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         Lent 4
Tapping untapped miracles: go fast and live
[Esther 4:12-17; Matthew 6:16-18 NLT]

In the beginning…

They were huge – 

those billboards along the highways of British Columbia.

They also were horrifying –


black and white photos showing mangled metal and broken bodies.

They were the Canadian province’s attempt to turn the trend…

to reduce the growing number of fatal traffic accidents.
Each billboard bore a caption as stark as the photo:


“Speed is killing us.  Slow down and live.”

What trend needs to be reversed in our land?
We are me -- we are women -- of stuffed lips and puffed hips.

We live among people with stuffed lips and puffed hips.

Yet our malls and media scream: “It’s not enough!”
And we believe them, don’t we?

We have an insatiable need for more and more.

What message do we need to get in our land?

How about this?


“Consumption is killing us.  Go fast and live.”

You can’t read the Bible far in any direction 

without stumbling across people who went to fast.

Fasting – it seemed – was woven into the rhythm of their lives.

There was a time to eat…
and there was a time not to eat – a time to go fast.

In fact, the list of people who fasted reads like a “Who’s Who” in the Bible:


Moses the law-giver…
David the king…
Esther the queen…
Elijah the prophet…

Paul the apostle.
Makes you wonder:


Doesn’t everyone live like that?  

Doesn’t everyone fast?

Remember: Jesus told his disciples, “When you fast…”  [Matthew 6:16 NLT]


When…not if.
This morning, we’re going to discuss a subject rarely mentioned in our churches.

It’s a four letter verb that begins with “F”.

Fast…as in fasting.

That, folks, is our message for today:


“Go fast…and live!”

Go fast and live
1)  Explore fasting as a source of energy
Did you know that fasting – going without food – can give you energy?

Just look at Jesus.

He launched his ministry on planet earth by fasting.

Matthew tells us:

Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil.  After fasting forty days and forty nights…the tempter came to him. [Matthew 4:1-3 NIV]

Almost six weeks without the basic ingredients of good old Lutheran fellowship:


no food…and no fellows

For 40 days, Jesus had no food to eat…no fellows to chew the fat with.

I always thought that Satan attacked when Jesus was weak.
Now I’m not so sure.

I think Satan believed Jesus would be an easy prey.

Fasting, though, seemed to strengthen Jesus.

He seemed to be in peak condition –


a fighter who had been training hard for forty days straight.

And when he stepped into the ring,

his opponent didn’t stand a chance.

You remember what happened, don’t you?

Satan sidled up to the Savior and said,


“You look hungry.  How about a sandwich?”

What did Jesus do?

he flicked him away like a fly.

People need more than bread for their life, said Jesus,

They must feed on every word of God. [Matthew 4:4 NLT]

People need more than bread for their life.

Who really knows that this is true?

The man with his belly full…or the man with his belly empty?

And who really has the strength to show us that this is true?

The man licking the sauce from his lips?

Or the man whose lips have tasted no sauce for days?

I never cease to be amazed at the requests 
from Christians living in third-world countries.

More often than not,


churches in these poverty-stricken lands ask us 
to send them Bibles, not bread.

Let me repeat what Jesus said:

People need more than bread for their life;


They must feed on every word of God.

Let me also repeat what I asked:

Who really knows that this is true?

Who really can show us that this is true?

The man with his belly full…or the man with his belly empty?

Jesus, though, was not the only person 


who used fasting as an energy source.
A young Jewish maid named Esther

found the strength to confront a foreign and formidable king.

How did she do it?

You heard what the man read:

Esther said: Gather together all the Jews…and fast for me. Do not eat or drink for three days.  …I will do the same.  And then,…I will go in to see the king. 
[Esther 4:16 NLT]
Even churches have been energized by fasting.
A congregation in Antioch once found the courage to take a risk…

to send a man with a seedy past and uncertain future on a mission trip.

How did they do it?
Listen:

So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off. [Acts 13:3 NIV]
Who is the “they” and the “them”?

The “they” is the church;


and the “them” are two men: 

one named Barnabas, 
the other called Saul…and better known as Paul.
What do you do when you come to a crisis?
Where do you find strength to move the rock or get over the hard spot?

Have you ever thought of the four letter verb that begins with “F”?

Have you ever tried to go fast?

I submit that fasting is an activity prompted by God’s Spirit.
It is not a weight-loss technique.

It is not a work that we perform.

It is not a hunger strike that we launch to get our way.

It is an activity prompted by God’s Spirit.

Why, after all, do ordinary people like you and me go fast?

Isn’t it an appetite for more of God’s presence?

Isn’t it a hunger for more of God’s power?

Isn’t it a craving to discover God’s purpose for our lives?

Who – and who alone – can prompt such feelings?

Isn’t it the Spirit who led Jesus into the desert and a 40-day diet?

Isn’t it the Spirit who now lives within us…

the Spirit that God gave to you and me when we were baptized?

When you come to the next crisis in your life,


don’t do what so many in our culture do;

don’t think of food…especially fast food.

Instead, think of a fast as food…food for your spirit.

That’s it!  Think of a fast as soul food.

2)  Experience the “energy” of fasting
This is the season of Lent.

Can I ask you to do

-- before this season ends on Easter --



can I ask you to do what Christians have often done during the season?

Can I ask you to go fast?

As Lutherans, we well might ask:


how do you do that?

how do you go fast?

I’ve included some simple suggestions on the last page of the sermon outline.

If you read them now,

you’ll only think of the “cost” of fasting.

And I’d like to focus on the “benefits”;

I’d like to share the “energy” you can discover when you fast.

A cardiogram can reveal how our heart works.
A fast can reveal what’s in our hearts.

What was it that Jesus once said?


Wherever your treasure is, there your heart and thoughts will also be.  

[Matthew 6:21 NLT]
A fast can churn up what we treasure in our hearts.
If you go fast, you can discover 
how much of our culture you may treasure.
It was a mid-summer weekend,


and one of my first fasts.

After “stocking up” by eating a big dinner on Friday evening,


I resolved to go without food until breakfast on Sunday.

I was doing fine until Saturday noon.

That’s when my neighbor started to barbeque.
(What kind of hedonistic man would do something like that?)
The smoke and smells nearly drove me insane.

I learned two lessons from that experience.

The first: never fast on a summer Saturday.

The second: food is an idol in our culture.
As my neighbor fried, I focused… 
focused on food, all kinds of it.
My brain became a video screen;

one ad after another danced across that screen.
Did any of those ads picture food as nourishment?

No; and why should they?

After all, I really didn’t need much nourishment during my brief fast.

I only recalled ads for food as pleasure --

pictures of succulent, sauce-laden, almost sexy food.

Satan, I learned, can still make food “pleasing to the eye”.
If you don’t believe me, go fast.
Or go and analyze what someone has called 

the “culinary pornography” in our magazines and on our TVs
If you go fast, you can also discover 
how little you may treasure other people.
Mark Buchanan, an Anglican pastor in Canada, says that

“Fasting tests what’s in our hearts.  It brings to the surface that which is deep down, that which we hide from ourselves and others behind large does of corn chips and Barq’s root beer.”

What’s he talking about?

If I’m angry with someone, I can control that anger with a burger and fries.

If I resent someone, I can smother that resentment with a pizza.
If I’m jealous of someone, I can perk myself up with a Mars bar.

But fasting – and the hunger that follows – removes the disguise…

reveals the deeper feelings we have for others.
And what about this?

I suspect that you – like me – have sat around a dinner table 

and talked about the poor:



how, if they would only get motivated, 

get their act together, 

be more like us, 

they would have no problems.

But go fast…and discover how you feel after only 12 hours of not eating.

Studies show that, more than likely, you will feel weary and be depressed.

After those 12 hours, tell me again 
how poor people should be more like us: strong and independent.

Fasting – and the hunger that follows – can humble us…

reveal how easily we can misjudge – and mistreat – others.

Finally, if you go fast, you can also discover 

how much – or how little – you treasure God.

Do you remember how Jesus 

– after he fed 5,000 people – 

had an instant mega-church?
Do you also remember 

what he later said to the members of that mega-church?
I tell you the truth, Jesus told them, you are looking for me…because you ate the loaves and had your fill.  Do not work for food that spoils, but for the food that endures to eternal life.  … I am the bread of life.  [John 6:26-27, 48 NIV]
With those few words, he emptied the church.
Only a few followed him.

When our bellies are full, 

we are in danger of following Jesus for all the wrong reasons.

As long as he keeps feeding my appetites…


as long as he keeps me healthy and wealthy...



as long as he keeps my family and friends together,




as long as he meets all of my felt needs,





I will follow.
But what happens if Jesus no longer provides what we want?

What happens if unplanned – and unpredictable – changes occur?

What happens if we lose our health…our job…our loved ones?

Will we also – as Jesus once asked his followers –


Will we also go away?  [John 6:67 NIV]

Fasting can help us answer that question.

Fasting can churn up what is deep in our hearts.
Those pangs of hunger can reveal a pain in our heart –


a sickening feeling that we are not well…

that we are not whole.

But those feelings can give us surprising energy;

they can drive us – propel us – closer to God himself –



closer to that God who once went to fast for us.

Yes, you heard me correctly:


God once chose to go fast for us.

Listen to what God said:


Is not this the kind of fasting that I have chosen: 



…to set the oppressed free and break every yoke? [Isaiah 58:6 NIV]

God once chose to fast just to free the likes of you and me…

to break all of those destructive thought and behavior patterns…



everything that prevented us from becoming all he designed us to be.
And you know what God gave up when he chose to fast, don’t you?
He gave up his only Son…


sacrificed him on a cross…



sequestered his body in a grave.

The pain God felt must have been intense;

but his love for us had to be even more intense.
You see, even though God gave up,

he did not give up 

as you and I often do when we fast.

He did not break his fast…

not until breakfast of the third day…

not until his Son – the Bread of life – came to back to life

came back to enable you and me – once and for all – to get a life.

Never forget then: God once did go fast

so we could go live.

At the end…

What Augustine said long ago is still rings true.
This saint of old tells us today:


“God is always trying to give good things to us,


but our hands are too full to receive them.”

Isn’t that the truth?
Fasting can help resolve that problem.
Fasting, you see, not only opens up our hearts;


it also empties out our hands.  

It offers us an opportunity 

to give up what we could never keep


and get – from God – what we can never lose.
Consumption is killing us!  Go fast and live!
	On 26 March 2006, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651.770.3618).
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