
“Seeking the Lord through Fasting” 

(Ezra 8:23) 

 

 

 

I.  Introduction.   

A.  Orientation.   

1.  This morning, we’re going to break from our series on communion with God 

somewhat.   

a.  We’re not going to continue specifically with our communion with the Spirit.   

b.  Instead, we’re going to look at how to intensify our communion with each 

member:  through fasting.   

 

2.  Fasting is something we studied not too long ago; but we need a refresher:   

a.  Because we don’t do it very often; maybe not at all; we tend to forget.   

b.  How many of you have fasted since we studied it last March?   

(i)  Maybe you haven’t because you haven’t met with any circumstances that 

require it.   

(ii)  Or maybe you found it difficult to think about a day without food.   

(iii)  But this is the example Christ left us:  it was important to His work, and 

it’s important to ours – to our fellowship and the church in general.   

 

B.  Preview.   

1.  The reason we’re refreshing our understanding of it this morning is that the 

Session has called for a fast this upcoming Saturday.   

a.  As we continue to plan, we need the Lord’s guidance.   

b.  As we begin to implement the plan, we need His help.   

(i)  Next Lord’s Day evening, we’re beginning the first of at least twelve 

evangelistic services for the year.   

(ii)  The following Monday, we’re having a fellowship/evangelistic meeting 

at the Hodsons.   

(iii)  This is the time to fast and seek the Lord.   

 

2.  We’ll look at five things:   

a.  What fasting is.   

b.  Why we ought to fast.   

c.  The circumstances in which we should fast.   

d.  The benefits of fasting.   

e.  How to fast.   

 

II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, let’s consider what fasting is.   

1.  Let’s begin with two definitions:   

a.  The first is from Henry Scudder’s book The Christian’s Daily Walk, “A 

religious fast . . . is, the sanctifying a day to the Lord by a willing abstinence 

from meat and drink, from delights and worldly labors, that the whole man 
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may be more thoroughly humbled before God, and more fervent in prayer” 

(49).   

b.  The second is from Wilhelmus A’Brakel’s The Christian’s Reasonable 

Service, “Fasting is a special religious exercise in which the believer deprives 

himself for a day from all that invigorates the body, humbling himself in 

body and soul before God as a means to obtain what he desires” (4:3).   

 

2.  From these definitions, we see two parts to a fast.  Scudder writes, “The one, 

outward, the chastening of the body; the other, inward, the afflicting of the soul; 

under which are contained all those religious acts which concern the setting of 

the heart right towards God, and the seeking help of God for those things, for 

which the fast is intended” (50).   

a.  Fasting is abstaining from eating and drinking for a specified period of time – 

although it may be best to drink water (Est. 4:16).   

b.  And it is the humbling of your soul and the seeking after God for some holy 

purpose.  We read in our text, “So we fasted and sought our God concerning 

this matter, and He listened to our entreaty” (Ezra 8:23).   

 

3.  Why are both necessary?  A’Brakel writes, “Soul and body are so intimately 

united that the ill disposition of the one begets the ill disposition of the other.  

When the body, due to the withdrawal of all refreshment, is rendered feeble, 

pliable, and is subdued, the soul will also be in such a disposition; and thus the 

natural disposition takes on a spiritual dimension.  Fasting, in and of itself, is not 

a religious practice.  It is only so when it is a seeking after God by way of 

fasting.  He who has merely deprived himself of all refreshment has not partially 

observed a day of fasting, for fasting and a humbling of ourselves are not two 

separate duties.  Fasting must be characterized by a humbling of ourselves, and 

the humbling of ourselves must be done by way of fasting.  Fasting serves but 

one purpose:  to facilitate the humbling of the soul; it has no significance beyond 

that.  Since fasting facilitates this, however, the act as such is nevertheless 

required.  It is an essential aspect of a day of fasting – however, only in union 

with, and thus inseparable from, the humbling of ourselves.  They do not 

function in a dual sense, but in unison” (5-6).   

 

B.  Second, why should we fast?  Because it’s our duty when the circumstances 

require it.   

1.  Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount, “But you, when you fast, anoint your 

head and wash your face so that your fasting will not be noticed by men, but by 

your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees what is done in secret 

will reward you” (Matt. 6:17-18).   

a.  He doesn’t command His disciples to fast here, but assumes they will when 

necessary.   

b.  They already understood it to be their duty, so He merely corrects the abuse.   

c.  It’s much as we saw with worship:  you don’t need a command – this is what 

you want to do – all you need is the opportunity.   

d.  When the situation requires it, you will humble yourself and seek the Lord.   
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2.  We have many examples in Scripture.   

a.  Joshua and the elders of Israel fasted when their armies were defeated at Ai, 

“Then Joshua tore his clothes and fell to the earth on his face before the ark 

of the Lord until the evening, both he and the elders of Israel; and they put 

dust on their heads” (Joshua 7:6).   

b.  David fasted when his child from Bathsheba was dying, “David therefore 

inquired of God for the child; and David fasted and went and lay all night on 

the ground.  And the elders of his household stood beside him in order to 

raise him up from the ground, but he was unwilling and would not eat food 

with them” (2 Samuel 12:16-17).   

c.  Nehemiah fasted in Babylon when he heard of Jerusalem’s condition, “Now 

it came about when I heard these words, I sat down and wept and mourned 

for days; and I was fasting and praying before the God of heaven” (1:4).   

d.  Jesus fasted for forty days before His public ministry (Matt. 4:1-2); Anna the 

prophetess served the Lord night and day in his temple with “fastings and 

prayers” (Luke 2:27); the apostles fasted and prayed when they ordained 

elders in the churches (Acts 14:23).   

e.  Samuel Miller writes, “In short, we scarcely find in all the scriptural record, 

either in the Old or New Testament, a single example of an extraordinary 

season of humiliation and prayer which is not accompanied by the abstinence 

of which we speak” (Fasting, 7).   

f.  The disciples didn’t fast when Jesus was with them, but Jesus told them they 

would once He ascended to heaven, “But the days will come when the 

bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast” (Matt. 9:15).   

g.  Such are the days in which we live, and so we must fast.   

 

C.  What are the situations that require fasting?  There are at least six:   

1.  First, we should fast when we become spiritually lethargic:  when we become 

spiritually drowsy and weak because we’ve been seeking pleasure too much and 

the Lord not enough, we need to fast.   

2.  When we become too influenced by the world because we’ve immersed 

ourselves into it too deeply, we need to separate ourselves from it, fast, and seek 

the things that will spiritually nourish our souls.   

3.  When we’re faced with a besetting sin – one that we continually struggle with 

and can’t seem to overcome – then we need to fast.   

4.  When the Lord disciplines us for some particular sin – such as in the case of 

David and Bathsheba, or Joshua and Ai, or Nehemiah and Jerusalem – then we 

need to fast.   

5.  When we need direction from the Lord – such as the church did at Antioch just 

before they set Paul and Barnabas apart for missionary work – then we need to 

fast (Acts 13:2).   

6.  And when we want a particular blessing from the Lord – such as what the 

church at Antioch wanted for Paul and Barnabas before they sent them on their 

first journey – we need to fast, “Then, when they had fasted and prayed and laid 

their hands on them, they sent them away” (Acts 13:3).   
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7.  It’s for these last two reasons that we’re fasting this Saturday:  that the Lord 

might continue to direct us, and that He might give us success in the work we’re 

about to begin.   

 

D.  What are the benefits of fasting?   

1.  Fasting can make us healthier and give us clearer minds.   

2.  But it’s the spiritual benefits we want to consider.   

a.  It helps to humble our souls before the Lord.  This is especially important 

when we consider that “God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the 

humble” (1 Pet. 5:5).   

b.  It will bring us the help we need to separate ourselves from the world and 

subdue our sins.   

c.  Most importantly for our purposes, it will move the Lord to hear and answer 

our prayers for guidance and blessing.   

(i)  Samuel and Israel fasted, and the Lord heard and fought for them against 

the Philistines (1 Sam. 7:6-10).   

(ii)  Jehoshaphat and Judah fasted, and the Lord caused the army coming 

against them to destroy themselves (2 Chron. 20:1-22). 

(iii)  Ezra and those with him humbled themselves before the Lord with 

fasting and prayer, and the Lord heard them and brought them safely to 

Jerusalem (Ezra 8:23).   

(iv)  Henry Scudder writes, “It was never read or heard of, that a fast was 

kept in truth, according to the former directions from the word, but it 

either obtained the particular blessing for which it was kept, or at least a 

better, to him that fasted” (83).  

 

E.  Finally, how should we fast?   

1.  First, we need to determine whether our health will hold up during a fast.   

a.  If we’re already weak from sickness or age, we should be careful.   

b.  We don’t want to break the sixth commandment while trying to seek the Lord 

for a blessing.   

c.  Fasting is not meant to harm us, but help us.   

 

2.  Second, we need to determine how long and how often to fast.   

a.  There are no hard and fast rules, since these things depend on our 

circumstances.   

b.  One thing we can say with certainty is this:  if our hearts are right with God, 

we will know the answer.   

(i)  Samuel Miller writes, “And I begin this head by remarking, that the 

frequency with which every individual Christian ought to fast, and the 

extent to which he ought to carry his abstinence on each occasion, are 

questions concerning which no definite rule can be laid down.  The word 

of God prescribes no precise law as to either of these points. The whole 

subject is left, as the subject of alms-giving is left, to every man’s 

conscience in the sight of God.  No one can open the Bible without 

perceiving that we are bound to give alms to those who need them; that 
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‘we have the poor always with us, that whenever we will we may do them 

good.’  But how often, and how much we are bound to give is nowhere 

said.  Yet I have no doubt that in the great duty of fasting, as well as of 

alms-giving, where the heart is right with God, and where there is a 

sincere and humble desire to walk in that course which is adapted to 

promote our best interest, there will be no mistake with regard to the path 

of duty.  That degree of abstinence which is salutary and not 

uncomfortable to one, would be deeply injurious as well as painful to 

another.  The great END of the duty is to be regarded.  God ‘will have 

mercy and not sacrifice.’  Fasting, like the Sabbath, was made for man, 

and not man for fasting.  No one, therefore, ought to carry abstinence to 

such an extreme as to impair or endanger his bodily health – of which 

there have been undoubtedly, some mournful examples, both in ancient 

and modern times.  We have no more right to injure our bodies than we 

have to enfeeble our minds.”   

(ii)  He continues by pointing out something that is still true in our day:  “Yet 

this, it must be acknowledged, is by no means the extreme to which the 

masses of professing Christians, at the present day, are inclined.  On the 

contrary, it is manifest that the tendency in general is to deficiency rather 

than excess in this important duty.  For [every] one who injures himself by 

excessive frequency or protraction of his seasons of abstinence, thousands, 

it is probable, either wholly neglect this self-denying duty, or perform it in 

a most superficial and inadequate manner” (15-16).   

 

c.  We have several examples of the length in Scripture:   

(i)  Moses (Ex. 34:28), Elijah (1 Kings 19:8), and our Lord Jesus (Matt. 4:2) 

fasted for forty days and nights.   

(ii)  Daniel, fasted twenty-one days (Dan. 10:2-3).   

(iii)  The men of Jabesh-Gilead fasted for seven days after Saul was killed in 

battle (1 Chr. 10:12).   

(iv)  Esther and the Jews fasted for three days when threatened with 

extermination at the hands of Haman the Agagite (Est. 4:16).   

(v)  The only required fast – that on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 23:26-32; 

cf. Acts 27:9) – lasted for one day.   

(vi)  Generally speaking, a fast in which we completely abstain from food 

and drink should last only twenty four hours; anything beyond this should 

be a partial fast.   

 

3.  Third, we need to determine the reason for the fast before we begin.   

a.  We’re not fasting just to weaken our bodies, but to humble our souls before the 

Lord for a specific request.   

b.  In this case, generally, that the Lord would guide us and bless us in the work 

we’re attempting to do in His name – more specifically, in the evangelism we’re 

about to engage in this next Lord’s Day evening and Monday evening.   

 

4.  Finally, we need to do these things during the fast.   
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a.  First, don’t eat – drink water as needed, but don’t eat any food.  Yes, it’s 

uncomfortable, and you’ll feel somewhat weak, but that’s the point:  to humble 

yourself.  You might consider beginning the fast after dinner on Friday – 

about 6:00 PM – and ending the fast at the same time on Saturday.   

b.  Second, as much as possible, shut the world out and yourself in with the Lord – 

don’t watch television or go to the movies or a sporting event; use the time to 

seek the Lord.   

c.  Third, humble yourself for your sins by reading the commandments and letting 

them convict you.   

d.  Fourth, repent of the sins you discover, as well as the ones you’re already aware 

of, “If I regard wickedness in my heart, the Lord will not hear” (Ps. 66:18).   

e.  Fifth, make sure you don’t display your discomfort so that others will praise 

you.  As much as possible, keep it between yourself and the Lord (Matt. 6:16-

18).   

f.  Finally, spend as much time as you can in prayer:   

(i)  The whole purpose of the fast is to humble your soul before the Lord to seek 

His blessing.   

(ii)  If you don’t seek Him, then you’re fasting for nothing.   

(iii)  Make sure you take the time to bring your specific petitions before the 

throne of grace.   

(iv)  May the Lord bless our upcoming day of fasting and prayer.  Amen.   
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