Sermon for Ash Wednesday 2016

2 Corinthians 5: 20b- 6:10

Matthew 6: 1-6, 16-21.

‘When you give to the needy, when you pray and when you fast’ says Jesus, not ‘if you give to the needy, if you pray and if you fast’. 

Would you agree from what we have read in this passage from Matthew that Jesus expects us his followers to do all three of these things? Yes? These are key aspects to the life of a Christian. Even though they might not be that attractive - I mean who wants to fast?  

However it is these three aspects of our lives as disciples of Jesus, which we focus on or ‘practice’ during this season of Lent. Is this really necessary we might ask? 

Well yes - for two reasons: 

1.  The bible makes clear that pray and fasting are linked and shown as a pattern for believers to follow. 

2.  Our surrounding culture and lives are so full of self-centered ‘noise’ that we need periods of time when we can refocus on God’s will for us.
The pattern of prayer, fasting and repentance is one followed by the Jewish people and later Christians through the ages. There are many passages of scripture that deal with this topic: 

Leviticus 16:29  - one of the key passages from the Hebrew scriptures sets the pattern for the day of atonement, called Yom Kippur.  On this day Jewish people fast from food and sometimes water as well. Through this denying themselves God says they will be cleansed from their sins and receive his blessing. It is clear that early Christians were still fasting on this day as Acts 27: 9 makes reference to it. 

Ezra 8: 21 and 1 Kings 21: 27 – are passages which show Ezra and Ahab fasting and praying to God for a specific purpose. Ezra was praying for safe passage for his people when returning home from exile. Ahab was humbling himself before God, asking for forgiveness when he heard God’s judgment on his evil reign. We are told God heard and answered both of these requests because they had ‘humbled’ themselves before God through fasting with prayer. 

When we look to the New Testament, we see that for Jesus fasting and prayer were his own spiritual practice. He began his ministry with 40 days of fasting and prayer. As you know this is the pattern we follow during Lent. Jesus, in our passage today, teaches us that we must also pray and fast, it is the expectation of the teaching he gives us in this ‘Sermon on the Mount’. Jesus says in v.18 that God will reward us if we do what he asks us to do. 

But why do we need to fast and what is this reward that Jesus refers to? 

Fasting is a way of taking away the distraction of food. If you have ever fasted you will know how much of our waking energy and time is taken up with thinking about, preparing and eating food – take this away and there is suddenly much more time available for prayer or study. This time is then an offering of ourselves to God, much as acts of giving are also an offering to God. 

Fasting shows humility, a willingness to humble ourselves before God.  And it is the humility which is key, as Jesus points out when he refers to the hypocrites each time. The Hypocrites are not performing their acts with humility they are retaining their pride which is a block to true relationship with God. 

Fasting, prayer and giving to the needy are all forms of self-denial. Enacted as Jesus teaches us, they will concentrate on God or our neighbour and this brings us closer to God. And that is the reward that Jesus refers to in v.18. Closeness to God, allowing God’s will not our own to be upper most in our lives, we are submitting ourselves to God so that His Holy Spirit can work in and through us. 

So I urge you this Lent to hear the teaching of Jesus, to act on it in the way that God is calling you to. And I will be fasting and praying for us this Lent that God will draw close to us and that His Holy Spirit will work in us to conform us to the image of His Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. 

