayer, worship, fasting and devotion to God serving the purposes of God, 
they had done their own thing according to their own desires. But what is interesting 
about this passage is that they had thought they were being faithful by observing all 
the practices they were supposed to.  And they got angry with God for not answering 
their prayers - even after they had gone through all of the motions to appear more 
and more dedicated and intense about their activities.  Isaiah’s words cut them to the 
heart as he tells them all of their spiritual rituals and observances meant absolutely 
nothing because their hearts were in the wrong place.  They had prayed and 
worshiped and fasted for their own gain rather than for the purposes of seeking the 
will of God.  And as a result, they had perpetrated injustice and failed to be the holy, 
righteous, and just people God had called them to be.  
 
But Isaiah also offers a beautiful picture of what can happen when we engage in the 
spiritual life for the sake of godliness (rather than for our own sake).  You will be like 
a well watered garden, a stream whose waters never run dry, a light to the nations, a 
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place of safety and refuge for the stranger.  You will be refreshed and restored.  You 
will be rebuilt and strengthened and everyone who sees you will see the glory of 
God.  You will be filled with delight and joy with the presence and care of the Lord.  
 
That’s biblical fasting.  What about fasting these days.  Why is fasting an important 
spiritual discipline for us to practice today?  How can the spiritual practice of fasting 
help us in the way of becoming transformed disciples of Jesus today? 
 
Well, first, Jesus practiced fasting and he expected his disciples to fast in the same 
way he expected them to pray.  When you fast…  when you pray… this is how you 
should do it so that you stay focused on the things you are supposed to focus on (Mt 
6:2-3, see also 6:5-7).  
 
So, Jesus expects us to fast.  And although the discipline of fasting isn’t very 
common in mainline circles, it might be one of the most important practices for us to 
rediscover if we hope to become more purposeful about deepening our relationship 
with God and become more like Christ.  We live in a world that caters to just about 
every appetite that can be imagined. Various forces in our culture create in us 
appetites we didn’t even know we had.  If any of you have ever listened to Terry 
O’Reilly’s program Under the Influence (previously The Age of Persuasion) you will 
learn of the various tactics that are used to create desires in the general population in 
order to sell various products.  And if we aren’t careful, we will be driven by our 
appetites rather than our love for God and his people.  We see this appetite-driven 
reality play out in a number of areas: the need for instant gratification, the massive 
collective debt of millions of Canadians, our consuming habits that directly cause 
injustice and oppression for others in the world (hence the fair-trade and ethical 
buying movements), the critical state of obesity in North America and its related 
diseases, the uncountable number of hours our screens are on, etc.  I could go on. 
And on. 
 
If we aren’t intentional about making the time and space to fast from some of these 
influences and appetites, our lives will be consumed with them, rather than with 
pursuing the kingdom of God.  It’s awfully hard to pay attention to God or even to 
notice God, when our lives are full of ourselves and of distractions.  And, like the 
other disciplines, fasting is rarely convenient, so if we don’t plan for it, it won’t 
happen.  
 
So - where to start with developing the discipline of fasting - especially when there 
are so many things we could fast from in addition to food.  Start small.  Start with 
what you know and go from there.  Starting with food is probably the easiest place to 
start.  You don’t need to fast for a whole day - maybe just start with one or two meals. 
And during the times when you would be eating those meals, be intentional about 
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your relationship with God. Pray. Listen.  Pay attention.  Remember - fasting is only a 
spiritual discipline insofar as its purposes are spiritual - God-oriented.  Plan to do this 
on a regular basis.  Once you have given that a try, perhaps extend the period of 
time a little bit.  As you get hungry, turn that hunger pang into a prayer - thanking 
God for providing for your needs, praying for the hungry of our community and our 
world.  Read the scriptures.  Go for a walk in silence and solitude.  Look for God’s 
kingdom of peace and justice throughout your day and look for ways to be a part of it. 
 
As fasting from food for a period of time on a regular basis becomes a part of your 
spiritual life, ask God if there are others things that might be helpful to fast from: tv or 
media, crossword puzzles or sudoku, a game you play often, etc… And then use the 
time when you would normally do those things to re-focus your attention on God. 
Ask yourself, “where is Jesus in this moment?”  
 
John Piper said that what we hunger for most, we worship.  Let’s be sure we hunger 
for God and his righteousness.  And when we do hunger for God’s righteousness in 
our lives, God’s promises to the Israelites become fulfilled in us as well:  You will be 
like a well watered garden, a stream whose waters never run dry, a light to the 
nations, a place of safety and refuge for the stranger.  You will be refreshed and 
restored.  You will be rebuilt and strengthened and everyone who sees you will see 
the glory of God.  You will be filled with delight and joy with the presence and care of 
the Lord.  I’d say that’s worth a little effort! 
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