
What’s Up With Fasting? 
Ezra 8:21-23 

Take a break from our Spread the Word series in Titus to look at fasting 
Mention fasting in this day and age, and most people are like – What’s up with that? 
 It’s is a spiritual discipline that’s little understood in our day, and even less practiced 
 Stereotypical thought of a bald-headed religious wacko dressed in a robe of sackcloth  
  with a belt of twine . . . 

Sitting in an empty room, legs crossed, palms together, eyes closed . . . 
Chanting gibberish day and night 

That usually our stereotypical view of those who fast 
 
But it doesn’t match up with what we know of so many in the Bible, like – 
 Moses, John the Baptist, Elijah, Paul, David, Anna the Prophetess, Baruch,      
  Jonathan, Daniel, Ezra, and Jesus – all of whom fasted at one time or another 
 Nor does it line up with the early days of our nation when Congress proclaimed 3   
  national fasts, as did President John Adams, James Madison, and Abraham Lincoln  
  on 3 different occasions during the Civil War 
 
With over 55 different passages on fasting in the Bible, most of us don’t have a clue what 
  fasting is, much less whether we should do it 
 And with it running so contrary to our gluttonous, indulgent lifestyles – our tendency is 
  to ignore it even if we do understand it 
This morning, I hope to change that because there’s too much at stake to shrug it off when 
 it comes to fasting 
 
One of the Scriptures that helps us is Ezra 8:21-23 
Ezra was keenly aware of the value of fasting 
 Year was 458 BC 
 Second wave of God’s people had just been released from captivity by the king of   
  Persia to go back to Jerusalem (900 miles) 
 Assembled a group of leading men 
 He knew that they needed to call on God in a big way if they were to get back to    
  safely and accomplish their mission 
Read Ezra 8:21-23 
 
He proclaimed/declared a fast (21) 
A fast is a period of time without food to focus on God 
It’s an act of devotion where you deny yourself one thing – usually food, in order to   
 gain another – intimacy with God; That’s a biblical fast 
It’s a self-imposed weakness to draw on God’s strength 
 It’s not a hunger strike – a hunger strike serves your own purposes, not God’s 
 If you leave out the God part, all you’re left with is a crash diet – a miserable one at that 
Story of miserable man who fasted (Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, 165) 
 
7 Reasons to Fast 
1. To show humility before God (v21) 
 That we might humble ourselves before our God (21) 
 Humility is prerequisite for every good thing from God 
  Want God to show up in your life, humble yourself 
  Want God to intervene, humble yourself 

 Fasting itself is not humility in and of itself, but an expression of it, just like kneeling 
Fasting shows our humility before God 

 
2. To seek God’s help (v21) 
 To seek from him . . . (21) 
 They were seeking God’s help in the form of protection 

It could also be help in the form of intervention in a situation 
Provision for material things or money; Help to change a situation or person 
Guidance and direction for a course of action 
Resolve to overcome temptation, avoid sin 
Renewal and strength to freshly dedicate yourself to God 

 Important to remember that fasting doesn’t ensure the certainty of receiving clear   
  guidance from God, but it does make us more receptive to it 

 
3. To trust God more (v22) 
 I was ashamed to ask the king . . . (22) 
 He was ashamed to go back to the King and ask for help, after telling him how     
   awesome God is – he didn’t want to diminish God in the eyes of the king 
  But he feared for their safety – he was low on trust 
  So he fasted in order to bolster his trust in God and his ability to protect them 
 Fasting shows our dependence on God and increases our trust in him 
 
4. To strengthen our prayers (v23) 

We implored our God for this (23) 
  Earnestly requested help from him; Pled with him; Cried out to him 

Ezra wanted to give special weight to their prayers on the eve of such an important   
  journey and mission 
 Hear this –  God is always pleased to hear our prayers, but he’s also pleased when we  
  choose to strengthen them in a way he has ordained 

Think about it – fasting brings an earnestness and urgency to our prayers just like a   
   crisis does . . . like sickness, emergencies, catastrophes 

 It’s like a controlled crisis of the soul 
There’s something about fasting that sharpens the edge of our intercessions [prayers]  

  and gives passion to our supplications [requests]. 
         (Donald Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, 165) 
 

5. To be heard by God (v23) 
 He listened to our entreaty (23) 
  To our petition, our request, our plea, our cries for help 
 Fasting doesn’t change God’s hearing so much as it changes our praying 
 It’s an opportunity that’s open to us as often as we desire 
 
There are 2 other reasons for fasting, in Scripture – 
6. To express grief (2 Sam 1:11-12) 
Having just heard about the death of Saul and Jonathan . . . 
2 Sam 1:11-12 – Then David took hold of his clothes and tore them, and so did all the 
 men who were with him. And they mourned and wept and fasted until evening for Saul 
 and for Jonathan his son and for the people of the LORD and for the house of Israel, 
 because they had fallen by the sword. 
 



7. To express repentance for sin (Dan 9:3-19) 
Daniel just realized after reading Jeremiah’s prophecy, that the captivity the Israelites 
 were in, was to last 70 years 
Dan 9:3-5, 19 – Then I turned my face to the Lord God, seeking him by prayer and pleas 
 for mercy with fasting and sackcloth and ashes. I prayed to the LORD my God and 
 made confession, saying, “O Lord . . . we have sinned and done wrong and acted 
 wickedly and rebelled, turning aside from your commandments and rules . . . O Lord, 
 hear; O Lord, forgive.” 
 
That’s all good, Pastor Rob; Thanks for sharing; I’m nowhere near good enough for this 

This is obviously something for the spiritually mature, the upper echelons of church  
  leadership, the elders, deacons, SG leaders – it’s obviously not for me 

One word for you – Wrong! 
 
Fasting is for everyone 
Everyone should fast (Mt 6:16-18) 
It was the precedent for God’s people in OT 

Corporate fasts once a year on Day of Atonement 
4 more times of fasting declared after captivity, marking disasters in Jewish history 

 Other fasts on special occasions (like this one); Personal fasts (Ezra 10:6) 
It was the precedent for the church in NT as well 

Same Day of Atonement fasting is referred to; Pharisees fasting twice a week 
 Elders and whole churches fasting in Acts; Paul fasting on at least 2 occasions 
Jesus implied that his followers would fast in his absence – Mt 9:14-15 
 When I’m gone, then my disciples will fast 
Jesus assumes that we will fast 
 Mt 6:16-18 – And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they    
  disfigure their faces that their fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they 
  have received their reward. But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, 
  that your fasting my not be seen by others but by your Father who is in secret. And  
  your Father who sees in secret will reward you. 

When you fast; Not if you fast 
  Same as 6:2 – When give to the needy 
  And 6:5, 7 – When you pray 
 Jesus assumes that we will fast just like he assumes we will give and pray 
Everyone should fast 
 
• How should I fast? (4 Quick Guidelines) 
Regularly – it’s the pattern of Scripture 
 But the frequency is between you and the Lord 

There’s no biblical mandate – could be weekly, monthly, quarterly, yearly 
Just be careful that it doesn’t become mechanical, and that by doing it you’re rubbing  

  God’s genie lamp to get what you want – God will bless you, his way, in his time 
Not only that, but don’t get caught thinking that fasting makes you more spiritual 

 Fast regularly, just like you give regularly and pray regularly 
 
Wisely – fast from food, not water 
 Fast only if you’re healthy 
 If you’re in normal health, a fast should have no ill effect on you 

 If you have special medical conditions, or are taking any medication, or feel hesitant in 
  any way – consult a doctor first 
 Start with a meal or two; Don’t bite off a 3 day fast the first time 
 Drink lots of water 
 
Intentionally 
Know why you’re fasting; Pray; Focus on God throughout the time 
 Let your thoughts of food prompt thoughts of God 
 Let your desire to eat serve as a reminder of the bread of life found in your relationship 
  with Jesus 
 Let your need for sustenance remind you of your need for God 
Break it with worship and prayer first; Then eat a light, healthy meal 
 
Readily 
Be ready to fast on special occasions; Even at a moment’s notice 
 Bible records personal fasts and corporate fasts (elders, cities, churches, people groups) 

All kinds of events and needs come up in our lives 
  Many of them beg for a special focus of seeking God’s face, favor, and help through 
   a fast 
Everyone should fast – regularly, wisely, intentionally, and readily 
 
But be careful that it doesn’t become a ritual because . . . 
Motives matter (Mt 6:16-18) 
The point in Mt 6 is not that nobody would ever know you’re fasting . . . Mt 6:16-18 

Rather, to the extent you desire they do know . . . to the extent you desire the applause 
  of men . . . You miss out on the applause of God; His reward, his answer 
Let me say it straight – When you fast, don’t mope! 
 Moping betrays impure motives, and motives matter to God 
 
And take it seriously 
I think that goes without saying, but just in case you’re not quite there, consider these   
  benefits of fasting . . . 

Allows for more prayer time (we don’t have to eat); Helps control your fleshly desires 
Clears the cobwebs that clouds our thinking 
Heightens our sensitivity to the HS’s leading; Increases our hunger for God’s Word 
Narrows the focus of our lives while broadening our perspective on the Kingdom 
Unites us as a family of God; Reveals our weakness and often our sin 
Refreshes our commitment to Christ 
Reminds us that it is not by our might or power or strength that we accomplish     

  anything, but only by God’s power and might, in spite of our weaknesses, that we  
  accomplish great things for him 
The benefits are off the charts, but only if you take it seriously, with the right motives 
  
Our time has come 
We need to fast as a church – as in now 
There are exceptional times in the life of every church, every body of believers, that 
 require exceptional measures 
We have so many major decisions coming up, that we need to fast together, as a church 
 Just like the small remnant of God’s people did in Ezra’s day 
 



We need God’s favor, wisdom, and help in 3 major areas: 
Building/Land – right place, situation, timing, price 

Many people are coming and we’re going to run out of room sooner rather than later 
Both in the auditorium and in the CM area 

 
Ministries – we’re done a lot in a short time, but there’s much more yet to be done 
 More ministries to start; Need to continue to build on our current ones 
 Missions/CO’s – there’s much to be done and many opportunities, but little staff time  
  able to be devoted to it 
 CM – need to start a VBS and club program this summer and fall 

Requires facilities and people 
 DG – want to add classes, but limited by the number of rooms available 
 SM/WM– great situation with park district, but we’ll grow out of that soon as well 
 Men’s Ministry – will require a space; attention 
 SG – even a problem with finding economical space for rallies 
We’ve only scratched the surface in some ministries because we can only do so much 
 
Souls – we need to ask God to for souls 

To move in the hearts and minds of men and women, students and children 
 To use the December message series to reach many for Christ 

Ask God who to invite; For boldness to do so; That they would embrace his gift of   
  salvation and surrender their lives to Christ 
 Ushers will be at the door on your way out with packets of 5 invitations for our    
  Christmas series 
 Challenge you to invite 5 people to one or all of our Sundays in December 
  If you don’t know who – fast and pray 
  If you don’t think you’re bold enough – fast and pray 
  Don’t leave this up to a handful of people in our church, let’s all get on board and ask 
   God to stir a passion for souls 
 
Ezra declared a fast, and if you read on, you’ll see that God gave them . . . 

Safe passage; Success in their mission to furnish the temple 
Renewed worship; People who confessed/repented of their sin 

Now it’s our time 
We need to seek God’s favor, wisdom, and help 
As elders we have committed to fast every Wednesday for our church 
I’d like to invite you to join us every  Wednesday for  the next 3 months 

  Lunch, whole day, whatever 
 The time has come to add weight and urgency to our prayers, asking God to prepare us 
  for the days ahead – days of opportunity and days of sacrifice  
 
Close 
Christmas series – invitations 


