
When the Sunday morning bible study met a few weeks ago concerning this chapter, we discovered we fit into the standard mode of evangelical Christians.  None of us were that experienced with fasting.  The only exceptions were medical fasts in order to run some tests.  So, that quickly brings up the question, what is the role of fasting in the Christian life today.  What even consititutes fasting?


Fasting is not partaking in food, simply, not eating.  It is nothing too terribly fancy.  In fact, almost everyone of us does it every day.  Unless we don't sleep and eat through the night, like on New Year's Eve, we usually fast for at least 6 if not 8, 10, or 12 hours.  The first meal we eat each day is called breakfast, not because you need to eat it fast and then break out the door, but because you are breaking the fast that started after dinner, or the midnight snack the day before.


The only time we usually do not fast at all during the day is if we are in the hospital.  When you are on an IV drip, you are eating continually, unfortunately, having to eat hospital food is when we all wish we were fasting.  So if fasting is just not eating, why might we not eat?  What purpose does it fulfill?


The first time in scripture we read about it is the one time that God directly commands it.  On the day of Atonement, first mentioned in Leviticus 16, we are to have two goats offered up for us by the high priest for all of our sins and we are made right with God again.  On that day we are to rest or sabbath and also fast or deny ourselves.


This is the only time God commanded it directly in the Old Testament, but not the only time it is mentioned.  It was instituted by the people to observe landmark days that led to captivity in Babylon, Esther used it before seeing the king, cities and individuals are recorded as fasting in connection with sin and repentance.  All of these and more are present within the Old Testament as reasons to fast.  Yet, all of them are connected with repentance and remorse.  This is key as we move to the New Testament.


When we look for fasting in the New Testament, we find it during Jesus' temptation, this passage, and then comparing notes between Jesus' attitude to fasting and John's or the Pharisee's practices in the gospels.  In Acts, it is used with prayer to determine new elders.  In the letters to the Corinthians, it is mentioned as part of what Paul has had to endure and done.


While not appearing extensively, we can not write off the thought of fasting.  For one, Jesus starts this section out with, “When you fast,” not “If you fast.”  He assumes that we will be fasting.  Later, when he is asked about his disciples not fasting, we hear him say, “There will come a time when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, then they will fast.”  Right now, they will not, because the bridegroom is with them, so how can they complain or mourn?  


So where do we stand in this continuum?  The bridegroom is no longer with us, so shouldn't we fast as least as often as the pharisees?  They fasted twice a week, on Monday and Thursday.  So how often should we fast and why?  Jesus says we will and should do it.  Why do people fast in the New Testament?  Only to help in prayer, or hearing what God is saying.  We no longer hear about fasting as part of atonement for one simple reason.  Jesus has offered all the atonement we will ever need.  


If we were to think that our actions were needed to satisfy the debt, we are surely mistaken.  Christ's death paid the cost and his resurrection gave us new life.  Hebrews 9, tells us of the most holy place set up in the temple, it then goes on to say, starting at verse 6, “6 When everything had been arranged like this, the priests entered regularly into the outer room to carry on their ministry.  7 But only the high priest entered the inner room, and that only once a year, and never without blood, which he offered for himself and for the sins the people had committed in ignorance.  8 The Holy Spirit was showing by this that the way into the Most Holy Place had not yet been disclosed as long as the first tabernacle was still standing.  9 This is an illustration for the present time, indicating that the gifts and sacrifices being offered were not able to clear the conscience of the worshiper.  10 They are only a matter of food and drink and various ceremonial washings—external regulations applying until the time of the new order.  When Christ came as high priest of the good things that are already here, he went through the greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not man-made, that is to say, not a part of this creation.  12 He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption.  13 The blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkled on those who are ceremonially unclean sanctify them so that they are outwardly clean.  14 How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God! 

15 For this reason Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance—now that he has died as a ransom to set them free from the sins committed under the first covenant. 

16 In the case of a will, it is necessary to prove the death of the one who made it,  17 because a will is in force only when somebody has died; it never takes effect while the one who made it is living.  18 This is why even the first covenant was not put into effect without blood.  19 When Moses had proclaimed every commandment of the law to all the people, he took the blood of calves, together with water, scarlet wool and branches of hyssop, and sprinkled the scroll and all the people.  20 He said, “This is the blood of the covenant, which God has commanded you to keep.”  21 In the same way, he sprinkled with the blood both the tabernacle and everything used in its ceremonies.  22 In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness. 

23 It was necessary, then, for the copies of the heavenly things to be purified with these sacrifices, but the heavenly things themselves with better sacrifices than these.  24 For Christ did not enter a man-made sanctuary that was only a copy of the true one; he entered heaven itself, now to appear for us in God’s presence.  25 Nor did he enter heaven to offer himself again and again, the way the high priest enters the Most Holy Place every year with blood that is not his own.  26 Then Christ would have had to suffer many times since the creation of the world. But now he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to do away with sin by the sacrifice of himself.  27 Just as man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment,  28 so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; and he will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are waiting for him.”


That is why we are not to fast for mourning or repentance.  Christ has completed that act.  Yet, following the New Testament Example, we are still to fast.  When we fast, it is to be connected to prayer.  We act with some self discipline to focus exclusively upon God.  Satan is subtle and finds all kinds of ways to distract us.  One of those is eating.  I know this is true, because whenever children come fishing with me, their parents bring a whole bag of snacks.  The main reason being, food keeps them occupied and their mouths quiet.  If we were to take a whole day to devote to prayer, bathroom breaks and eating would be the two main things that we stopped for.


But if we find ourselves feeling like we are in a place where the bridegroom is no longer with us, then we would want to do what the bridegroom said we would do when that time came, we would fast like everyone else.  We would fast as we prayed or talked to the bridegroom and heard his voice, his direction and calling for our lives, and then resume living with the bridegroom.


Now, I used the words feel, to describe our place with the bridegroom.  I did that because the bridegroom never leaves us.   He is always with us.  To make a public spectacle of your fasting by looking disheveled and miserable would be to declare your feelings rather than the truth.  You would be declaring that your feelings that God has left you is the truth.  When it is not what you really want to be doing.  Your message is not for man, but for God.  In fasting, your desire is to focus in upon God and hear his voice again without any distractions.  Hence we have retreats and camps to get away from the busyness.  We visit or move to places where we can get away from cell phones and computers if we want.  We need the chance to remove the distractions and focus on no one but the triune God.  That is why we still fast, in order to talk to God and not get interrupted.


Before Christ's blood was offered, we offered sacrifices on the day of Atonement to make us right before God, so that again, we had the chance to talk with God and hear his voice.  Christ's sacrifice itself was sufficient, we now need only to stop long enough to hear his voice.

Amen.

