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Readings: Joel 2: 12-17  
Matthew 6: 16-21  
 

Our family conversation over dinner last Sunday was about what, if anything, we 
might give up for Lent. Our ideas ranged from abstaining from alcohol, chocolate or 
meat, to taking up a healthy habit during Lent. Surprisingly, in all the similar 
conversations I’ve ever had in previous years, no-one seems to choose fasting as a 
spiritual practice, and I always wonder why.   

Scripture is our guide and we note Jesus talking about the practice of fasting in the 
context of ‘when you fast’ rather than ‘if’ you fast… It would appear that it is an 
expectation that believers do fast. And so, do you? And if not, why not? 

I have regularly fasted one day a week for the best part of 36 years, excluding 
certain times when it wasn’t healthy or practical for me. It is part of my life and I 
believe, from experience, that something powerful and mysterious is happening in 
the spiritual world when we fast and pray. 

I began to fast when I was dating Adam. We had been going out for three years 
and he was an atheist, although he attended church with me weekly. Our 
relationship was hard-going and turbulent, we pulled in opposite directions over 
many things, but I often sensed God saying the relationship had ‘potential’. To cut a 
long story short, I chose to fast one day a week and use the time I would usually 
eat to pray. Through these times of prayer there were so many ‘breakthroughs’ in 
our relationship that only came when I had fasted and prayed, that I came to 
believe the two were connected. 

Fasting reveals things to us. 

• It reveals our shortcomings 

• It reveals our weaknesses 

• It highlights what most distracts us, and ultimately 

• It reveals our heart’s priorities ~ or as Jesus says in our Gospel reading:  

‘where our treasure is.’ 

 

When we practice fasting it is costly and uncomfortable, but new things happen 
when we do it. In denying ourselves the joy and comfort of food we are practicing 
discipline and self-control; and I believe one of the ‘rewards’ is that we open 
ourselves up to hearing from God on a deeper level. 

So convinced am I that fasting is powerful that I would encourage those who are 
healthy (and for whom it is practical) to try it during Lent. 

 

There may be some of you who would love to fast from food but this would be 
impractical. Fasting can involve denying ourselves anything that we treasure. 

What do you love doing? Can you imagine reducing this or eliminating it altogether 
for the Lent period? 
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• Could you give up social media - or your daily attempts at Wordle - or watching 
the 1% club, or the Chase? 

• Could you give up going out for coffee and instead drink water and use the time 
to pray at home? 

• Could you abstain from gossip - or would you wonder what on earth you would 
talk about!? 

 

Whatever it is that you treasure, Lent could be the ideal time to lay it aside by 
fasting and instead let your heart connect with God’s heart. 

 

But as I was preparing this talk I have had time to search my own heart. 

I realised, with some sadness, that in recent years somewhere along the way my 
fasting has become nothing more than a duty and a habit.  

Yes, I was giving up food for 24 hours, but the prayer time has somehow been 
sidelined in the busyness of ministry.  The act of fasting has gradually become 
empty and meaningless; a show of personal pride ~ a mere insulting token gesture 
to God. 

My heart has been truly challenged. Where is the sincerity in fasting, or giving (or 
taking up) something up for Lent, if it doesn’t bring the heart back to God? 

 

Tonight is about coming to God with an attitude of penitence; this is a time for 
honest self-examination and an acknowledgement that we are sadly imperfect. Our 
efforts to impress God, or others, can overshadow our desire to connect with God 
intimately. 

I am sorry for the thing I have made fasting. I have lost my way and it is painful to 
admit this. It doesn’t come easily to some of us to say sorry, because to do so is 
humbling and reveals a vulnerability we may not be comfortable with. 

Many years ago a film was made called 'The Love Story'. The famous quote 
repeated in the film was 'love means never having to say you're sorry'. Is this true? 
Absolutely not!  
This is so untrue and so contrary to the Christian message that reminds us the 
confession brings healing and forgiveness. Real love does mean having to say we 
are sorry.  
 
In Joel 2 God implores us: 
‘Even now, return to me with all your heart, with fasting and weeping and 
mourning’ 
Tear your heart, not your garments… 
… 
Return to the Lord your God, 
For he is gracious and compassionate, 
Slow to anger and abounding in love, 
And he relents from sending calamity, 
Who knows, he may turn and relent and leave behind a blessing…’ 
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Real love acknowledges that we are failed and flawed individuals.  We are also 
awesome, made in God’s image. Blend these two characteristics together and we 
are utterly ‘Flawsome.’ 
 
The act of turning to God in honest sorrow for our failure is all that is required for us 
to be set free. As the gospel reading indicates, our fasting for God (or intentional 
abstinence) is not for show, or about impressing others, or proving to ourselves that 
we are worthy - it is all about privately restoring our relationship with Christ, the 
one who IS worthy. 
He has made it so easy for us, and yet sometimes we make it so hard by refusing 
to show remorse. 
 
One of our children had a real problem with saying sorry, even from a very young 
age. Even as a toddler he used to jut out his chin and shake his head when asked 
to say sorry for some misdemeanour. 
I remember one day, aged around 4, he was told to sit on the naughty stair for 4 
minutes (one minute per year of their life) - We probably don’t call it a naughty stair 
these days, it’s probably a ‘time out stair’ or something less negative. Anyway, after 
this time I went to him and said: are you ready to say sorry? Out came the chin: 
‘No’ 
Then you can have another 4 minutes on the naughty stair. 4 minutes passed and 
back I went. Still he refused to say sorry. 
Another 4 minutes went by and finally I went back and wearily said, OK you’ve 
been on there long enough, you can get up now.  
‘No thank you,’ he said, with his little jutting out chin lifted high,  
‘I rather like it here’. 
 
Our son was so stubborn. The angst would drag on for unnecessarily long periods 
as we battled with his resistant spirit. All I wanted was his ‘sorry’ so that we could 
hug again, so that our relationship could be restored. 
 
 
We adults can be so stubborn, just like our son. Staying put in our sin and deciding 
we are better off here. But this is not freedom, this is slavery. Because, according to 
Romans 6:16, we are either slaves to sin or slaves to the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
Today we come forward to receive on our foreheads a simple sign in the shape of 
the cross made from ash. The cross was the place that our sins were removed from 
us by the crucified Christ who rose from the dead and left death - and our sins - in 
the grave. 
 
The words spoken: “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return,” 
are a reminder of our humble and temporary human status. The place where 
confession happens is the place that God meets us so intimately. 
 
Tonight, why don’t we turn to God and be healed? 
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As we enter Lent, maybe taking up a new habit or leaving behind an old one, it is 
not a time to prove we are worthy, but an opportunity to clear the clutter in our 
hearts and receive healing and mercy, and a chance for love to bring about 
transformation within us. 
 
Let's live as God intended us to. Knowing our position in Christ. We are 
‘Flawsome’… wonderful but flawed, and fragile without him; loved and forgiven and 
set free by him.  
 
Today we start by admitting ‘woe is me’ but the cry turns to ‘worthy is He’ as we 
enter Lent and head slowly towards Easter. 


