Now there were at Antioch,
in the church that was there,
prophets and teachers:
Barnabas, and Simeon who was called Niger,
and Lucius of Cyrene, and Manaen
who bad been brought up with Herod the tetrarch, and Saul.
And while they were ministering to the Lord and fasting,
the Holy Spirit said,
“Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul
for the work to which I have called them.”

—ACTS 13:1-3

The state of the times extremely requires a fullness of
the divine Spirit in ministers, and we ought to give our-
selves no rest till we have obtained it. And in order to
[do] this, I should think ministers, above all persons,
ought to be much in secret prayer and fasting, and also
much in praying and fasting one with another. It seems
to me it would be becoming the circumstances of the
present day, if ministers in a neighborhood would
often meet together and spend days in fasting and fer-
vent prayer among themselves, earnestly seeking for
those extraordinary supplies of divine grace from
heaven, that we need at this day.

—]JONATHAN EDWARDS

Some Thoughts Concerning the Revival'



FASTING AND THE
COURSE OF HISTORY

A Call for

Discernment and Desire

It is dangerous to hold up a person or ministry or church as a
model of fasting. As soon as we do, the clay feet will become
plain. Disillusionment often follows naive admiration. There is
none without sin, and all our triumphs are mixed with imper-
fections. We do well to temper our esteem with the acknowledg-
ment that there are hidden faults in every saint, and today’s
victory is no assurance of tomorrow’s holiness. Nor can we even
read the heart behind today’s triumph. Neither the heart of oth-
ers nor our own (1 Corinthians 4:4). What’s more, the moving
stories that we hear about fasting have often passed through
many minds and many mouths of fallible folks like us.

Let Your Exultation Be in the Word of God

All of this I say simply to caution us from transferring the root
of our exultation from the historic Word of God written to the
contemporary work of God reported. God alone never changes,
but the outpourings of his blessings ebb and flow in ways far too
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mysterious for our small minds to judge. The moment we think
righteousness holds sway, some sinful plague is spreading in the
midst. And just when we think the darkness is so thick that all is
lost, someone grabs a rope that rings a bell and brings an army
with torches. We will only maintain our stability and unshakable
confidence if we keep our focus on the unchanging God and take
every rising or receding tide as a work of infinite wisdom for the
accomplishment of God’s holy purposes.

Nevertheless, God ordains in his Word that we take heart
from those who have known the grace of God before us. “[Do]
not be sluggish, but imitators of those who through faith and
patience inherit the promises. . . . Remember those who led you,
who spoke the word of God to you; and considering the result of
their conduct, imitate their faith” (Hebrews 6:12; 13:7). It would
signal more pride in us than sin in them if we refused to be inspired
and guided by ordinary saints who come into extraordinary bless-
ings. So it is with fasting. The Bible and the history of the Church
are strewn with stories of God’s remarkable work in gracious
response to the fasting and prayer of his people. These stories are
not there to be ignored. Nor are they there as a panacea for every
lukewarm season in the life of faith. Oh, how hasty we are to
judge from God’s mercy in the life of a fasting saint that this par-
ticular pattern of piety is the key to vital spiritual life!

Finney’s Fasting and Imperfections

For example, many have read the story of Charles Finney’s
(1792-1875) conversion and his subsequent experience of fast-
ing, and have taken it as a normative way of maintaining a
revived state.

To the honor of God alone I will say a little of my own expe-
rience in this matter. I was powerfully converted on the
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morning of the 10th of October. In the evening of the same
day, and on the morning of the following day, I received
overwhelming baptisms of the Holy Ghost, that went
through me, as it seemed to me, body and soul. I immedi-
ately found myself endued with such power from on high
that a few words dropped here and there to individuals were
the means of their immediate conversion. My words seemed
to fasten like barbed arrows in the souls of men. They cut
like a sword. They broke the heart like a hammer.
Multitudes can attest to this. Oftentimes a word dropped,
without my remembering it, would fasten conviction, and
often result in almost immediate conversion. Sometimes I
would find myself, in a great measure, empty of this power.
I would go out and visit, and find that I made no saving
impression. I would exhort and pray, with the same result.
I would then set apart a day for private fasting and prayer,
fearing that this power had departed from me, and would
inquire anxiously after the reason of this apparent empti-
ness. After humbling myself, and crying out for help, the
power would return upon me with all its freshness. This has
been the experience of my life.?

What shall we do with a testimony like this? Shall we con-
clude that repeated days of prayer and fasting are the key to con-
tinuous revival? Shall we discount its relevance for us because it
was just one man’s unique experience with God? Surely some-
where between these two extremes is the humble and sober
answer. We are not so wise and experienced in the things of God
that we cannot learn from another’s fight of faith. God may
indeed inspire us to set aside a day of fasting as we read this, and
he may meet us there with great reviving power. But he may not.
Others have sought and found awakening without fasting. Still
others fasted and prayed for two, three, four or more weeks
before a breakthrough came. It is a mistake to think that God’s
way with one of his children will be his way with all.
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Another mistake we can make in admiring the work of God
in the lives of fasting saints is to think that God’s blessing implies
his approval of their behavior and doctrine. But this is not nec-
essarily the case. We find it difficult to imagine why God blesses
a person’s ministry if the doctrine is defective and if resilient sins
infect the heart. But God seemed to be using Apollos, for exam-
ple, who was “mighty in the Scriptures,” but to whom Priscilla
and Aquila had to “explain the way of God more accurately”
(Acts 18:24-26). And Jesus warns that in the judgment some will
say, “Did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast
out demons, and in Your name perform many miracles?” But he
will say to them, “I never knew you” (Matthew 7:22-23). In
other words, the test of truth and righteousness is not whether
there is power in a person’s ministry.

Charles Finney, for example, held to a theology that was
deeply at odds with his Calvinistic contemporary Asahel
Nettleton (1812-1844). But both were used by God in evange-
lism.3 Similarly John Wesley (the Arminian) and George
Whitefield (the Calvinist) were used by God to bring thousands
of people into the kingdom of Christ. The inference from this
should not be that doctrine is a matter of indifference. The long-
term harm of holding false views of God and salvation is not nul-
lified by short-term evidences of God’s undeserved blessing. In
fact, in the case of Finney, there is good evidence that he himself
regretted some of his own spiritual tactics, if not his defective
views of God’s sovereignty.* The remarkable fact is that God has
his wise and sovereign purposes for using defective people and
defective theology to save sinners. This is not a blessing on error,
but a grace in spite of it. The banner over every blessing of God
on defective lives and doctrine is Romans 2:4—do you not know
that God’s kindness and forbearance and patience are meant to
lead you to repentance?

Therefore, no experience of fasting is sufficient to win our
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imitation without other considerations coming into play. We will
measure all by the Scriptures. We will not be swept away by the
“successes” or “blessings” that accompany any particular pat-
tern of spiritual discipline. We will realize that God is sovereign
in dispensing his mercies: “I will be gracious to whom I will be
gracious, and will show compassion on whom I will show com-
passion” (Exodus 33:19). And we will humble ourselves to learn
from the experience of others, even those we may disagree with,
since God has mercy and gives lessons in unlikely places.

Fasting and the Course of Korean History

With that caution, let us now observe, without fear of being car-
ried away, that the course of history has been changed repeatedly
through fasting and prayer. Many examples could be given. In the
latter years of the twentieth century, fasting and prayer have
almost become synonymous with the churches of South Korea.
And there is good reason. The first Protestant church was planted
in Korea in 1884. One hundred years later there were 30,000
churches. That’s an average of 300 new churches a year for 100
years. At the end of the twentieth century, evangelicals comprise
about 30% of the population. God has used many means to do
this great work. One of them is a recovery not just of dynamic
prayer, but of fasting-prayer. For example, in the OMS (Overseas
Missionary Society) churches alone more than 20,000 people
have completed a forty-day fast—usually at one of their “prayer
houses” in the mountains.’

For anyone who has a passion for the supremacy of God,
such a story cannot pass without awakening some strong desires.
Here at the end of the twentieth century most denominations in
America are stagnant, with far less impact on our unbelieving cul-
ture than we long for. In Europe, the countries of the once blaz-
ing Reformation are now considered “post-Christian” and coldly
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resistant to life-changing evangelism. How can we not stand up
and ask: could it be that the Lord would appoint a new season
of fasting and prayer as a way forward in our day?

Fasting and the Epoch-making Word at Antioch

One of the clearest biblical encouragements to consider fasting
as a history-shaping act is found in Acts 13:1-4:

Now there were at Antioch, in the church that was there,
prophets and teachers: Barnabas, and Simeon who was
called Niger, and Lucius of Cyrene, and Manaen who had
been brought up with Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. And
while they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the
Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the
work to which I have called them. Then, when they had
fasted and prayed and laid their hands on them, they sent
them away. So, being sent out by the Holy Spirit, they went
down to Seleucia and from there they sailed to Cyprus.

The situation is that Saul (Paul) and Barnabas and some of
the other leaders in the church in Antioch were worshiping—
“ministering to the Lord”—and fasting (verse 2). Judging by
what happened we may assume, I think, that the burden they had
as a leadership team in the church was this: “Where do we go
from here as a church?” They were fasting to seek the leading of
the Holy Spirit in the direction of their mission. The upshot was
more magnificent than any master planning effort the church has
ever undertaken.

They were hungry enough for God’s leading that they wanted
to say it with the hunger of their bodies and not just the hunger of
their hearts. “We want you and we want your leading, O God! O
Holy Spirit, what is your will for the mission of this church? We
want to see you and follow you more than we want to eat.”
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Questions the Bible Does Not Answer

One of the things that boggles my mind about planning efforts
in the local church where I have served now for over seventeen
years is that many of the questions we need to answer are not
answered in the Bible, at least not directly. They are the kind of
questions, I think, that the leaders in Antioch were facing: “Lord,
shall we begin a world missions program? Should it be now?
Should we send some of our own teachers as the first missionar-
ies? Should it be Saul or Simeon or Niger or Lucius or Barnabas?
Should we send two or three or four? Which way should we send
them: by land or by sea? Should we fund them fully, or expect
them to work for their keep, or hope that there will be ‘sons of
peace’ in the towns where they go who will feed them? Should
other churches join with us?” Etc., etc.

Most of the questions that church planning teams have to
answer are of that kind. Where will we get the answers? I do not
minimize the sound and basic teaching of the Bible that we
should be “transformed by the renewing of [our] mind, that [we]
may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and accept-
able and perfect.” But this “proving” of the will of God in non-
moral matters (should we send Saul and Barnabas or Lucius and
Simeon?) is not a mechanical thing. Paul prayed earnestly that
believers would “be filled with the knowledge of [God’s] will in
all spiritual wisdom and understanding . . . and bear fruit in every
good work” (Colossians 1:9-10). It is a spiritual thing to discern
which good works, of the 10,000 possible, are among the “every
good work” that belong to my life and my church. Who of us
can say that we have arrived when it comes to this matter of dis-
cerning best ministry decisions? And so I ask very earnestly: Do
we have anything to learn from the fact that these deeply spiri-
tual prophets and teachers worshiped and fasted as they sought
the leading of the Lord?
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Consider four simple observations from this story in Acts
13:1-4.

First, this fasting was after Christ’s coming. I point this out
lest someone say that fasting was a part of the Old Testament
spirituality but not of New Testament spirituality. We have
argued in Chapter One from Matthew 9:15 that Jesus expected
that his disciples would fast when he had gone back to heaven.
It is not surprising then to find them doing just that. Evidently
Saul and Barnabas and the others in Antioch did not believe that
fasting had passed like an old wineskin with the coming of the
gospel and the new-covenant ministry of the Spirit.

Second, this fasting in Acts 13 was a corporate fast. At least
five of them were united in this devotion to the Lord. I mention
this because another concern with fasting is that Jesus warned
against fasting to be seen by men (Matthew 6:17-18). He said,
“But you, when you fast, anoint your head, and wash your face
so that you may not be seen fasting by men, but by your Father
who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will repay
you” (Matthew 6:17-18). Yet it is impossible to fast corporately
and not be seen by men. So the question is raised whether cor-
porate fasting contradicts the teaching of Jesus. I argued in
Chapter Three that it does not. And that is confirmed here by the
practice of the apostle and church teachers. Saul and Barnabas
evidently do not take Jesus to mean that corporate fasting is evil.
The critical issue is not whether people know you are fasting but
whether you want them to know so that you can bask in their
admiration.

Third, this fasting in Acts 13 proved to be an occasion for
the Spirit’s special guidance. Verse 2 says, “And while they were
ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set
apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have
called them.” Then, when they had fasted and prayed and laid
their hands on them, they sent them away.” In reporting it this
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way, Luke clearly wants us to see a connection between the wor-
ship, prayer, and fasting on the one hand and the decisive guid-
ance of the Holy Spirit on the other: “While they were fasting,
the Holy Spirit said.” This is a significant biblical precedent for
engaging in worship-fasting-prayer in the earnest pursuit of
God’s will for our lives and the life of our church.

Fourth, the fasting in Acts 13 changed the course of history.
It is almost impossible to overstate the historical importance of
that moment in the history of the world. Before this word from
the Holy Spirit, there seems to have been no organized mission
of the church beyond the eastern seacoast of the Mediterranean.
Before this, Paul had made no missionary journeys westward to
Asia Minor, Greece, Rome, or Spain. Before this Paul had not
written any of his letters, which were all a result of his mission-
ary travels, which began here.

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 wor-
ship and prayer and fasting the launching pad for a mission that
would change the course of world history. Is there a lesson here
for us?

God Had Moved Through Fasting Many Times Before

It had happened before, and it would happen again and again in
history. For example, in 2 Chronicles 20 the Moabites and



108 A HUNGER FOR GOD

Ammonites and Meunites came against Jehoshaphat, the King of
Judah. It was a terrifying horde of violent people coming against
the people of the Lord. What could the people do? What direc-
tion should they turn? Verses 3-4 say, “Jehoshaphat was afraid
and turned his attention to seek the Lord; and proclaimed a fast
throughout all Judah. So Judah gathered together to seek help
from the Lord; they even came from all the cities of Judah to seek
the Lord.”

So there was a great nationwide fast for divine guidance and
deliverance. In the midst of that fasting assembly, according to
verses 14-15, “the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jahaziel [the
priest] . . . and he said, ‘Listen, all Judah and the inhabitants of
Jerusalem and King Jehoshaphat: thus says the Lord to you, “Do
not fear or be dismayed because of this great multitude, for the
battle is not yours but God’s.”’” The next day when the people
of Judah went out, they found that the people of Moab and
Ammon had destroyed one another, and it took Judah three days
to gather the spoil.

The course of history was changed by the fasting of God’s
people. The stories of God’s mighty grace through fasting are
many. We could tell the story of Moses on Mount Sinai fasting
forty days as he received the Law of God that would not only
guide Israel for more than 3,000 years, but would become the
foundation of Western culture as we know it (Exodus 24:18;
34:28). Or we could tell the story of how the Jews fasted for
Esther as she risked her life before King Ahasuerus and turned
the plot against Israel back on Haman’s head (Esther 4:16). Or
we could tell the story of Nehemiah’s fasting for the sake of his
people and the city of God in ruins, so that King Artaxerxes
granted him all the help he needed to return and rebuild the walls
of Jerusalem (Nehemiah 1:4). The course of history has been
turned by many other factors besides fasting. I am not making
any unique claims for this spiritual discipline. I only observe that
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God, from time to time, has ordained that this be the means of
changing the course of events for the good of his people.

A National Fast in Britain for Deliverance

And so it has continued after biblical times. John Wesley tells us
in his journal of a similar kind of “biblical” deliverance in 1756.
The king of Britain called for a day of solemn prayer and fasting
because of a threatened invasion of the French. Wesley wrote,

The fast day was a glorious day, such as London has scarce
seen since the Restoration. Every church in the city was more
than full, and a solemn seriousness sat on every face. Surely
God heareth prayer, and there will yet be a lengthening of
our tranquility.

Then in a footnote he added later, “Humility was turned
into national rejoicing for the threatened invasion by the French

was averted.”®

The Rediscovery of Fasting in Our Own Day

There is in our own day a growing sense among many that the
rediscovery of fasting as a penitential heart-cry to God for revival
might be the means God would use to awaken and reform his
church. Some have observed from Acts 13:1-4 there were three
activities happening: these teachers and prophets were worship-
ing and praying and fasting. Of these three activities, two are
experiencing worldwide resurgence in our day.

When we look around the world here at the end of the twen-
tieth century, we see a remarkable worship awakening. Not all
agree that the musical dimension of the awakening is an unmixed
blessing either in lyrical quality or musical excellence. Nevertheless,



110 A HUNGER FOR GOD

who can deny that there are thousands of churches and movements
praising the Lord with vitality and God-centered focus who
twenty-five years ago did not put nearly such a premium on engag-
ing with God in worship as they do today? Not only that, there is
an amazing movement of prayer in our day. David Bryant docu-
ments this movement in The Hope at Hand, showing with dozens
of illustrations that “God is stirring up his people to pray specifi-
cally, increasingly, and persistently for world revival.””

But of the three activities in Acts 13:1-4 (worship, prayer,
and fasting), fasting has not had this kind of resurgence, except
perhaps in a few places like South Korea. This has prompted
some to ask: Might God not ordain that his fullest blessings will
come to the church when we prevail in prayer with the intensity
of fasting? That kind of intensification of prayer is what fasting
is. It’s a physical exclamation point at the end of the sentence,
“We hunger for you, O God, to come in power.” It’s a cry with
our body, not just our soul: “I really mean it, Lord! This much,
I hunger for you. I want the manifestation of you yourself more
than I want food.”

Jonathan Edwards’s Call for Fasting
in the First Great Awakening

That this hunger for God should awaken a renewed interest in
fasting is not new and not surprising. It has happened before at
times of awakening. While the winds of the first Great
Awakening in America were still blowing in 1742, Jonathan
Edwards, its strongest defender and most penetrating analyst,
longed for God to continue the blessing and increase it around
the world. One of the means he commended was fasting:

The state of the times extremely requires a fullness of the
divine Spirit in ministers, and we ought to give ourselves no
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rest till we have obtained it. And in order to [do] this, I
should think ministers, above all persons, ought to be much
in secret prayer and fasting, and also much in praying and
fasting one with another. It seems to me it would be becom-
ing the circumstances of the present day, if ministers in a
neighborhood would often meet together and spend days in
fasting and fervent prayer among themselves, earnestly seek-
ing for those extraordinary supplies of divine grace from
heaven, that we need at this day.?

One thing more I would mention concerning fasting and
prayer, wherein I think there has been a neglect in ministers;
and that is that although they recommend and much insist
on the duty of secret prayer, in their preaching; so little is
said about secret fasting. It is a duty recommended by our
Savior to his followers, just in like manner as secret prayer
is. . . . Though I don’t suppose that secret fasting is to be
practiced in a stated manner and steady course as secret
prayer, yet it seems to me ’tis a duty that all professing
Christians should practice, and frequently practice. There
are many occasions of both a spiritual and temporal nature
that do properly require it; and there are many particular
mercies that we desire for ourselves or friends that it would
be proper, in this manner, to seek of God.”

I should think the people of God in this land, at such a time
as this is, would be in the way of their duty to do three times
so much at fasting and prayer as they do.!?

In our own day, voices are rising with a similar call for fast-
ing and prayer for revival. But not everyone is as thoughtful and
biblically careful as Edwards was in his wrestling with the reali-
ties of revival, in view of the lessons of history, the freedom and
sovereignty of God, and the authority of Scripture over subjec-
tive impressions.
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Edwards’s Cautions for Our Contemporary Calls to Fast

Edwards hoped that this Great Awakening would be the final
great movement of God’s Spirit around the world that would
usher in the golden age of gospel triumph before the coming of
Christ. He said, “’Tis not unlikely that this work of God’s Spirit,
that is so extraordinary and wonderful, is the dawning, or at least
a prelude, of that glorious work of God, so often foretold in
Scripture, which in the progress and issue of it, shall renew the
world of mankind.”!! It was not to be. Edwards was mistaken.
But Edwards’s view of God’s freedom and sovereignty did not
allow him to predict the scope of the revival, nor the date of its
arrival, nor its global extent. Neither did its failure to come in the
way he hoped cause him to be disillusioned with God or to grow
weary in the cause of Truth.

There were those in his own day who went beyond his own
hopes and his more careful expressions of what may probably be.
They spoke from private revelations and subjective impressions
of God’s Spirit. Concerning these impressions about the revival
Edwards sounded a warning that is relevant for our day.

I would entreat the people of God to be very cautious how
they give heed to such things. I have seen ’em fail in very
many instances; and know by experience that impressions
being made with great power, and upon the minds of true
saints, yea, eminent saints; and presently after, yea, in the
midst of, extraordinary exercises of grace and sweet com-
munion with God, and attended with texts of scripture
strongly impressed on the mind, are no sure signs of their
being revelations from heaven: for I have known such
impressions to fail, and prove vain by the event, in some
instances attended with all these circumstances.!?

What makes this warning so crucial is not only that sub-
jective impressions are prevalent today regarding a possible com-
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ing revival, but also that Acts 13:1-4 seems to give us a model for
seeking God’s leading that involves subjective impressions. Recall
that verse 2 says, “And while they were ministering to the Lord
and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for Me Barnabas and
Saul for the work to which I have called them.”” How did the
Holy Spirit “say” this? Well, we don’t know. But it was not the
only instance in Acts where the Spirit gave such direct guidance.
For example, in Acts 8:29 we read, “And the Spirit said to Philip,
‘Go up and join this chariot.”” Acts 10:19 says, “And while Peter
was reflecting on the vision, the Spirit said to him, ‘Behold, three
men are looking for you. But arise, go downstairs, and accom-
pany them.””

Are there guidelines in the New Testament to help us dis-
cern if such a claim to hear the Spirit in our own day is truly from
the Lord? This is not a simple question of whether one embraces
charismatic viewpoints or not. Even mainline evangelicals claim
to be “impressed by the Spirit” or “have a sense of God’s lead-
ing” or think “God has placed it on their heart” to do a thing.
The question is, how shall we test such claims, especially when it
may involve a prediction about a coming revival or a call for the
church to fast?

How Do We Test Subjective Impressions?

I would suggest several guidelines. First, we observe that in Acts
13:2 the Spirit spoke to five teachers and prophets as a group. Of
course, the Spirit could speak to one person alone. But it would
seem wise to say, where more people are obliged by a word from
the Spirit, more people are informed about it by the Spirit. It does
not seem to be the way of the Spirit in the New Testament to bind
the consciences of Christians through the subjective impressions
given to others. Apostolic authority binds our conscience to
complete obedience (Galatians 1:12; 1 Corinthians 14:37-38;
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2 Corinthians 10:8; 13:10; 1 Thessalonians 2:13; 2 Thessalonians
3:6; 2 Peter 3:1-2, 15-16). But other claims to divine leading must
be “tested” (1 Thessalonians 5:21). This call for testing fits with
the suggestion that where more people are obliged to follow,
more people will be led to follow. It is not the solitary individual
who constrains the body of Christ.

Second, the normative guidance in the New Testament fol-
lows the pattern of Romans 12:2, “Be transformed by the renew-
ing of your mind, that you may prove what the will of God is,
that which is good and acceptable and perfect.” This need not
rule out unusual impulses and impressions from the Lord, but it
does suggest that the renewed “mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians
2:16), shaped by the word of Christ, and permeated by the Spirit
of Christ, will hold sway in the interplay of subjective impression
vs. spiritual reflection.

Third, the claim to have an impression from the Lord
would need to conform to the teaching of Scripture, either to spe-
cific texts if any is immediately relevant, or to the tenor, spirit,
and trajectory of the whole.

Fourth, the misuse of Scripture to support otherwise bibli-
cal impressions will give sober Christians pause. Sometimes pri-
vate revelation is claimed for a specific call of God to the church
which is not unbiblical, but for which the Scriptures are pressed
into service they were never meant to have. This is an unlikely
thing for the Spirit to do. He inspired the Scriptures and would, it
seems, handle them according to the meaning that he gave them
in the first place. Therefore, where the claim is made that the Spirit
brought such and such a text to mind that is then misused, it may
be doubted that the Spirit’s leading is being accurately perceived.

Fifth, the larger track record of the person speaking is rele-
vant. How accurately and helpfully has he or she discerned such
impressions before? Has experience shown that God has
entrusted this person with advance notice of his acts at other
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times? How stable and reliable is the person in general? Is there
a broad biblical doctrinal base from which the person may be
expected to be discerning of true and false thoughts that compete
in all our minds for conviction?

Testing the Use of 2 Chronicles 7:14

This is my effort to give heed to Edwards’s exhortation that we
“be very cautious” with subjective impressions in our own day.
For example, we should be careful with predictions in our own
day to the effect that America will experience a great spiritual
awakening by any particular date. This kind of prediction, so
often repeated in the history of the church, can lead to great dis-
illusionment, if God has another plan. More relevant for our
immediate concern is the danger that subjective impressions may
also from time to time dictate to the church that this or that spir-
itual discipline, like fasting, is the biblical key to revival. Edwards
cautioned us that “texts of Scripture strongly impressed on the
mind” of “eminent saints” is no sure sign of the use of these texts
being accurate.

One of the texts most commonly cited in the hope for immi-
nent revival is 2 Chronicles 7:14, “[If] My people who are called
by My name humble themselves and pray, and seek My face and
turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, will
forgive their sin, and will heal their land.” Mistaken uses of this
verse lessen our confidence in the predictions some make con-
cerning a coming revival.

First, in the original context where God speaks these words
to Solomon, the term “my people” refers to the people of Israel,
and therefore the term “their land” refers to a land that is really
“theirs” in the sense of God’s giving it to them as a covenant
blessing, namely, the land of Israel. But when we apply this text
to our contemporary situation, “my people” would refer to the
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Christian Church who cannot say, in whatever country that they
reside, that this country is “their land.” The church has no land,
the way Israel had a land. The Christian Church is a pilgrim peo-
ple. We are aliens and exiles (1 Peter 2:11). Therefore, the proper
application of 2 Chronicles 7:14 would, perhaps, be that, if the
church will humble herself and pray and seek God’s face and turn
from her wicked ways, God will incline to heal the church. But
it goes beyond what this text assures if we say that any country
where the Christian church humbles herself will experience a
Great Awakening.

Another mistake would be to elevate any one spiritual dis-
cipline as the decisive key to such an awakening. Biblical and his-
torical precedent would encourage us to seek revival and
awakening and reformation through prayer and fasting. But that
same precedent would discourage us from making any one spir-
itual activity the key that must unlock the awakening we seek. It
would be especially misleading to attach fasting, for example, to
2 Chronicles 7:14 as a certain way of fulfilling this verse—for at
least three reasons.

One reason is that 2 Chronicles 7:14 does not mention fast-
ing. A second reason is that the further references in 2 Chronicles
where God blesses those who humble themselves according to
2 Chronicles 7:14 do not all involve fasting (12:6-7, 12; 32:26;
33:12-13, 19; 34:27). This is not at all to deny that fasting would
be a legitimate way to humble ourselves before the Lord, but sim-
ply to say that there is no biblical warrant for thinking that this
verse is a call to fast. The third reason for not connecting fasting
to 2 Chronicles 7:14 as the key to this verse is that it is possible
to do extraordinary fasting and yet not humble ourselves, pray,
seek God, and turn from wickedness. This is plain from numer-

ous texts. For example:
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When they fast, I am not going to listen to their cry; and
when they offer burnt offering and grain offering, I am not
going to accept them. Rather I am going to make an end of
them by the sword, famine and pestilence.

—Jeremiah 14:12

Say to all the people of the land and to the priests, “When
you fasted and mourned in the fifth and seventh montbs

these seventy years, was it actually for Me that you fasted?”
—Zechariah 7:5

“Why have we fasted and Thou dost not see? Why have we
humbled ourselves and Thou dost not notice?” Bebold, on
the day of your fast you find your desire, and drive hard all

your workers.
—Isaiah 58:3

The Ambiguity of Fasting

All of these passages are designed to caution us not to elevate any
outward ritual, like fasting, to the level of a sure key to unlock
revival. God is free to send revival with or without fasting.
Jonathan Edwards longed for revival as much as anyone, and he
called for prayer and fasting loud and clear. Yet he also discov-
ered something profound in his own experience about the free-
dom of God’s sovereignty. He wrote,

How often we have mocked God with hypocritical pretenses
of humiliation, as in our annual days of public fasting and
other things, while instead of reforming, we only grew worse
and worse; how dead a time it was everywhere before this
work began. If we consider these things, we shall be most
stupidly ungrateful, if we don’t acknowledge God’s visiting
of us as he has done, as an instance of the glorious triumph

of free and sovereign grace.!3



118 A HUNGER FOR GOD

His point here is that public fasting and other rigors had
gone on for a long time, yet were full of pretense and deadness.
The people were not “turning from their wicked ways” while
they fasted. They were not “seeking God’s face” from the heart
as they fasted. But suddenly, as the wind that blows where it wills
(John 3:8), revival came. From this Edwards concludes that
revival is “an instance of the glorious triumph of free and
sovereign grace.” That is what it was then, and that is what it will

be when and if it comes today. And may God grant that it come!

The Passion of Edwards and Brainerd

For all of Jonathan Edwards’s cautions about the misuse of sub-
jective impressions in promoting fasting (or anything else), he had
no hesitation in extolling the importance of it in the mission and
ministry of the church. Besides the call to prayer and fasting
quoted earlier, there is the long and painful account of his friend,
the young missionary to the Indians, David Brainerd.

David Brainerd was born on April 20, 1718, in Haddam,
Connecticut. That year John Wesley and Jonathan Edwards
turned fourteen. Benjamin Franklin turned twelve and George
Whitefield three. The Great Awakening was just over the hori-
zon, and Brainerd would live through both waves of it in the mid-
thirties and early forties, then die of tuberculosis in Jonathan
Edwards’s house at the age of twenty-nine on October 9, 1747.
Jonathan held this young man in such esteem that he took pains
to preserve and edit his journals and diary. Here is where we see
Brainerd’s and Edwards’s views of the importance of fasting.

For example, on the analogy of Acts 13:1-4, Brainerd
sought the guidance of the Lord for his ministry through regular

times of fasting.
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Monday, April 19. I set apart this day for fasting and prayer
to God for his grace, especially to prepare me for the work
of the ministry, to give me divine aid and direction in my
preparations for that great work, and in his own time to
‘send me into his harvest’. Accordingly, in morning, endeav-
ored to plead for the divine presence for the day, and not
without some life. In the forenoon, I felt a power of inter-
cession for precious immortal souls, for the advancement of
the kingdom of my dear Lord and Savior in the world; and
withal, a most sweet resignation, and even consolation and
joy in the thoughts of suffering hardships, distresses, and
even death itself, in the promotion of it; and had special
enlargement in pleading for the enlightening and conversion
of the poor heathen.!*

For Edwards this use of fasting was not only praiseworthy
for missionaries like Brainerd, but also for “ministers and private
Christians.” It was in fact the means of continual blessing in
Brainerd’s life and might be in our own as well.

His example and success with regard to one duty in special
may be of great use to both ministers and private Christians;
I mean, the duty of secret fasting. The reader has seen how
much Mr. Brainerd recommends this duty, and how fre-
quently he exercised himself in it; nor can it well have
escaped observation how much he was owned and blessed
in it, and of what great benefit it evidently was to his soul.
Among all the many days he spent in secret fasting and
prayer that he gives an account of in his diary, there is scarce
an instance of one but what was either attended or soon fol-
lowed with apparent success and a remarkable blessing in
special incomes and consolations of God’s Spirit; and very
often before the day was ended.!®

This is why Edwards pleaded with pastors and laypeople of
his day to give themselves with triple diligence (see above) to the
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discipline of prayer and fasting. It had proved for Brainerd and
for hundreds of others in the history of the church to be a means
of “remarkable blessing and . . . special incomes and consolations
of God’s Spirit.” In other words, fasting had proved to be a path-
way to awakening and revival.

A Plea for Pastors from a Puritan Shepard

One other illustration of this strong commitment to fasting as the
pathway to vital Christianity comes from the century prior to
Jonathan Edwards in New England. Thomas Shepard was born
in England in 1605 and came to America in 1635. As a pastor in
New England he preached a series of messages that was pub-
lished as The Parable of the Ten Virgins, which is significant
because Jonathan Edwards quoted this book more than any
other in writing his masterpiece called Treatise Concerning the
Religious Affections. Cotton Mather, who lived from 1663 to
1727, preserved the stories of many early New England minis-
ters including the life of Thomas Shepard. His recollections
reveal some of the roots of Edwards’s deep commitment to fast-
ing as part of the ministerial life and a pathway to revival.
Mather invites us into Thomas Shepard’s study:

If we follow him unto his beloved study, there we shall find
him affording yet a more notable and eminent instance of an
holy walk. Here, besides his daily supplications, he did one
thing which had a mighty tendency to keep his own spirit in
an healthy, vigorous, thriving temper, and bringing down the
manifold blessings of God upon all the weighty concerns,
which he had in his hands; and a thing it was, without which
he thought he could never prove either a watchful Christian
or a very useful minister; this was that he scarce permitted
one month to pass him, without spending at least one day in
the exercises of a secret-fast before the Lord. It is remark-
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able that every one of those three who are famous in the
book of God for miraculous fasting [Moses, Elijah, Jesus],
were honored by God with the miraculous feeding of other
men. Our [Rev.] Shepard thought that be should never do
any great things in feeding of his flock, if be did not great
things in fasting by himself.1°

Mather himself clearly endorses this commitment to fasting
and longed for a great awakening in his own day. Interestingly
Mather’s eschatology was different from Edwards’s, but both
hoped and prayed and fasted for awakening. Edwards was a post-
millennialist, and Mather was a premillennialist. Edwards prayed
for a great awakening that would issue in a golden era of Christian
dominance in the world before Christ’s return. “Mather was con-
vinced that Christ’s imminent return would be preceded both by
the extensive spiritual decline which he saw in New England, and
European Protestantism, and by extraordinary outpourings of the
Holy Spirit producing bright spots of revival and world missions,
and especially the ingathering of Jewish converts.”1”

This is doubly encouraging today. It points the way across
relatively minor doctrinal differences toward united prayer and
fasting for the sake of the revival and reformation of God’s peo-
ple and the awakening of our spiritually dead American land-
scape. It even points the way to a common prayer-hope, even if
we do not agree on the precise end-time scenario.

Most Encouraging of All

And perhaps most hopeful of all is this: Cotton Mather died in
1727 just before the winds of the first Great Awakening in
America were about to blow. Richard Lovelace points out that
Mather’s hope for widespread awakening flagged just at the end
of his life.!8 If he could only have seen what a decade would
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bring! May the Lord grant that our passion for God’s supremacy
in all things for the joy of all peoples may not weaken, but only
grow and intensify through fasting and prayer. And may God
indeed raise up millions who are so hungry for him that they can-
not but cry out from body and soul: “This much, O God, this
much, we long for your fullness in the church and your glory in
the world!”






Is this not the fast which I choose,
To loosen the bonds of wickedness,
To undo the bands of the yoke,
And to let the oppressed go free,
And break every yoke?

Is it not to divide your bread with the hungry,
And bring the homeless poor into the house;
When you see the naked, to cover him;
And not to hide yourself from your own flesh?
Then your light will break out like the dawn,
And your recovery will speedily spring forth;
And your righteousness will go before you;
The glory of the LORD will be your rear guard.

—ISATAH 58:6-8

About a billion of the world’s people live in conditions
of absolute poverty without even the most basic
resources available—no adequate food, clothing,
shelter, or medical care. 400 million are severely mal-

nourished, including more than 200 million children.

—LARRY LIBBY
The Cry of the Poor!



FINDING GOD IN
THE GARDEN OF PAIN

A Different Fast for
the Sake of the Poor

One of the greatest preachers of the first thousand years of the
Christian Church was John Chrysostom, the bishop of Constan-
tinople in the fourth century. He has left us one of the most sweep-
ing statements I know concerning the value of fasting. He was
known as an ascetic in an age of luxury in Constantinople. His
lifestyle offended the emperor Arcadius and his wife Eudoxia so
much that he was eventually banished and died in A.D. 407.
Chrysostom therefore embodied, it seems, not only the discipline
of fasting but also the commitments to holy living that, as we will
see in a moment, are an even greater fast than going without food.

Fasting is, as much as lies in us, an imitation of the angels, a
contemning of things present, a school of prayer,