Spiritual Disciplines #4

“Not So Fast!”

Matthew 6:16-18

The subject of self-discipline is never an easy sell, particularly in a society where self-indulgence is more the rule. In our current series on spiritual disciplines, we have covered the practices of meditation on Scripture and prayer…and I would imagine that these were received rather well. Hard to go wrong with the Bible and prayer for the Christian, right? But bring in the next spiritual discipline—fasting—and the response is generally, “Not so fast!”

(Yes, that pun was intended.)

Why is this the case? Why has, in the words of D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, “this whole question of fasting has almost disappeared from our lives and even out of the field of our consideration”?
 Richard Foster replies,

In a culture where the landscape is dotted with shrines to the Golden Arches and an assortment of Pizza Temples, fasting seems out of place, out of step with the times. In fact, fasting has been in general disrepute both in and outside the Church for many years.

Foster goes on to point to

…the constant propaganda fed us today convinces us that if we do not have three large meals each day, with several snacks in between, we are on the verge of starvation. This, coupled with the popular belief that it is a positive virtue to satisfy every human appetite, has made fasting seem obsolete.

Hunger, in the eyes of many Americans, is a sin, and not to satisfy hunger whenever it cries out is unthinkable. Yet in Matthew 6:16-18, one of the key passages where Jesus teaches on fasting, He twice uses the words, “When you fast” as opposed to “If you fast,” or “Do not fast.” Why, then, do we not hear more about fasting today? As John Stott points out, “Here is a passage of Scripture which is commonly ignored. I suspect that some of us live our Christian lives as if these verses had been torn out of our Bibles.”


We have no such right to ignore those parts of God’s Word which prove to be inconvenient to us. Therefore I would like to devote our time this morning to a study of fasting—what it is, how it should not be practiced, and how it should be practiced. We will see that a balanced approach to the subject is also the biblical approach to the subject of fasting.

The Principle of Fasting


I’d like to being with the principle of fasting. What is it? In Scripture the normal means of fasting involves abstaining from all food, solid or liquid, but not from water.
 To fast is to go without food or drink voluntarily, and generally was for the purpose of humbling the soul before God.
 What fasting really means, therefore, is abstinence from food for spiritual purposes.


Fasting is found in the Old and New Testaments, practiced by Moses, David, Jesus, Paul, and others. Fasting is not an exclusively Christian dis​cipline; all the major religions of the world recognize its merit. Zoroaster practiced fasting as did Confucius and the Yogis of India. Plato, Socrates, and Aristotle all fasted. Even Hippocrates, the father of modern medicine, believed in fasting.
 Other religions also practice fasting, notably Islam.  During the ninth month of their calendar, Muslims observe the fast of Ramadan.  From dawn to dusk, nothing is allowed to enter into the mouth—not food, water, or even saliva.  Then at dusk they gather for a large meal.  But for a solid month, they will not eat or drink at all during daylight hours. This fasting lasts from dawn to sunset; outside that time normal meals can be eaten.
 

Without question, when the Bible refers to fasting it is with regard to eating and drinking. But I think we limit our understanding of the practice if we limit it to only abstaining from food and drink. I think my favorite definition of fasting comes from Myron Augsburger, “Fasting as an exercise is to deprive one’s self of the normal and pleasant performances of life for the sake of personal enrichment.”
 As we will see later, there are things other than food and drink we can fast from, and some may have an even greater significance to us.
The Purpose of Fasting


This leads to another issue: what is the purpose of fasting? Why intentionally deprive oneself of a legitimate, even necessary human activity? More than one answer emerges for this question.


As previously mentioned, fasting is done for spiritual purposes. There are some today who advocate fasting for physical purposes—and there are physical benefits to occasional fasting—but as a spiritual discipline fasting is done for spiritual purposes.


When the Old Testament speaks of fasting, it does so almost exclusively in the context of some form of grief. David and the Israelites fasted upon hearing of the death of King Saul (1 Sam. 31:13; 2 Sam. 1:12). David fasted in response to the death of Abner (2 Sam. 3:35). David also fasted and prayed for seven days while his son’s life hung in the balance, but when the child died he broke the fast (2 Sam. 12:16-23). The Jews in Persia fasted when they heard of the decree that allowed them to be put to death (Est. 4:1-3).


Fasting is also depicted as the expression of remorse and repentance from sin, as with King Ahab (1 Kings 21:27-29), the returning exiles under Ezra (Neh. 9:1), and the citizens of Nineveh who heard the preaching of Jonah (Jon. 3:5).


Fasting was also done in preparation to meet with God (as with Moses in Exo. 34:28 and Elijah in 1 Kings 19:8), and before a critical decision had to be made (as with the Israelites in Jdg. 20:26, Jehosophat in 2 Chr. 20:3, Queen Esther in Est. 4:16, and by the church in Antioch in Acts 13:2). 


In addition to these biblical purposes for fasting, others have been suggested:

· Fasting helps us focus our minds on God. 
 Face it: when our bellies are full, our minds tend to be sluggish. When we fast, our minds can be more focused, and every time we feel hunger, we are reminded of why we are hungry and we can pray at that moment. 
· Fasting helps us make time for prayer. In an age of rush one way of making time for prayer is to forgo a meal.
 We can use the time spent preparing and eating a meal in prayer and meditation. (Of course, if you have a family depending upon you for their meals, you will still need to prepare theirs!)
· Fasting and prayer ensures that important decisions that come in one’s personal life and in the church are being taken with due seriousness.
 We become less impulsive and more intentional in our decision making.
· Fasting simplifies our faith. Fasting helps bring perspec​tive and it gives time to let the silt of our lives drop to the bottom.
 Fasting allows us to turn attention away from material needs toward the One who supplies all.
 We separate the material and temporal from the eternal when we fast and pray.

· Fasting helps us keep our balance in life. How easily we begin to allow nonessentials to take precedence in our lives. How quickly we crave things we do not need until we are enslaved by them. Paul writes, “‘All things are lawful for me,’ but I will not be enslaved by anything” (1 Cor. 6:12). Our human cravings and desires are like rivers that tend to overflow their banks; fasting helps keep them in their proper channels.

· Fasting assists us in self-control. As John Stott puts it, “Hunger is one of our basic human appetites, and greed one of our basic human sins. So ‘self-control’ is meaningless unless it includes the control of our bodies, and is impossible without self-discipline.”

· Fasting allows us to share with others. When we fast, we can share what we might have eaten (or its cost) with the undernourished.
 We also help provide for others by taking less of the world’s resources for ourselves.

The Perversion of Fasting


As with any positive practice, there is also a negative side, and the Bible identifies the perversion of fasting as well. Perhaps the strongest denunciation of this is found in Isaiah 58, what one commentator calls “the greatest passage on fasting in the whole Bible.”
 The Lord says through Isaiah,

“Shout it aloud, do not hold back. Raise your voice like a trumpet. Declare to my people their rebellion and to the house of Jacob their sins. For day after day they seek me out; they seem eager to know my ways, as if they were a nation that does what is right and has not forsaken the commands of its God. They ask me for just decisions and seem eager for God to come near them. ‘Why have we fasted,’ they say, ‘and you have not seen it? Why have we humbled ourselves, and you have not noticed?’ 

“Yet on the day of your fasting, you do as you please and exploit all your workers. Your fasting ends in quarreling and strife, and in striking each other with wicked fists. You cannot fast as you do today and expect your voice to be heard on high. Is this the kind of fast I have chosen, only a day for a man to humble himself? Is it only for bowing one’s head like a reed and for lying on sackcloth and ashes? Is that what you call a fast, a day acceptable to the Lord? 

“Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke? Is it not to share your food with the hungry and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter—when you see the naked, to clothe him, and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood? Then your light will break forth like the dawn, and your healing will quickly appear; then your righteousness﻿ will go before you, and the glory of the Lord will be your rear guard. Then you will call, and the Lord will answer; you will cry for help, and he will say: Here am I.”
What was happening here? The people went to the temple, obeyed God’s laws, fasted, and appeared eager to seek the Lord; but their worship was only an outward show. Their hearts were far from God. When we worship because it is the popular thing to do, not because it is the right thing to do, then our worship becomes hypocritical.
 Fasting was intended for good, but it brought out the worst in people—which is understandable if a basically unspiritual family was forced to spend a hungry day together!


Jesus also revealed the perversion of fasting in Matthew 6:16, “When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full.” The Pharisees made a theatrical production out of their fasting—right down to wardrobe, makeup, and facial contortions!  It is even said that they would intentionally mess up their hair and smear ash on their faces to appear more pitiful.
 All to impress others with their “spirituality.”


Unfortunately, there are still those who try this in our day. As Chuck Swindoll puts it, “Some people think they will appear more spiritual if they look like an unmade bed…hair unkempt, no deodorant, no pressed clothes or shined shoes, and certainly no stylish fashions.”
 The great danger was that a man might fast as a sign of superior piety, that his fasting might be a deliberate demonstration, not to God, but to men, of how devoted and disciplined a person he was.
 They were more interested in appearing to fast than in the actual fasting itself. Such people, Jesus says, “have their reward.” They aimed at making an impression rather than at religious excellence. They succeeded in their aim and Jesus states that they should not expect any further reward than the applause they had attained.

 
Even more disturbing is the idea that fasting will impress God, hopefully enough to get Him to do what we want. To use good things to our own ends is always the sign of false religion. How easy it is to take something like fasting and try to use it to get God to do what we want.
 The Bible nowhere suggests that fasting is to be thought a means of earning God’s favor or of improving one’s status with God. Therefore, one should not fast as a religious or as a superstitious exercise, hoping thereby to gain God’s special attention or to tip invisible scales of blessing in their direction.
 In our last message I warned against using prayer as a form of magic, the manipulation of supernatural power for our own ends. The same must be said about fasting—and all the other disciplines we will consider in this series. All of them can be perverted into ways of manipulating God, impressing others, and boosting our own ego. This was what Jesus warned against.

The Practice of Fasting


So let’s conclude with the practice of fasting. We’ve seen what it is, why it is done, and how it should not be done…so let’s see how it should be done. Before we even move to how it should be done, some might wonder if it is even necessary to do at all. 


Referring back to Matthew 6, Jesus twice says, “When you fast.”  He does not say, “If you fast,” as though it were optional, but neither does it say, “You must fast,” making it a command. He was giving instruction on the proper exercise of a common practice of his day.
 It is safe to say that Jesus assumed that His followers would fast, though He did not make fasting a religious ordinance like the Jews did.


We considered Jesus’ words in verse 16; now look at verses 17-18,

But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.


I like how Eugene Peterson’s The Message paraphrases this,

When you practice some appetite-denying discipline to better concentrate on God, don’t make a production out of it. It might turn you into small-time celebrity, but it won’t make you a saint. If you “go into training” inwardly, act normal outwardly. Shampoo and comb your hair, brush your teeth, wash your face. God doesn’t require attention-getting devices. He won’t over​look what you are doing; he’ll reward you well.


Positively, fasting must be between you and God. Negatively, fasting is not meant to impress others. As Stott puts it, “The purpose of fasting is not to advertise ourselves but to discipline ourselves, not to gain a reputation for ourselves but to express our humility before God and our concern for others in need.”
 We must keep this attitude in the forefront.


Let me be clear here that the practice of fasting will not in itself get God to answer your prayers more quickly. You are not more spiritual if you do fast and you are not less spiritual if you do not. This is a matter of personal conviction between you and the Lord, and that is where it should stay. Do not base your spiritual opinion of others based on whether or not they fast.


That being said, it should be obvious to all that there are some people who for physical reasons should not fast: diabetics, expectant mothers, heart patients and others, If you have any question about your fitness to fast, seek medical advice.
 (If you discover that fasting from food is not recommended for you, there are other ways of fasting, which we will cover momentarily.)


Fasting should be approached like physical exercise: Start small and start slow, gradually working from short fasts to longer fasts. Begin by skipping one meal, using the time you would normally take to prepare and eat the food for prayer and meditation on God’s Word. Later, when the hunger pangs hit, use that as a reminder of the reason for fasting—focus once again on your prayer needs or on the Scripture meditation. Don’t announce to anyone else that you are fasting, and make every attempt to appear as normal as possible. Whenever you decide to break the fast, eat a smaller meal of easily digestible foods.


If you are physically unable to fast from food, consider fasting from watching television, from reading the newspaper, from listening to music in the car, or from being on the computer (!) and instead use that time and energy to spend in prayer and in God’s Word. I’m not suggesting that these activities are wrong and should be done away with, but from time to time set aside these legitimate activities to devote ourselves to God.


Fasting (as well as the other spiritual disciplines) do not themselves cause spiritual growth, but they put us in a position where we can experience that growth.  Fasting helps us to focus upon what is eternally important, to demonstrate our priorities, to discipline ourselves so as not to become slaves to our physical desires, and to share with others in need. In these ways fasting can be a healthy addition to our lives.
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