
Prayer and Fasting: Reflections on Revival

Intro:

- Series: A summer series walking through the spiritual disciplines, and we are
calling it, “Delight.”

o Why would we call a series on disciplines “Delight”?

o I mean, discipline sounds like a bad thing.  Most of us, even as adults,
associate it with getting in trouble with our parents.  What happens when
you get in trouble? You get disciplined.

o So it begs the question, “why would we purposefully use this word in
relation to our walk with God?”  And furthermore, “how in the world could
being disciplined result in our joy, or delight.  Or, if you want to put it
another way, how could discipline result in our happiness?”

1. Why use this word in relation to our walk with God?

a. It’s not a biblical command or a requirement that we use the word
discipline in relation to our relationship with God.

I. So, should we use it at all?

B. Here is why I think it is still a helpful word to use when it comes to
talking about having a relationship with God.

I. The word discipline comes from the root word of
“disciple.”  And while “disciple” is a Latin word in origin, and so it
doesn’t come from the biblical text, it still accurately describes the
sort of relationship we are called to have with God through Jesus.

Ii. Definition: disciple- n. (orig. prob. <L. dis-, apart +
capere, hold), 1. a pupil or follower of any teacher or school.  2. An
early follower of Jesus, esp. any of the twelve sent out to teach the
gospel.

1. Old dictionary (I like it because it breaks down the
etymology of the word), got one thing really right:
everybody is a disciple of something or of somebody,
regardless of worldview.



2. Got one thing really wrong: the only disciples of Jesus
were the early apostles.  Apparently the Editors of Webster’s
New World Dictionary of the American Language were not
familiar with the Great Commission.

Iii. Definition: discipline- n. (see DISCIPLE) 1. training
that develops self-control, character, etc. 2. orderly conduct. 3.
Treatment that corrects or punishes. v.t. (-PLINED, -PLINING), 1. to
train; control.  2. to punish.

C. So, if that’s what discipline means, to train ourselves in such a way to
increase our self-control, is that something that is critical to our walk with
God? And not just that, but critical to fostering, preserving, and expansion
of our joy?

D. Absolutely yes!  But why?

E. Well, I would say that the only reason we would not need discipline
when it came to our walk with God is if we always desired the right things,
at the right time, and in the right ways.

f. But we all know this is not the case.  And not only is it not the case, but
we know from the Bible that apart from divine intervention, we all desire
the exact opposite of that.

G. Romans 3:10-13, says, “None is righteous, no, not one; no one
understands; no one seeks for God.  All have turned aside; together they
have become worthless; no one does good, not even one” (ESV).

H. None of us naturally desire the things we ought to, and even if we do,
our reason for desiring it always has a selfish bent to it in some form or
fashion.

i. And not only that, but we time and time again have shown that we don’t
desire the ultimate source of happiness and delight, that for which we
have been made, namely, God Himself (and so we can be morally upright
people and still be destined for hell.  See the Pharisee and the tax
collector, Luke 18:9-14).

j. So often, we desire the good things we can get from God rather than the
God from which they come, and so show that we still don’t fully believe
what the Bible says, that God alone is the ultimate source of our joy and
happiness.



k.Psalm 16:11 says, “You make known to me the path of life; in your
presence there is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures
forevermore.”

l. So the reason we need to be disciplined in our walk with God is because
none of us naturally desires the right things, and not only that, but in our
sin, none of us naturally seeks that which would make us truly happy, God.
Not the stuff He gives us (though it is good, and we need it, and upon
receiving it we take it as an opportunity to glorify God, the great Giver), but
God.  Being in close relationship with God alone is what can make us truly
happy, truly content, truly joyful.

m. And so, if we would be the happiest, most content, most joyful people
on the planet (and I believe that is God’s desire for us), then we must be
disciplined, or else, by following our natural desires, we will miss out on
experiencing more of God.

- So, we are in a series on the spiritual disciplines, and we are in it to help increase
your delight in God.

Prayer:

Body:

- This morning, we will be walking through the discipline of “Prayer and Fasting.”  We
are intentionally putting these two practices together, prayer and fasting, not because of
every time the Bible talks about or gives an example of one of these disciplines one is
included with the other (there are plenty prayers in the Bible that have no connection to
fasting, and there passages on fasting that make no mention of prayer), but because
there is a special role these two disciplines play together in the Scriptures and the life of
the church when they are done in relation to each other.

- We are going to unpack the topic of prayer and fasting by asking four questions:

1. What is the purpose of prayer?

2. What is the purpose of fasting?

3. What is the relation of prayer to fasting?

4. What is the effect of prayer and fasting? Or why should we do it?



1. What is the purpose of prayer?

Prayer: The verbal (whether silent or out-loud) communication that happens between
God and people. (the literal Latin (prex) meaning of the word is to implore, ask for, or
request).

Three main purposes of prayer:

1. Communion with God

2. Requests made to God

3. Intercession on behalf of others and the world to God

Communion- A lot of people, when they think of prayer (or if they’re being honest about
what their own prayer life looks like) think of it only in terms of asking God for things.
That is an aspect of prayer, and a good and important one at that, but it is not the main
point of prayer.  The main point of prayer is that we might draw near to God Himself,
and it is absolutely essential that we get that clear.  Otherwise, the whole of our prayer
life as Christians is in danger of becoming simply transactional.

- God is in Heaven and He is all powerful.  We are on earth and we are not.  God
knows what I need (or oftentimes, what we think we need) and is able to give it to me.
So I pray for what I need.  The end.

- This wouldn’t be a bad system at all, if not for what we already established.  We
don’t desire the things that we ought to desire, and most of all, we don’t desire the one
thing that will truly fulfill us and make us happy, God.

- And so everything we request from God is going to come from a heart of
selfishness and idolatry, and if God gave into that, then He would be party to our
selfishness and idolatry.

- So prayer must first and foremost be totally God-centered, and in that way, all of
our requests are merely going to flow out of a heart that is already bent on loving and
glorifying God (who is most lovely and glorious), and thus not be idolatrous.

- Now, some of you may be thinking, I don’t even know how to pray that way,
because you’ve probably never prayed this way before.  How do you pray in a way that
is not first and foremost about what you can get from God, but about God Himself?

- Psalm 16 provides us with a wonderful template for this sort of prayer,

“Preserve me, O God, for in you I take refuge.



I say to the Lord, ‘You are my Lord; I have no good apart from you.’

As for the saints in the land, they are the excellent ones, in whom is all my delight.

The sorrows of those who run after another god shall multiply; their drink offerings of
blood I will not pour out or take their names on my lips.

The Lord is my chosen portion and my cup; you hold my lot.

The lines have fallen for me in pleasant places; indeed, I have a beautiful
inheritance.

I bless the Lord who gives me counsel; in the night also my heart instructs me.

I have set the Lord always before me; because he is at my right hand, I shall not be
shaken.

Therefore my heart is glad, and my whole being rejoices; my flesh also dwells
secure.

For you will not abandon my soul to Sheol, or let your holy one see corruption.

You make known to me the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of joy; at
your right hand are pleasures forevermore” (ESV).

- Notice two things:

o 1. The only request is that David’s life would be preserved, and for what
purpose?  That he may walk the path of life that leads to joy in God’s
presence.  The one request he makes for himself is utterly God-centric in
nature.  He wants to stay alive so he can experience more of God
(remember, this is OT.  They didn’t have as full of an understanding of
heaven as we do.  See Psalm 30:8-10).

o 2. David spends most of his time in the psalm praising God and
reflecting on His goodness.

Requests- Once we have centered our hearts on the person of God and His
all-satisfying goodness, then we make our requests known to God. I’m not saying that
your prayer life always will follow this order, or even that it should always follow that
order, but we must seek that the disposition of our hearts toward God in prayer don’t fall
into the transactional pit.



- With that said, we are needy beings (not self-sufficient) and God is the great Giver.
When our hearts are rightly oriented, God providing for us glorifies Him in great ways.
So, how should we do it?

- Paul says this, “…do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  And the peace
of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in
Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:6-7, ESV).

- So, how should we do it?  Simply by asking with thanksgiving.  Ask God.  Give thanks
to Him for being the great Provider, Protector, Lord, and Savior.  Wait for God to answer
(in whatever way He chooses to).

o Notice the immediate effect of prayer:  not just the fulfillment of our
request, but the peace of God that guards our hearts and minds.  What’s
the connection?  We have peace when we know we can trust God to take
care of us.  Whether or not we receive what we have asked God for, we
know we can trust Him to take care of us regardless.

Intercession- Intercessory prayer, most basically, is prayer prayed by someone on the
behalf of someone else, or on behalf of a group of people (even prayer for causes or
governments is ultimately a prayer for a group of people).

- There are numerous examples of this kind of prayer in the Bible.  A few can be found
in Exodus 33:12-23, where Moses intercedes on the behalf of Israel, so that God
wouldn’t destroy them after they made the golden calf; Daniel 9:1-19, where Daniel
prays a prayer of confession and repentance on behalf of the people of Israel while they
were in exile; Luke 22:32, where Jesus mentions he prayer against Satan for Peter;
Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer in John 17; Acts 12:12, where the believers pray for Peter
in prison, Hebrews 7:25, which shows how Jesus intercedes for us continually as our
heavenly high priest; James 5:14-18 where elders and believers are instructed to pray
for one another for healing and the forgiveness of sins, to name a few.

- And what is the purpose?  That God in His grace would include us in bringing about
His will, both immediate and future, upon this earth.  And not only in general ways, such
as in the Lord’s Prayer found in Matthew 6, but also in specific ways, such as found in
Act 12:12 and James 5:14-18.

- God so wills that we be involved in His working upon the earth that He sovereignly
includes our requests in His direct action upon the earth.



- It is incredible that God should be so gracious so as to include us in the outworking of
His Spirit and His will on the earth.

2. What is the purpose of fasting?

b. Fasting: fasting is an act of denying oneself of something good (typically food, or
sometimes food and water) for a temporary period of time.

- The fascinating thing about fasting is that it is not an exclusively Christian
practice.  Jewish people fast on Yom Kippur.  Muslims fast at Ramadan. Hindus fast.
People of all different religions around the world have been fasting for millennia.  It’s one
of the oldest religious practices.

- Fasting has also been used as a political weapon by great figures like Mahatma
Gandhi.

- Even in our modern secular world, fasting is employed as a part of one’s health
regimen.

Even in addition to that, there are warnings in the Bible against fasting in a way that is
improper.  Such as the warnings issued by Paul, one in

1 Timothy 4:1-5, where he says, “Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some
will depart from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of
demons, through the insincerity of liars who consciences are seared, who forbid
marriage and require abstinence from foods that God created to be received with
thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth.  For everything created by God
is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, for it is made
holy by the word of God and prayer.”

And another in Colossians 2:20-23, where he says, “If with Christ you died to the
elemental spirits of the world, why, as if you were still alive in the world, do you submit to
regulations— ‘Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch’ (referring to things that all
perish as they are used)—according to human precepts and teachings?  These have
indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting self-made religion and asceticism and
severity to the body, but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh.”

So, if fasting isn’t a specifically Christian practice, and if it can be done in ways that are
harmful and contrary to God’s purposes, should Christians fast?  If so, what makes
Christian fasting different from all the other kinds, including the harmful and demonic
kinds?



Yes, Christians should fast.  To show why Christians should fast, and what makes
Christian fasting different, we are going to take a quick look at Matthew 9:14-17.

Matthew 9:14-17 says, “Then the disciples of John came to him, saying, ‘Why do we
and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?’ And Jesus said to them, ‘Can the
wedding guests mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them?  The days will come
when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast.  No one puts a
piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch tears away from the garment,
and a worse tear is made.  Neither is new wine put into old wineskins.  If it is, the skins
burst and the wine is spilled and the skins are destroyed.  But new wine is put into fresh
wineskins, and so both are preserved.”

What is Jesus saying here?

1. He shows why fasting would be inappropriate at this point in time.

2. He assumes that His disciples will fast at a future point in time.

3. He redefines fasting entirely based on Himself.

1. Fasting would be inappropriate.  Jesus, the long awaited Messiah, the Savior of
Israel, and ultimately, the bridegroom to His people, the church, is here.  Now is not a
time for fasting.  Now is a time for celebration.   The long awaited promises of God have
been fulfilled.  Jesus is here!  Let’s celebrate!  To fast at a time like that would be like
weeping bitter tears while wearing all black at a wedding.  That’s something you do at a
funeral, a time of mourning.  Now’s not the time for that.

2. His disciples will fast: Jesus knows that He is not here to stay.  Though nobody else
knew or understood it, Jesus came the first time to live the perfect life we were all called
to live, die the death we all deserve, and then rise again to new life, so that all who
believe in Him will be forgiven of their sin and receive eternal life in Him.  But after all
that was accomplished, He would ascend again into heaven, with the promise that He
would return, but this time in power, and this time in judgment.  He’s going to come back
again, but in the meantime, He knew that there would be a period of time when He was
away.  It is at that time that His disciples will fast.

- The incredible thing about what Jesus is saying here is that Christian fasting is
an expression of mourning, or longing, but specifically for the bridegroom, the Messiah,
Jesus.



3. Redefines fasting:  And so Christian fasting is a practice that is uniquely tied to Jesus
and His second coming.  It would not be fitting to continue to practice fasting in the
same way they did during the Old Testament times.  It would be like trying to put new
wine in old wine skins, or a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment.  The two would
simply not fit together. Fasting now, in the New Testament time, is directly related to the
person of Jesus, and specifically the longing we have for God and the full establishment
of His Kingdom on this earth.

So yes, Christians should fast (Jesus assumes that we will), and what makes our fasting
so different is that it is wrapped up in the person of Jesus, with a specific view on His
returning, which will end our time of mourning His absence.  So, we deny ourselves
food as a demonstration of our longing for God over and against our longing for all else.
It is a physical way of showing our longing for the return of Jesus, and of increasing that
longing for Him by denying ourselves of worldly pleasures.

John Piper puts it like this, “The greatest enemy of hunger for God is not poison but
apple pie.  It is not the banquet of the wicked that dulls our appetites for heaven, but
endless nibbling at the table of the world.  It is not the X-rated video, but the prime-time
dribble of triviality we drink in every night.  For all the ill that Satan can do. When God
describes what keeps us from the banquet table of his love, it is a piece of land, a yoke
of oxen, and a wife (Luke 14:18-20).  The greatest adversary of love to God is not his
enemies but his gifts.  And the most deadly appetites are not for the poison of evil, but
for the simple pleasures of earth. For when these replace an appetite for God himself,
the idolatry is scarcely recognizable, and almost incurable.

Jesus said some people hear the word of God, and a desire for God is awakened
in their hearts.  But then, “as they go on their way they are choked by the cares and
riches and pleasures of life” (Luke 8:14).  In another place he said, “The desires for
other things enter in and choke the word, and it proves unfruitful” (Mark 4:19).  “The
pleasures of life” and “the desires for other things”—these are not evil in themselves.
These are not vices.  These are gifts of God.  They are your basic meat and potatoes
and coffee and gardening and reading and decorating and traveling and investing and
TV-watching and Internet-surfing and shopping and exercising and collecting and
talking.  And all of them can become deadly substitutes for God.

Therefore, when I say that the root of Christian fasting is the hunger of
homesickness for God, I mean that we will do anything and go without anything if, by
any means, we might protect ourselves from the deadening effects of innocent delights
and preserve the sweet longing of our homesickness for God.  Not just food, but
anything” (John Piper, A Hunger for God, in The Collected Works of John Piper, Volume
4, (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 2017), 4:432).



3. What is the relation of prayer to fasting?

I like to think of prayer and fasting as the peanut butter and jelly of the spiritual
disciplines.  You may find prayer without fasting, but you rarely find fasting without
prayer.  Why is that?  As we deny ourselves food, or anything that might get in the way
of our increasing our desires for God, we are brought to a point of weakness, and in our
weakness, we cry out to God.

- Time and time again in the Scriptures we see prayer and fasting go together:
from 2 Chronicles 20 where Jehoshaphat and the whole nation of Israel overcame the
Moabites and Ammonites through prayer and fasting, to Moses receiving the Law on top
of Mount Sinai while fasting and communing with God for 40 days, to Daniel fasting and
praying in exile, to Nehemiah fasting a praying to get approval to rebuild the wall of
Jerusalem, to Paul and Barnabas and the others fasting and praying in Acts 13 before
being sent out as the churches first missionaries.

- Fasting and praying go together.  We fast and so empty and weaken ourselves,
while increasing and strengthening our desires for God.  And we pray, seeking His face,
that He might work for the good of His people and the glory of His name.

4a. What effect does praying and fasting have?

4b. Why should we do it?

4a. What effect does fasting have?

1. Prayer and fasting has served as the launching pad for the most significant
movements in history (and specifically the Bible).

a. Moses, who wrote the first five books of the Bible, received revelation from God while
fasting and communing with God for 40 days on the top of Mt. Sinai. The rest of the Old
Testament is an account of Israel trying and failing to live out what God had spoken to
them through Moses, and thus acts as the prelude to the coming of Jesus.

b. Jesus began His ministry by fasting for 40 days in the wilderness after being anointed
with the Holy Spirit by God from on high.  He then goes on to be the Savior of the world,
and the Gospels are a written account of this.

c. Paul and Barnabas started their missionary journeys by praying and fasting.  In
commenting on this, Piper says, “This moment of prayer and fasting resulted in a
missions movement that would catapult Christianity from obscurity into being the



dominant religion of the Roman Empire within two and a half centuries, and would yield
1.3 billion adherents of the Christian religion today, with a Christian witness in virtually
every country of the world.  And thirteen out of the twenty-seven books of the New
Testament (Paul’s letters) were a result of the ministry that was launched in this historic
moment of prayer and fasting.  So I think it is fair to say that God was pleased to make
worship and prayer and fasting the launching pad for a mission that would change the
course of world history” (John Piper, A Hunger for God, in The Collected Works of John
Piper, Volume 4, (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 2017), 4:505-506).

So, what’s the effect of prayer and fasting?  Well among many things, Divine revelation,
Eternal salvation, and global missions all started with prayer and fasting as their
launching pad.

4b. Why should we do it?

1. We should pray fast so as to increase our desires for God, and for the second coming
of Jesus, over and against all other competing pleasures, even innocent ones.

2. We should pray and fast so that we can enjoy even sweeter times of fellowship with
God.

3. We should pray and fast because it is often, but not exclusively, God’s elected means
to reveal Himself to us in great and mighty ways.

4. We should pray and fast that God’s great work among the nations will go forward
unhindered.

5. We should pray and fast to seek the direction and guidance of God in our own lives.


