WHAT IS FASTING?

Fasting is a spiritual discipline that is taught in the Bible. Jesus expected His followers to fast and He said that God rewards fasting. Fasting, according to the Bible, means to voluntarily reduce or eliminate your intake of food for a specific time and purpose. 

Be careful that you aren’t “giving up” something and missing that the purpose is to spend more time in prayer for God to move in our city; to pray for changed lives; to pray that the church might awaken and take its place as a light shining in the darkness, a reflection of God’s glory.

The church today doesn’t seem to have a great reputation

It seems that we are known for things like being judgmental, hypocritical, fake, legalistic & irrelevant. People think of church as boring. 
People don’t go because they figure everyone would look down on them because of what they have done or how they dress.
Too often people don’t want to have anything to do with church, because they know people who call themselves Christians that don’t live any different than they do. Or they have met people who are just plain weird.

Grace exists to try to change that image. 
When we started 14 years ago, we had several objectives: 
· A contemporary worship experience where the music and preaching was relevant to the culture of the day 
· An accepting place where people could come and not feel the need to put on some spiritual mask or act like they have it all together
· Focus on the absolute authority of Scripture and be open to the power of the Holy Spirit while attempting to avoid some of the wild, weirdness found elsewhere.
· Serve a God who still does miracles, still changes lives, and loves us like a father
· Connect people in small groups to develop real community, do life together, and grow spiritually with one another
· Intentionally reach out to our community in practical ways
· Send people out on short and long term mission trips and send teams out to plant new churches
· Pursue unity with the other churches in town and tear down the walls of division 
· Take an aggressive stance against the religious spirit that seems to have a strong hold on our city
· Worship God passionately and teach people how to experience His presence

While we recognize that there is much wrong with the organized church in America, we did not start Grace in reaction to anything
We did not take a stance that we are doing it right and everyone else is wrong
We do not have the opinion that we are better than any of the other churches in Greenville
We are simply called by God as a body of believers that have a very distinct DNA and while this is our preference, it isn’t “right” it is just who we are

Having said all of that, I’m not ignorant of the fact that the church is not in a very good place. 
Most of the bad reputation we have is deserved
We haven’t been effective at bringing much change in society and we aren’t seeing a lot of conversions and even fewer transformed lives
In fact, some Christians (and groups of Christians) don’t really have much thought of those that are far from God…other than maybe condemnation or judgment
All they seem to be focused on is what they want and can’t seem to do much more than gripe and complain when they don’t get it
We don’t pray, we don’t worship, we don’t know the Bible, we don’t share our faith, we don’t serve the poor, we don’t see miracles, and honestly we don’t really care
We’ve been given a great commission to help change nations and the best most Christians seem to be able to do is to change from one church to the next
I wonder what it will take for the church to wake up
I wonder if it’s even possible
I wonder if we will ever really see a move of God in our lifetime

Actually, I just wonder if we are willing to do what it takes to see God move

Since the beginning of time, the first step to seeing God move among a people who have strayed from Him, is repentance
It takes individual repentance if you want to see God move in your life, and it takes corporate repentance if you want to see God move among a people



Corporate Repentance
Joel 1:14 (ESV) 
	Consecrate a fast; call a solemn assembly. 
		Gather the elders and all the inhabitants of the land to the house of the LORD your God, and cry out to the LORD. 

A solemn assembly is a time for God’s people to come together to repent for their sins and those they represent and to renew their commitment to Him and His calling.

What is repentance?
The word “repent” simply means to turn and go the other way. It means to change your mind with the intention of acting/thinking differently. 

Examples of Corporate Repentance

Daniel 9:20–21 (ESV) 
While I was speaking and praying, confessing my sin and the sin of my people Israel, and presenting my plea before the LORD my God for the holy hill of my God, 21 while I was speaking in prayer, the man Gabriel, whom I had seen in the vision at the first, came to me in swift flight at the time of the evening sacrifice. 

Nehemiah 1 – see below

Nehemiah 9:2 (ESV) 
And the Israelites separated themselves from all foreigners and stood and confessed their sins and the iniquities of their fathers. 

Isaiah 6:5–7 (ESV) 
And I said: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!” 
6 Then one of the seraphim flew to me, having in his hand a burning coal that he had taken with tongs from the altar. 7 And he touched my mouth and said: “Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin atoned for.” 

What are we repenting for?
Problems in the church:
· Judgmentalism
· Lack of spirituality
· Fake Christianity
· Hypocrisy
· Biblical illiteracy
· Consumer mentality

How have we responded?
Denial
Downplay
Criticize
Division
Do nothing


How should we respond?

Nehemiah 1:1–11 (ESV) 
The words of Nehemiah the son of Hacaliah. 
Now it happened in the month of Chislev, in the twentieth year, as I was in Susa the citadel, 2 that Hanani, one of my brothers, came with certain men from Judah. And I asked them concerning the Jews who escaped, who had survived the exile, and concerning Jerusalem. 3 And they said to me, “The remnant there in the province who had survived the exile is in great trouble and shame. The wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates are destroyed by fire.” 
4 As soon as I heard these words I sat down and wept and mourned for days, and I continued fasting and praying before the God of heaven. 5 And I said, “O LORD God of heaven, the great and awesome God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and keep his commandments, 6 let your ear be attentive and your eyes open, to hear the prayer of your servant that I now pray before you day and night for the people of Israel your servants, confessing the sins of the people of Israel, which we have sinned against you. Even I and my father’s house have sinned. 7 We have acted very corruptly against you and have not kept the commandments, the statutes, and the rules that you commanded your servant Moses. 8 Remember the word that you commanded your servant Moses, saying, ‘If you are unfaithful, I will scatter you among the peoples, 9 but if you return to me and keep my commandments and do them, though your outcasts are in the uttermost parts of heaven, from there I will gather them and bring them to the place that I have chosen, to make my name dwell there.’ 10 They are your servants and your people, whom you have redeemed by your great power and by your strong hand. 11 O Lord, let your ear be attentive to the prayer of your servant, and to the prayer of your servants who delight to fear your name, and give success to your servant today, and grant him mercy in the sight of this man.” 
Now I was cupbearer to the king. 

Background

The Jewish people had been taken into the Babylonian captivity and had been captive to Babylon for 70 years.  Then, in 530 BC the armies of Persia broke the Babylonian supremacy and the King of Persia released the Jewish remnant and encouraged them to return to Jerusalem.

At that time 50,000 Israelites did return and began immediately to reconstruct the demolished Temple.  Opposition from the people who had settled there during the captivity soon discouraged them.  They abandoned their task with only the foundation having been rebuilt.  A few years later, Haggai and Zechariah appeared on the scene, pointed out the people’s neglect, and challenged them to finish the job.  This they did twenty years after their return.

Sixty more years passed and under Ezra’s leadership more of the remnant returned to Jerusalem.  Although the Temple had been rebuilt, the walls of the city were in shambles and the gates burned.  So for ninety years after the first Jews returned, the people of God lived in affliction and shame in a city with broken walls and burned gates.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  When Revival Comes, (Broadman Press, Jack R. Taylor & O. S. Hawkins) 1980.] 


We can safely say that an entire generation had grown up with Jerusalem in this condition.  It was normal for them.  That’s the way it had always been.


1.  Nehemiah Recognizes the Situation – v. 3 - “The remnant there in the province who had survived the exile is in great trouble and shame. The wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates are destroyed by fire.” [footnoteRef:2]  [2: Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture is from The Holy Bible: English standard version. 2001. Wheaton: Standard Bible Society.] 


The condition of Israel at this point speaks volumes about the human condition and the condition of the church.  How many times have we in our own lives or in the church accepted the way things are as normal?  We see fighting, gossip and division in the church and we just accept it.  We see continual sinful patterns, bad habits, and wrong thinking in our lives and we excuse it with “Nobody’s perfect”.

When Nehemiah heard of the ruin in Jerusalem, and realized that people had been living there for 60 years and hadn’t done anything about it, he called it what it was – a disgrace.  

Today the church has fallen into moral decay and spiritual apathy.  Because of our sin and unwillingness to act, the name of God is ignored and the church is a disgrace.


This book is not about sin issues among the people.  Of course sin issues are a problem and must be dealt with.  But Nehemiah did not address this.  The people weren’t worshipping foreign idols, they weren’t engaging in sinful practices.  Nehemiah’s problem wasn’t that the people were sinful; his problem was that they were apathetic.

I believe that it is God’s desire to restore honor to His church and through the church bring glory to His name.


2.  Nehemiah Prays – vv. 4-6 - “As soon as I heard these words I sat down and wept and mourned for days, and I continued fasting and praying before the God of heaven. 5 And I said, “O Lord God of heaven, the great and awesome God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and keep his commandments, 6 let your ear be attentive and your eyes open, to hear the prayer of your servant that I now pray before you day and night for the people of Israel your servants”

While I am a big fan of action, I am an even bigger fan of action under the power of the Holy Spirit.  I am a huge fan of action fueled by prayer.

As we are confronted with the state of the world today, as we recognized the condition of the church, we must first lay hold of the throne of God and cry out for Him to move on our behalf.

We have been given authority in prayer and we must not set aside that authority.  He told us to ask in His name.  It has been said throughout church history – and I don’t disagree – that God, in His sovereignty, has chosen not to do anything except in answer to the prayers of His people.


Jesus said that it only takes the faith of a mustard seed.  (Matthew 17:20)

Paul said to pray at all times in the power of the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 6:18).  

The writer of Hebrews speaks of not refusing God when He speaks (Hebrews 12).  

James tells us that “The prayer of a righteous person has great power” (James 5:16).  

Peter tells us to take our place as God’s holy priesthood (1 Peter 2:1-12).  

John writes in Revelation of the prayers of the saints rising up as incense to God and how Satan is overcome by the blood of the Lamb and the word of our testimony.  (Revelation 8:4; 12:11)

Never, never, never underestimate the power present when God’s people pray.

And it’s not just that Nehemiah prayed, but it seems that from the beginning of chapter two that he prayed approximately 4 months before anything happened.


3.  Nehemiah Takes Responsibility – vv. 6-7 - “Even I and my father’s house have sinned. 7 We have acted very corruptly against you and have not kept the commandments, the statutes, and the rules that you commanded your servant Moses.”

The amazing thing here is that Nehemiah took responsibility for the wall being down.  It didn’t matter that it wasn’t his fault.  It didn’t matter that those who were responsible were probably long dead.  Nehemiah took responsibility. We will talk about this later in detail, but let the record show that Nehemiah did not pass the blame, he took responsibility.

As Christians, we have a decision to make.  We can accept things the way they are, the way they’ve always been.  We can blame others in the church; we can blame our parents and grandparents.  Or we can take responsibility.  

It’s time that we all stand together and declare together; “It stops right here right now.  And it stops with me!”

Part of Nehemiah’s taking responsibility was repentance.  He did something that I think is just amazing.  He not only took responsibility for the problem.  He repented for what caused the problem.  He repented for his sin, the sin of his fathers, and the sin of the nation.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Let’s face it; if we haven’t been part of the solution, we are part of the problem.  I believe that it’s time for the church to come before God and repent for the sin that has caused us to be a reproach to the world.  It’s time to come before God and repent for the sin of the church.  We must recognize that we are one, and we all bear the shame and we all share the blame.  We must repent!


4.  Nehemiah Takes Action – v. 11 - “O Lord, let your ear be attentive to the prayer of your servant, and to the prayer of your servants who delight to fear your name, and give success to your servant today, and grant him mercy in the sight of this man.”

"All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing." (Edmund Burke)

Nehemiah not only saw how things were; he saw how things could be.  He was not only able to be honest about the condition of the city. He was not only willing to take responsibility for it. He was not only willing to fast and pray and cry out to God on Jerusalem’s behalf, he was willing to do whatever it took, even if that meant giving his own life, to make that dream a reality.

Why is it important for us to do this as a church?
· Repentance is necessary to see God move
· The church must take responsibility for its actions
· We are one
· If we don’t, then who will?
· Something in the spiritual realm breaks when people repent
· Repentance is usually step one in spiritual warfare
· There is no better way to demonstrate a life committed to becoming like Christ than to take responsibility for the sins of the church and repent on behalf of others – especially those you may disagree with and may have even judged or hurt you in the past
· This kind of repentance will confront the “what’s in it for me” attitude still present in many of us
· This kind of repentance will set us free from our own brand of religious division and judgment 
· This kind of repentance is a major blow to the spirit of religion in our city 


