“Blow the trumpet in Zion, declare a holy fast, call a sacred assembly.”

Joel 2:15
On Tuesdays, the faith family of Brook Hills is fasting together. Many of us have either rarely or never participated in a fast and thus have various questions about what fasting involves and why it is important. While Jesus never commanded us to fast, he clearly expected his followers to fast (Matt. 6:16; 9:15), and fasting was a vital part of the early church (Acts 13:2-3).

The fundamental purpose of fasting is to seek God. Jesus warned against improper motives for fasting (Matt. 6:16-18) and we would do well to remember that success in prayer, being filled with spiritual insight or power, or even physical benefits are not the reason why we fast. We fast because we want God. Fasting is a central expression of our hunger for God.

Fasting is an intentional decision to abstain from the nourishment of this world in order to feast on the nourishment of God alone (Matt. 4:4). In the words of Richard Foster, “In experiences of fasting we are not so much abstaining from food as we are feasting on the word of God. Fasting is feasting!” When we fast, we truly feast on God’s Word and God’s presence in a way that reminds us of His sufficiency and satisfaction.

Fasting also reveals to us the desires that control us. We have a tendency to cover up what is in our hearts with food and other good things, but when we fast these things come to the surface. God uncovers our pride, He exposes our self-sufficiency, and He reveals many areas of our life where we have compromised in our relationship with Him. He also brings to light our dependence on His presence and His power to accomplish His purposes in our lives (John 4:31-34). 

So how do you fast? It’s not necessary to jump immediately into a 40-day journey with no food; instead, begin slow! You might start with a meal or two and progress to a day or more from there in the future. Drink plenty of water and fresh fruit juices. You will feel hunger pangs or discomfort at various points, but let this simply focus you on the inner attitude of your heart. If you are able, devote the time that you would normally eat or snack to prayer, meditation, or Bible study.

But how does not physically eating really affect us spiritually? The fact is that all of us – without exception – use food to cover up emotions, feelings, and circumstances in our lives. Food is a medication, of sorts, and fasting removes the medication from our mouths. In its place, we have to find nourishment from God. In the words of John Piper, fasting “brings up out of the dark places of my soul the dissatisfactions in relationships, the frustrations of the ministry, the fears of failure, the emptiness of wasted time. And just when my heart begins to retreat to the delicious hope of eating supper with friends…[fasting] quietly reminds me, not tonight.” He continues, “The hope of food gave you the good feelings to balance out the bad feelings. But now the balance is off. You must find another way to deal with it.” And that “other way” is through the presence of God.

In one sense, fasting is intended to be a personal and private observance hidden from others (Matt. 6:16-18). At the same time, evidence of God’s work in and through His people throughout history show that God’s people have many times come together for a corporate and more public fast (2 Chr. 20; Esther 4; Joel 2; Acts 13). Leaders of the church in South Korea point to corporate prayer and fasting as the primary means by which God has brought about spiritual awakening throughout their country. Fasting together as a community of faith is a way to express not only personally but corporately that we are dependent on God and hungry for more of Him. Charles Spurgeon, the great pastor of the Metropolitan Tabernacle in London, once said, “Our seasons of fasting and prayer at the Tabernacle have been high days indeed; never has Heaven’s gate stood wider; never have our hearts been nearer the central Glory.” May God use our fasting at Brook Hills to open up the gates of Heaven and pour out His Spirit on His church so that we might glimpse His great glory in our day…
