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What is Lent?

Lent is the 40-day season leading to Easter, the day when Christians celebrate 

the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. The 40 days begins on Ash 

Wednesday and does not include Sundays. The reason for this is that Lent is a 

somber, reflective period but Sundays (no matter when they fall on the 

calendar) should always be like mini-Easters…days when we remember and 

celebrate the resurrection. Sundays should always be days of celebration, not 

fasting.

Lent means “spring” and began to be celebrated as early as the 3rd century. It 

looked more like its present form by the late 4th century. This means that for 

1,700 years Christians have been observing this season of preparation for 

Easter and the other days we celebrate and commemorate in Holy Week.

Isn’t Lent really a “Catholic” thing?

For people who grew up in Protestant churches, especially in evangelical 

backgrounds, Lent and other seasonal celebrations in the Church may seem 

like a “Catholic” thing that only Roman Catholics celebrate. In reality, most of 

the Christians in the world (whether Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, or 

Protestant) commemorate the 40 days of Lent. All the Protestant reformers 

including Martin Luther, John Calvin, and Thomas Cranmer celebrated and 

valued Lent as a season of repentance, fasting, and restoration.

What are you supposed to do during Lent?

Most people have heard Lent discussed by people mentioning what 

they are “giving up for Lent” like chocolate, caffeine, or some other food or 

drink. These are attempts to “fast” from something, though many times the 

reasoning behind the fasting is not well understood by the people who 

practice it. Fasting is just one aspect of how we observe and keep Lent. Here 

are three ways you can consider incorporating Lent in your spiritual journey:

Fasting     

Fasting has fallen out of favor with many in our post-modern world. 

In a world focused on consumption and filling our every appetite as 

conveniently and quickly as possible, fasting is counter-cultural. Indeed, 

fasting has always gone against the grain of what our appetites want, and it is 

for that reason that fasting is so important. 

As Christians, the Scriptures do not require us to fast. However, it does 

seem that Jesus assumes that fasting will be a part of the rhythm of our lives 

when he says in Matthew 6:16 “when you fast.” He assumes his followers will 

fast and gives instruction about how they should do it appropriately. He is 

primarily concerned that his disciples not fast in a way that draws attention 

to themselves. He wants our motive for any spiritual practice to be centered 

on God, not on what we can get for ourselves or how we can get noticed.

Author Richard Foster says, “More than any other discipline, fasting 

reveals the things that control us” and goes onto say that fasting reminds us 

that we are not ultimately sustained by the food that we eat but by God. 

(Richard Foster, The Celebration of Discipline, pg. 55). Fasting allows us to 

restore a sense of balance in our lives as we deny ourselves certain things 

that we crave and focus on other things. In doing so, we keep our appetites in 

their appropriate limits and turn our attention towards God. Furthermore, 

we’re reminded just how weak and dependent upon God that we really are.



How should I fast this Lent?

One way you can fast is by choosing one day per week to fast from 

food or from certain foods. For instance, some people fast from meat on 

Fridays (because Friday is the day we remember the death of Jesus on the 

Cross on Good Friday). This has been the Roman Catholic recommended 

practice for several decades. This is why you often see Roman Catholic 

organizations holding fish fry events on Fridays because fish is traditionally 

not considered to be a meat. But there are many other ways that you can fast!

You could choose to fast from food on a different day of the week (just 

don’t choose Sunday since it is a day of celebration!). You could choose to fast 

just from certain food items that would challenge you physically and 

spiritually to leave behind (for some people it is caffeinated drinks, chocolate, 

or meat). But your fasting does not have to be food at all! You can choose to 

fast from social media for the duration of Lent (I have found this quite 

helpful). Others might fast from watching television, reading the news, or 

some other practice that steals their attention away from God.

Repentance

Sin isn’t a popular topic (who likes being told that they’re wrong?)  

but we all know at a basic level that we are broken and sinful. The Bible says 

that every person who has ever lived (other than Jesus!) has sinned and fallen 

short of God’s best. (Romans 3:23) However, the Bible also says in 1 John 1:9 

that if we “confess our sins [God] is faithful…and will forgive our sins.” 

Confessing our sins and turning away from them is an integral part not only of 

initially coming to follow Christ but also of our ongoing relationship with him. 

Like buildup in a car’s engine, sin can buildup in the life of a Christian without 

them realizing it.  This sin can cause us to unknowingly allow distance to 

develop between us and God. Lent is a time of intentionally examining our 

lives and doing a spiritual inventory to find where there is sin “buildup” that 

needs to be resolved and confessed.

How can I do a sin inventory?

Begin by praying and asking God to reveal sin in your life. In Psalm 

139 David shows us how to do this when he prays and asks, “Search me, God 

and know my heart…tell me if there is anything in me that offends you.” Once 

you have invited God to show you your sin, it is also a good idea to speak to a 

Christian friend that you trust and to ask them to help you think through your 

day-to-day life and what patterns of sin you can uncover together. It’s also 

quite possible that you already know what patterns of sin are there without 

asking God or your friend. Write them down. Confess them in prayer to God, 

owning where you have been wrong and admitting your guilt. Then, ask God 

to help you to walk in a different way and guide you to new patterns of 

behavior. I often tell people that Lent is a time to “burn the ships” by getting 

rid of anything in your life that makes sin easier or more convenient. This can 

involve putting a content filter on your internet browser to filter out 

pornography. It could involve asking a friend for accountability about your 

attitude or how you speak about others.

Generosity

Christians should always be known as a people of generosity. 

However, we live in a culture that encourages thinking of ourselves and our 

own needs first. Since the early days of the Church’s Lent practices, 

almsgiving has been encouraged where people are encouraged to give of their 

resources (not just their money but also their time, energy, and other physical 

resources they may have such as clothing) to those in need. God has blessed 

most of us with so much of many things. Lent is an opportunity to inventory 

what we have and to begin to shed some of our excess for the benefit of 

others and ourselves.

You might consider cleaning out your closet to find clothes you don’t 

really need or skipping going out to eat and donating what you would have 

spent going to a restaurant towards a local food bank. Remember that Jesus 

says that whatever we do for the least among us we have done to him.


