True Fasting (Matthew 6:16-18) part 3
Let’s review our progress to date. First, God gave us food. Food is God’s good gift. All foods are to be enjoyed with thanksgiving to God. Food is not only for health, but also for fun, fellowship and feasting. Too much food is not a good thing; but a sin called gluttony. Gluttony is not a matter of body size, but a relationship issue. Is the Lord your God or is your stomach your God.

Second, does God command that we fast? There is only one command in the Bible to fast. On the Day of Atonement, Israel was commanded to fast. This religious observance was fulfilled by our Lord Jesus. The New Testament does not command fasting. However, it is assumed that there will be times when Jesus’ followers would fast.

Third, what are the criteria for a fast? To fast means to go without eating. The Bible does record modified fasts, where the observer eats only what is necessary for life. The length of a fast is most commonly from sunrise to sunset. The Bible does record longer fasts. Jesus and Moses fasted for forty days. Mourners over the death of King Saul and his sons fasted seven days. The length is up to the observer. However, we have no right to go on a fast that in any way would harm our health.

Today we will conclude our study on biblical fasting by attempting to answer the question, why fast? The emphasis throughout has been that fasting is not a means to an end, but the body’s response to spiritual stress. We don’t fast to become spiritual. We don’t fast to become acceptable to God. We fast because of spiritual stress. I hope as we examine the biblical reasons for fasting this will become clear to us all. So let’s examine why people in the Bible fasted.
Before we look at several biblical examples, let’s look at the way the Hebrews viewed the mental and emotional makeup of man. To the Hebrew the heart and mind were closely connected. Proverbs 23:7 tells us, “For as he thinks in his heart, so is he.” 
Also, emotions are felt in the stomach. Take Job for example, “When I looked for good, then evil came unto me: and when I waited for light, there came darkness. My bowels boiled, and rested not: the days of affliction prevented me. I went mourning without the sun: I stood up, and I cried in the congregation” (Job 30:26-28 KJV). In sorrow Jeremiah lamented, “Mine eyes do fail with tears, my bowels are troubled, my liver is poured upon the earth, for the destruction of the daughter of my people; because the children and the sucklings swoon in the streets of the city” (Lam 2:11 KJV).
I’m sure that in your life there have been times when some emotional stress has made you sick to your stomach. This is the body’s proper reaction to stress. These are the times we should consider fasting and prayer.

I.
Sorrow 
Sorrow is a biblical reason to fast. The sorrow could be over sin, physical illness, or national calamities. 
A.
Sin (Joe 1:13-15; Jon 3:4-10)
God warned Israel that judgment was impending because of their sin. The prophet Joel advised the national leaders to, “Gird yourselves and lament, you priests; Wail, you who minister before the altar; Come, lie all night in sackcloth, You who minister to my God; For the grain offering and the drink offering are withheld from the house of your God. Consecrate a fast, call a sacred assembly; gather the elders and all the inhabitants of the land into the house of the LORD your God, and cry out to the LORD. Alas for the day! For the day of the LORD is at hand; It shall come as destruction from the Almighty” (Joe 1:13-15). 
One has to believe the supreme of this type of fasting in the Bible is the response of Nineveh to Jonah’s proclamation of judgment. “Jonah began to enter the city on the first day's walk. Then he cried out and said, ‘Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!’ So the people of Nineveh believed God, proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest to the least of them. Then word came to the king of Nineveh; and he arose from his throne and laid aside his robe, covered himself with sackcloth and sat in ashes. And he caused it to be proclaimed and published throughout Nineveh by the decree of the king and his nobles, saying, Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything; do not let them eat, or drink water. But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and cry mightily to God; yes, let every one turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands. Who can tell if God will turn and relent, and turn away from His fierce anger, so that we may not perish? Then God saw their works, that they turned from their evil way; and God relented from the disaster that He had said He would bring upon them, and He did not do it” (Jon 3:4-10).

Sorrow over sin should cause such spiritual stress that we naturally fast. The problem however, is that we don’t care. Fasting for this reason seems to go hand in hand with the beatitude, “blessed are those who mourn.” Does your personal sin cause mourning which leads to fasting? What about the sin in the life of your fellow Christian? What about the sin of our nation? Do we sorrow over sin?

B.
Sickness (2Sa 12:13-18; Psa 35:13)
The body also responds to the sickness of a loved one. Any parent that has had a gravely ill child knows how the stomach responds to this stress. Many a spouse knows the stress of watching their partner struggle with an illness. Sickness in the Bible provoked fasting.

King David fasted when the child born to Bathsheba was stricken by the Lord. “So David said to Nathan, ‘I have sinned against the LORD.’ And Nathan said to David, ‘The LORD also has put away your sin; you shall not die. However, because by this deed you have given great occasion to the enemies of the LORD to blaspheme, the child also who is born to you shall surely die.’ Then Nathan departed to his house. And the LORD struck the child that Uriah's wife bore to David, and it became ill. David therefore pleaded with God for the child, and David fasted and went in and lay all night on the ground. So the elders of his house arose and went to him, to raise him up from the ground. But he would not, nor did he eat food with them. Then on the seventh day it came to pass that the child died” (2Sa 12:13-18).

David’s fasting was provoked by concern for the infant and also over his sin that caused this judgment. David also fasted when Abner was murdered and when illness struck his enemies. “But as for me, when they were sick, my clothing was sackcloth; I humbled myself with fasting; and my prayer would return to my own heart” (Psa 35:13).
II.
Fear (2Ch 20:1-3; Ezr 8:21-23)
The stress caused by fear also provoked fasting in the Bible. Jehoshaphat and the nation fasted when threatened by their military enemies. “It happened after this that the people of Moab with the people of Ammon, and others with them besides the Ammonites, came to battle against Jehoshaphat. Then some came and told Jehoshaphat, saying, ‘A great multitude is coming against you from beyond the sea, from Syria; and they are in Hazazon Tamar’ (which is En Gedi). And Jehoshaphat feared, and set himself to seek the LORD, and proclaimed a fast throughout all Judah” (2Ch 20:1-3).
When Ezra and the captives were returning to Jerusalem, they feared attack from their enemies. Ezra therefore declared a fast. “Then I proclaimed a fast there at the river of Ahava, that we might humble ourselves before our God, to seek from Him the right way for us and our little ones and all our possessions. For I was ashamed to request of the king an escort of soldiers and horsemen to help us against the enemy on the road, because we had spoken to the king, saying, ‘The hand of our God is upon all those for good who seek Him, but His power and His wrath are against all those who forsake Him.’ So we fasted and entreated our God for this, and He answered our prayer” (Ezr 8:21-23).

Many of us have experienced the physical sickness that fear has caused. These are times to devote ourselves to fasting and prayer. Notice—fasting is never a standalone discipline. It is also coupled with prayer. You can pray without fasting but you can never fast in a biblical sense without prayer.

III.
Revelation (Mat 4:4; Deu 8:3)
Another provocation for fasting was the desire to know God’s Word. Again the fast is not in order to receive illumination but because we are consumed by the Word of God. Jesus said, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every Word that proceeds from the mouth of God” (Mat 4:4). He was quoting Moses in Deuteronomy 8:3, “So He humbled you, allowed you to hunger, and fed you with manna which you did not know nor did your fathers know, that He might make you know that man shall not live by bread alone; but man lives by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the Lord.”
A.
Understanding (Dan 9:1-4, 20-22)

Daniel was consumed with the desire to understand the prophecy of Jeremiah. In chapter nine of Daniel we read, “In the first year of Darius the son of Ahasuerus, of the lineage of the Medes, who was made king over the realm of the Chaldeans--in the first year of his reign I, Daniel, understood by the books the number of the years specified by the word of the LORD through Jeremiah the prophet, that He would accomplish seventy years in the desolations of Jerusalem. Then I set my face toward the Lord God to make request by prayer and supplications, with fasting, sackcloth, and ashes. And I prayed to the LORD my God, and made confession, and said, "O Lord, great and awesome God, who keeps His covenant and mercy with those who love Him, and with those who keep His commandments” (Dan 9:1-4). 

Daniel was consumed by his study of the Word. So much so, that it drove him to fast and pray. Then in verses 20-22 of the same chapter an angel is sent with the answer to his prayer. “Now while I was speaking, praying, and confessing my sin and the sin of my people Israel, and presenting my supplication before the LORD my God for the holy mountain of my God, yes, while I was speaking in prayer, the man Gabriel, whom I had seen in the vision at the beginning, being caused to fly swiftly, reached me about the time of the evening offering. And he informed me, and talked with me, and said, ‘O Daniel, I have now come forth to give you skill to understand” (Dan 9:20-22). 
Again, God didn’t answer Daniel’s prayer because he fasted; he fasted because he was consumed by the Word of God. When was the last time you were so consumed by the Word of God that the desire for food was gone? Man does not live by bread alone!

B.
Proclamation (Exo 34:28, 32; Mat 4:1-2)
At other times in the Bible individuals fasted before they gave out the Word of God. Moses is an example of fasting in receiving the Word and in preparation to delivering God’s message to Israel. If you remember, he was on the mountain and fasted for forty days when he received the commandments. In chapter 34 of Exodus we read, “So he was there with the LORD forty days and forty nights; he neither ate bread nor drank water. And He wrote on the tablets the words of the covenant, the Ten Commandments” (Exo 34:28). Then in verse 32 it reads, “Afterward all the children of Israel came near, and he gave them as commandments all that the LORD had spoken with him on Mount Sinai.” Moses was overwhelmed with the desire to receive and proclaim God’s Word.
Before our Lord began His ministry He fasted for forty days. “Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. And when He had fasted forty days and forty nights, afterward He was hungry” (Mat 4:1-2). Oh that all who proclaim the message of the Bible would be so burdened with its truths that the desire for food would flee!

IV.
Selecting (Act 13:1-3; 14:23)
The early church fasted before they chose their leaders. “Now in the church that was at Antioch there were certain prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon who was called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. As they ministered to the Lord and fasted, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Now separate to Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them." Then, having fasted and prayed, and laid hands on them, they sent them away” (Act 13:1-3). They were so concerned about the will of God in this matter that the desire for food waned. 

They also commissioned elders with fasting and prayer, “So when they had appointed elders in every church, and prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord in whom they had believed” (Act 14:23).

Leadership is essential. Any church will not go further than their leaders will take it. The early church did not select leaders on the basis of popularity or material wealth, or because of their standing in society. Leaders were chosen through prayer and fasting. How important it is to choose the right leaders. Elders were ordained with fasting and prayer. How important it is to pray for the elders.

Let me give you two final thoughts about fasting. Fasting and prayer are inseparably linked. You can pray without fasting but you cannot fast, in the biblical sense, without praying. Fasting is the byproduct of spiritual stress. It means we’re serious about a thing. It means our prayer has purpose, that we are not just saying empty words but that we have a burden.
Second, fasting proceeds from a heart that is right with God. Notice Jesus’ condemnation of the Pharisees in this matter. He said their fasting was a shame because they were fasting for appearance sake. That is not biblical fasting. Biblical fasting comes from a burdened, godly heart. 

“Is it a fast that I have chosen, a day for a man to afflict his soul? Is it to bow down his head like a bulrush, And to spread out sackcloth and ashes? Would you call this a fast, and an acceptable day to the LORD? "Is this not the fast that I have chosen: To loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the heavy burdens, to let the oppressed go free, and that you break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and that you bring to your house the poor who are cast out; when you see the naked, that you cover him, and not hide yourself from your own flesh” (Isa 58:5-7)?
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