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Fasting is not something we Methodists have beeusa&t of doing
too much of! In fact, the opposite is true. Ratl is our middle name, and
if you don’t believe it stick around after the seevand watch us eat in the
fellowship hall. Our idea of fasting is two chickkegs instead of three or
one piece of pie instead of two! It's interestimgyv we embrace some
spiritual disciplines, while at the same time whei take lightly or totally
disregard others. We embrace the spiritual dis@plof prayer, study, and
worship, but for whatever reason, we tend to igribeespiritual discipline
of fasting.

| know in my own Christian journey fasting has betn tops on the
list of things to do. | have never seriously fdsteut fasting, according to
the Bible, is just as much a spiritual disciplirsepaayer and worship. The
biblical list of those who engaged in the disciplof fasting is impressive:
Moses, David, Elijah, Daniel, Paul, and Jesus €just to name a few.
Then there are those in the Christian tradition Wawee practiced fasting:
Martin Luther, John Calvin, John Wesley, Jonathdwd&ids, etc. That got
me to thinking. If Moses, David, Elijah, Danieki, and Jesus Christ
himself fasted, then why don't | fast? If Martimther, John Calvin and
John Wesley thought it was important, then why dth’

I'd like to be able to laugh it off and say, “I'mNethodist pastor and
it’'s impossible for us to fast,” but the real reas®that | have never seen the
value in fasting. The truth is | need to comenderstand the spiritual value
of fasting.

Richard Foster wrote a book entitled: Celebratibbiscipline. In
the book he discusses several different spiritisgijglines, including
fasting. In his chapter on fasting he wrote:

“Throughout Scripture fasting refers to abstairfirogm food for
spiritual purposes. It stands in distinction te tunger strike, the
purpose of which is to gain political power or atfrattention to a
good cause. ltis also distinct from health digtivhich stresses
abstinence from food for physical, not spiritualygoses. Because of
the secularization of modern society, fasting isally motivated
either by vanity or by the desire for power.”
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Biblical fasting is different. That is not to sthat the above
mentioned motives concerning fasting are necegsarbng”, but it is to
say that in the Biblical sense fasting is striétly spiritual purposes. We do
not fast to “get our way”. Foster wrote, ‘Fastmegninds us that we are
sustained “by every word that proceeds from thetmobtGod’ (Matt. 4:4).
Food does not sustain us; God sustains us. Therafoexperiences of
fasting we are not so much abstaining from food:asre feasting on the
word of God.” When we fast we are reminded of sbstains us.

Last week we talked about how Jesus took with hetel? James, and
John up the mountain to pray. This week we firgligen the wilderness.
He had been led by the Holy Spirit to the wildemfes a time of testing.
For forty days he was tempted by the devil, andindguthose forty days we
are told that he ate nothing. | find it fascingtimhy Jesus was in the
wilderness in the first place. He was in the wilgiss because he was led
by the Holy Spirit. Why on earth would the Holyiffdead Jesus into a
difficult situation?

Very often when you hear people talk about how3peit moved
them or directed them, they speak in positive tefifise Spirit moved me
to serve at the homeless shelter.” “The Spirgatied me to take the
promotion at work.” “The Spirit guided me to mawweFlorida on the
beachfront!” Now | can listen to that kind of SpirBut what if the Holy
Spirit leads us into a difficult situation, what de do then? Do we ignore
the Holy Spirit and say, “Come back when you habeter offer?”
Unfortunately, that’s not a viable option. There ames when the Holy
Spirit leads us into difficult situations. The Wwarf God’s kingdom doesn’t
always take place on our terms or our turf. Vdtgm like Jesus we are led
where we would not choose on our own, but it'shiose times in those
places where we grow the most.

Jesus spent forty restless days in the wilderngksrfg temptation.
Forty days is a long time. In our society we dralaout convenience and
getting things done in a timely fashion. Whataves we want it done
yesterday. | was going to the hospital in Wacd aasday and | stopped at
Burger King to pick up some breakfast. | walkeside and placed my
order. After the lady behind the counter took myes and money, she
handed me my coffee and sandwich to go and sawdo ‘ffiinutes and thirty
seconds.” | said, “What?” She said again, “Twaoumes and thirty seconds.
From the time you placed your order until the tyo& were served it was
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two minutes and thirty seconds.” | didn’t know wk@asay at that point. So
| said, “Why do you keep track of the time? Ddadaally matter that | got
my food in two minutes and thirty seconds?” “Olsyt matters. The
manager wants us to get the food out as quick ssille so we can keep the
line moving. We don’t want people to get upsét ibkes too long.”

As | drove off | thought about what an impatientisty we have
become. We want everything right and we wangitinow. We don't
want to wait for much of anything. Has anyone herer sat in front of a
computer monitor and tapped your finger on the desknow you have. |
know you have looked at that computer monitor amd ® yourself, “Boy |
wish we had a faster Internet connection! Why diékis thing move
faster?” | know you have stood in line at the grgcstore and tapped your
foot impatiently as the man in front of you fumbl@eund for some loose
change to pay for a pack of cigarettes. We ailengatient group, but we
come by it honestly. Our society has trained usxect everything to
happen now. If it doesn’t happen now then somgthiast be wrong.

That may be okay if we are talking about a valualméa fast food
restaurant, but it's not okay if we are talking abour faith. It would be
extremely pretentious of us to go to God in praamdt demand that God
operate on our time schedule. We are going teeshastommunion the next
several Sundays. | have done this before at puswtburches. One of the
members at one of those churches said, “You knoanwiou have
communion every Sunday some people won’t come tiocth It takes too
long.” He then felt compelled to give me a lectanepeople’s lifestyles.
He said, “You need to understand something. Pdeptebusy lives these
days and they don’t want to spend all day at chiirch

| replied sarcastically, “Oh, I'm so sorry. Howlgiof me to infringe
on people’s schedules like that. Tell you whatywbn’t you go tell them,
whoever “them” happens to be (I knew it was himaéding), that they can
take the next few weeks off altogether. Don’t shgwfor anything. They
can use that time to do whatever they want andhagion all the comp
time that is coming their way. Then when we areklda our regular
schedule we will notify them. 1 certainly don’t mtato offend anyone by
sharing in the Lord’s Supper more than once a mGuith forbid.” That was
the last conversation | had with that person canogrcommunion, or
anything else for that matter!
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Some of the best things in life take time. Thibkat relationships.
The best relationships we enjoy are those thabaiteover a lifetime. Jesus
spentforty daysin the wilderness, not 40 seconds. The timelbsatis
spent wrestling with temptation was not wasted timetime well spent. It
was an experience that would ultimately shape Ingsion and call. We
should remember that when we go through tough tinGsd’s timing is
perfect and sufficient for all our needs, and weusth be patient with
ourselves and God.

Apparently, the time was right for Jesus to be texp The devil
tempted Jesus in different ways with different wiations. | have heard
before that temptation is a sign of weakness, mitis not really the case.
Temptation is an indication of strength becausarmaempted not at our
weak points, but at our strong points. It's ingtireg to note that all the
temptations Jesus faced in the wilderness werertapptes to rise. The
devil did not tempt him with things that would bgihim down, at least in
the world’s eyes. He tempted him with those thithgg most people would
think are valuable and worthy.

I’'m typically not a huge fan of game shows, butdshadmit | like the
show ‘Deal or No Deal”. If you have seen this show you know it is based
on whether or not the contestant will sell his er briefcase which holds an
undisclosed amount of money. The banker, whaugi$sairs, makes offers
throughout the show for the briefcase. The oftgrsip and down
depending on the different amounts of money remgion the board.
Howie Mandell, the host of the show, points is &ngt the contestant and
says, “The offer is $97,000! Deal or No Deal?”emhhe contestant
agonizes over whether or not he or she shouldgmckher case. The devil
and Jesus were engaged in their own game of Dédd @eal and the devil
was the one asking, “Deal or No Deal?”

The first temptation or “deal” was to turn a stom@ a loaf of bread.
Remember, Jesus had been fasting for forty daysvasdamished, so this
offer to turn a stone into a loaf of bread was tengpto say the least. Jesus
was hungry and what would be wrong with turningces into a loaf of
bread? The problem, of course, was the condigbibygthe devil, “If you
are the Son of God, command this stone to becowef af bread. Deal or
No Deal?” The Greek text could be translated nliceeally, “Since you are
the Son of God...” The point at issue, then, iswlo¢ther Jesus is God’s
Son, but rather how Jesus’ status and power b&odeare to be employed.
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In other words, would Jesus trust God to providéhfom or would he need
to turn stones into bread. Jesus’ answer was:clea written, ‘One does
not live by bread alone.” In other words, Jesusild trust God.No Deal!

The second deal involved power. The devil led deguand showed
him in an instant all the kingdoms of the worldheldevil said to him, “To
you | will give their glory and all this authorityor it has been given over to
me, and | give it to anyone | please. If you, theifl worship me, it will all
be yours. Deal or No Deal?” Jesus thought alidat & second and
answered, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your €g@nd serve only him.”
No Deal!

A third time the devil came to Jesus and took lurddrusalem. He
placed him on the pinnacle of the great templeingaty him, “If you are the
Son of God, throw yourself down from here, forsitritten, ‘He will
command his angels concerning you, to protect yang' ‘On their hands
they will bear you up, so that you will not dastuyéoot against a stone.”
Jesus answered, “It is said, ‘Do not put the LaydryGod to the test.” You
guessed it No Deal!

| think it's interesting to note that when we s#o” to something we
are saying “Yes” to something else. The otherldags at a meeting in
Waco and at one point in the meeting we were dsiegswills. The speaker
made an interesting comment. He said, “How manyoofhave a will?”
About 30% of the group raised their hands. He #ded, “Actually, all of
you have a will. The ones that raised their haardghe ones who have
determined their own will. The ones who didn’t Basaid, “My will is that |
want the state to have total control over my stfén | die.” Everyone has
a will. I thought that was clever.

It's true, when we say no to something we are spyas to something
else. When | say, “No, | don’'t want to go to theuies with you,” | am
really saying, “Yes,” to staying home and takingagw. When | say, “No, |
don’t want to drink a six pack and drive home, i eeally saying, “Yes,” to
staying out of jail and being a responsible perséfnen | say, “No, | don’t
want to take that promotion at work,” | am realaymg, “Yes,” to keeping
my family in a loving community where they are hgpp

When Jesus said, “No,” he was saying, “Yes” atstime time. When
he said, “No, | don’t want to turn that stone iattbaf of bread,” he was
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really saying, “Yes,” to trusting God to provide tum. When he said, “No,
| don’t want to rule all the kingdoms of the wofltie was really saying,
“Yes, | want to be known as someone who didn’t havese violence or
power to get things done.” When he said, “No, h'tdwant throw myself
off the temple,” he was really saying, “Yes,” tonhility and making himself
vulnerable.

Speaking of vulnerability, I'm sure you have notidbe cross to my
right. Jesus hung on one of these for you andHeedidn’t do it because
he wanted to. No one would willingly want to dig drucifixion. It was a
terrible way to die. He hung on a cross becaussalik “No.” He said no to
the way of violence and power in human terms, drideasame time he said,
“Yes.” He said, “Yes” to love. He said, “Yes” gpace. He said, “Yes” to
forgiveness. He said, “Yes” to reconciliation. s#d, “Yes” to
redemption. The greatest question in the histbhumanity had been
posed — the cross was before Jesus and the questiriAre sinful human
beings worth dying for?” Another way of asking S@me question might be,
“Deal or No Deal?” Jesus thought enough of uske the deal and die for
you and me. So my question for you today is thisiou really believe that
Jesus died on the cross for you, when it comeglimaing him and making
him your Lord, how would you answer the questideal or No Deal?’
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