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March 23, 2014 

Deuteronomy 8:2-3 

Matthew 4:1-4    Spiritual Discipline: Fasting 

 

“I’m going to do a fast again this year for Lent.” That’s what the woman 

in the carefully matched yoga outfit told me. “Just water and juice for 

me for forty days.” When I gave a puzzled look to this genteel lady from 

North Carolina, she said, “Oh, I do it every other year or so. Not that I 

want to. Especially during basketball season when all I’d rather do is eat 

popcorn and watch the NCAA tournament. But I feel like I need to this 

year. I need to do the fast because it’s a good discipline, and honestly, 

Mary, I’m getting a little pudgy around the middle and fasting does 

wonders for that.” 

I had some mixed feelings when my friend told me about her Lenten 

fast. First of all, I respected the heck out of her for even trying to fast. 

Forty days without food, I couldn’t even begin to think about doing that. 

I am a big fan of food and I dislike going without it. So on that point 

alone, she had my admiration. And, she was doing something in the 

spirit of Lent, something majorly sacrificial, which was also good. No 

one in the churches I grew up in did stuff like that. We were Protestants 
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for goodness’ sake. But this woman was Protestant and she was doing a 

Lenten discipline. I was impressed. But on the other hand, I was a little 

uncomfortable with her reasoning. I don’t think I had ever heard fasting 

and weight loss put together so bluntly. Fasting isn’t a radical kind of 

diet. I was pretty sure it was something a little more holy than that. 

Fasting is a discipline with a long and holy history in the Bible. And 

none of it, in fact, has anything to do with weight loss. Fasting is a form 

of prayer. It is an outward expression of an inward meditation. People 

fast to get in touch with their hunger. And to remind themselves of their 

real hunger for God. Many of the great Biblical leaders fasted; Moses, 

King David, Elijah, Queen Esther, Daniel. They fasted to say they were 

sorry, or sad, or afraid. To show their solidarity with God and with one 

another. To remember that nothing that we stuff greedily into mouths or 

stuff greedily into our lives will ultimately satisfy us. We are not 

ultimately of this world. Fasting helps us remember we are more than 

just a fleshy sack of urges and needs. Fasting helped our Biblical 

forefathers and mothers to be aware of themselves and God and those 
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around them. And it can help us be aware too. Hunger helps us see in 

ways we can’t when we’re full. 

Fasting is not an easy thing to do. We can see that in the very first fast in 

the Bible. The first fast was sort of an accidental fast. The Israelites were 

out in the wilderness. God had just set them free from slavery in Egypt. 

They had just escaped Pharoah’s army, passing through the Red Sea that 

God had miraculously separated for them. They had been liberated. 

They were no longer slaves. But now they were out in the wilderness 

and they were out of food. They are hungry. And they start grumbling to 

Moses and to one another. “Hey, what are we doing out here in the 

wilderness with no food? This isn’t what you said it would be Moses. 

This freedom thing isn’t what we thought. What’s God doing, letting us 

be hungry? At least in Egypt we weren’t hungry. At least when we were 

slaves, we had food! We should just go back. We should go back to 

Egypt so we won’t starve.”  

The Israelites are free but with freedom comes with a little hunger. 

Egypt has everything to satisfy them. Egypt offers full bellies, but it will 

shackle them and use them and consume them. Egypt is the place that 
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degraded them and dehumanized them. Had they forgotten how Egypt 

had killed their baby boys? Had they forgotten how Egypt had oppressed 

their parents and exploited their brothers and sisters for cheap labor? 

And now they are saying they want to go back so they can have three 

square meals a day? What were the Israelites thinking?  

We can hardly imagine. But maybe we can. God’s way to freedom is not 

an easy way. The road to the Promised Land often leaves us hungry. We 

are free from our slavery. Free from the power of selfishness and sin. 

Free from the urges of me-me-me. But out here in the wilderness, we 

don’t have all the comforts.  The stimulating, entertaining comforts of 

the world. The satisfaction-guaranteed, all-you-can-eat, high fructose 

corn syrup Empire that surrounds us. That offers to satisfy every need 

we can think of. Just eat it. Just buy it. Just do it. Don’t ever leave 

yourself wanting. Come on, fill your life. Fill yourself. Consume. 

Consume. Consume. And out in the wilderness of faith, we no longer 

have that feast around us. We are on a journey now that promises life is 

about more. It’s about more than being full. It’s about more than 

satisfying every itch. It’s about being free. It’s about being free of all the 
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gotta-have, have-to-have, need-to-have of the world. It’s being free from 

having to serve other masters. It’s being free to love our neighbors and 

our enemies. We are headed to the Promised Land. A land flowing with 

milk and honey, a house with many rooms that Jesus has gone to prepare 

for us. We are headed to the Promised Land. We’re headed home to 

God.  

But the journey to the Promised Land will leave us hungry. It won’t 

offer the delights of the world. So the Israelites had to decide if they’d 

be willing to be a little hungry on their journey or if they’d turn around 

and go back to slavery in Egypt so they could be full. They had to decide 

if they would be willing to be a little hungry. Would God be enough? 

Would the promise of the Promised Land be enough? Would hope and 

faith be enough? Our reading from Deuteronomy calls this fast a test. 

This moment of hunger in the wilderness was a test of their hearts. 

Fasting tests us. Our truest selves are revealed. Take away something we 

depend on and then see what is in our hearts. A traditional fast involves 

food. But we can fast from just about anything. For one week, one day, 

try it. Fast from something that is a significant part of your life. Coffee. 
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Fast food. Automobile travel. Facebook. Video games. Shopping for 

new clothes. Anything that seems to take up an inordinate amount of 

your brain. Something important that seems to fill a need in you and test 

yourself. See what’s in your heart. 

One year for Lent, I decided I would give up television. No problem, I 

thought. This is going to be a cinch. Boy, was I ever wrong about that. I 

didn’t realize how much I needed the TV. How much time I spent with 

it. How often I turned it on just for company. And how much I missed it 

when it was gone. When the TV wasn’t on, I realized how much space it 

had taken up. How it filled my brain with mindless stuff. How it had 

become a substitute for real human interaction sometimes. I became 

aware of how I was filling my hunger for relationships with the 

simplified version of what was on the tube. I was humbled by what I 

found in my heart. 

Fasting tests us. But it’s not a pass/fail kind of test. It’s a progress report 

kind of test. A check-up kind of test. Here’s your heart. Here is where 

your spirit is. Here are your weaknesses. Here are the things you are 

relying on instead of God. Here is how you are filling your life with poor 
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substitutes for God. Here is how you are trying to satisfy that hunger for 

the Promised Land when you need to let yourself be hungry for it. 

Are you familiar with the hungers of your heart? Are you aware of your 

own needs for grace or love or joy? Are you acquainted with your 

hunger for acceptance and understanding? Your hunger for peace and 

wholeness and healing? Can you accept how hungry you are? And can 

you accept that hunger is part of our journey in Christ? 

As human beings, we were made hungry. God set us in the Garden of 

Eden all ravenous and said eat. Eat whatever you like. This whole 

garden is for you. But the hunger of Adam and Eve ran to greater things. 

They were hungry for more. For knowledge and independence and self-

fulfillment and whatever would get them there the quickest. Regardless 

of what God said. They wanted what they wanted. So they took it and 

tried to satisfy their hunger. And we have been hungry ever since. 

“Eat, says the devil. Eat and be full. You know you are famished. Satisfy 

your hunger. Go ahead and consume what you want.” The devil knows 

we are hungry. And that we are in the wilderness. And that we might 

give up and go back to slavery just for a bite to eat. The devil hoped that 
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when he tempted Jesus would be hungry enough to give up and abandon 

the wilderness. “Come on, satisfy yourself. Turn the rocks to bread.  Eat 

your fill. You know you want to. You know you’re famished. Why 

should you go hungry?” But Jesus says, “Life in God is not about being 

full all the time. It’s about accepting our hunger. It’s not my will be 

done, but thy will be done. It’s not bread alone that will stop the hunger 

in me, but the Word of God, the promise of God, the love of God. And I 

will always be hungry for that.” 

Fasting tests us. It tests our weaknesses and our need for God. It tests 

our knowledge of the hunger around us. Just as Jesus went hungry to 

know our hunger better, when we go hungry, we get firsthand 

experience of what life is like for hungry people. When I was in college, 

I did a 30 hour famine with a high school group. Being around teenagers 

is a pretty intense experience, but let them get hungry and crabby, and 

you’ve got a situation on your hands. But by the end of our fast, when 

the 30 hours were up and the pizzas arrived, you heard them express a 

new appreciation for what they had. There was a new awareness for 

what so many hungry people deal with every day.  
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The 30 Hour Famine started in 1971 when a group of students were 

shocked to discover that 36,000 kids around the world die every day 

from hungry related issues. So they organized a fast and got sponsors. 

And they went hungry they said, so others could eat. The idea spread 

like wildfire. And today, tens of thousands of teenagers go hungry for 

the 30 Hour Famine. And the number of hunger related deaths around 

the world has dropped to about 20,000. But still, 20,000 kids. That’s 250 

school buses full of children. Every day. Real hunger is out there. It’s 

even in own community. And while we might not see it, kids close to us 

are struggling. When you fast, you realize how hard it is to be hungry. 

I heard a story from a young woman who did a 30 Hour famine with her 

youth group. They did a service project during the fast. They helped a 

family move. The youth had had no food for 24 hours and were on very 

little sleep.  She said, “lifting heavy furniture was a huge mental and 

physical burden for us. I remember wanting to move a bit slower… not 

lift as much. I had to fight to keep my attitude positive. Then it hit me. 

This was what this is about. This is what children experiencing hunger 
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do every single day. I knew I would have food in a few hours, but they 

don’t. My issue was a bad mood, their issue is survival.” 

We fast to be aware of our hunger. We fast to be aware of the hungry 

around us who are enslaved to hunger, and need to be set free. We fast to 

remember that we are all hungry. We are all hungry for nourishment. 

For life. For grace and love and justice. We are all hungry for our 

Promised Land. So let us fast. Let us go hungry from time to time. Let 

us know our hunger and the hunger of those around us. And our constant 

hunger for God. 


