The completely-normal-part-of-life-discipline : Fasting

John Ensworth – Woodbridge Kinship Notes
From: Celebration of Discipline – Richard J. Foster 1978


God’s Chosen Fast – Author Wallis   1968


And the Bible (KJV, NIV, NAS, AMP)

· What is Fasting?

· Fasts in the Bible.

· Commanded?

· Why Fast?

· The practice of Fasting.

Introduction
Fasting = Un-western

Present day:  A Culture of Eating.  Commercials.  Celebrations.  Social Gatherings. TV/Movie watching. Casual Meetings.  Dating. 

As the commercial says:  “You gotta eat”  and “Obey your thirst”

We’ve got fast food…microwaves…minute rice…buffets…and GIANT servings at most restaurants.

Why?  It feels good!  

Foster couldn’t find a book on fasting published between 1861 and 1954!  Gone from our culture.
(“The Holy Exercise of a True Fast” : 1580 is classic on fasting)

In the Middle Ages – the Asceticism went after it excessively.  [Asceticism: Greek for “practice or training for the attainment of an ideal or goal”]  Renounced all physical comforts. Often progressed to self-infliction of various forms of bodily torture such as wearing a hair shirt or a spiked girdle.

View of God error = one who enjoys pain and torture. 

View of Man error = man can obtain purification or atonement  by his own efforts.
 Col 2:20-23  Why do you submit to regulations, “Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch” … according to human percepts and doctrines? These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting rigor of devotion and self-abasement and severity to the body, but they are of no value in checking the indulgence of the flesh

What is Fasting?

NOT a hunger strike. Not a diet.  ( not wrong, just not a spiritual fast.

· Abstaining from doing something (modern). 

· Restriction of something pleasurable (TV, chocolate, cookies, complaining, etc.).


· Not eating (more standard definition).  

· Just Missing meals. Can be medical.


· Not consuming food (calories) for spiritual purposes (God’s fasting). 

· Not eating for a period of time for God’s purposes.

· Partial fasts:  Food restrictions.  

· Daniel (Dan 1:15) No wine or meat. Later no delicacies, meat or wine and no anointing with oil for 3 weeks (Dan 10:2,3)

· Elijah’s spiritual preparation – ate only simple cakes (1 Kings 17)

· John the Baptist – ate only locusts and wild honey

· John Wesley lived on only dry bread in his early days in Georgia


· Then there is not eating for an extended period of time (supernatural) – 40 days = Jesus, Moses (Det 9:9,18 {10 commandments}, and a second time in Exod 34:28 {after the golden calf}), Elijah (1Kings 19:8 {his journey to Horeb after escaping Jezebel}). 


· Absolute fasts: No food or water.  Desperate measure to meet a dire emergency.  (3 days Esther and Mordcai Ester 4:16) Saul/Paul after meeting Christ Acts 9:9) 

· Three days seems to be the limit UNLESS God desires and works it with His power.  Be CLEAR God asked for an extended absolute fast before you do it. 

· Lent: Catholic tradition. 40 days prior to Easter. 5th century Fathers stated this dated back to apostolic observances. Modern scholars insist that a pre-Easter fast developed during the first 3 centuries of the Church. Origins may be a fast called for on the day of Christ’s death.  Sometimes was ‘no creature’ eaten.  Some allowed fish and/or fowl. More recently one serving of meat allowed per day for forty days.  More liberally can be the abstention of something pleasurable or even diet related (no sweets or fatty foods). 

· Watchings:  Abstain from sleep to attend to prayer or other spiritual duties.  From Paul connecting with the suffering of Christ in 2 Cor 6:5, 11:27. 

· Fasts in the Bible.

Moses, David, Elijah, Ester, Daniel, Anna, Paul, Jesus

(Plus many in history:  Martin Luther, John Calvin, John Knox, John Wesley, Jonathan Edwards, David Brainerd, Charles Finney, Pastor Hin of China.)

Periodic fasts – Once a year – on the Day of Atonement first in the Law. By Zech 8:19 up to about four times a year.  Later  Luke 18:12 (parable), 2Cor 11:27 (Paul) and into the 4th century up to twice a week. 

Public Fasts: On a fast day… you shall read the words of the Lord – Jer 36:6, Sanctify a fast; call a solemn assembly – Joel 2:15  It is within the authority of the Church and church leadership to call a fast. 

The Day of Atonement – God said that every Israelite was to afflict himself (Lev 23:27; Psa 35:13, Isa 58:5)  This was still observed in New Testament times from Acts 27:9.   In Zechariah 8:19 we see four regular fasts commemorating the four main events connected with the destruction of Jerusalem.

Involuntary Fasts: There is no desire for food because of anxiety, sorrow or mental distress (Dan 6:18 - Then the king returned to his palace and spent the night without eating and without any entertainment being brought to him. And he could not sleep.)  and where persons find themselves in a situation where no food is available (Mat 15:32-32Jesus called his disciples to him and said, "I have compassion for these people; they have already been with me three days and have nothing to eat. I do not want to send them away hungry, or they may collapse on the way.").

· Is it Commanded?

· Sermon on the Mount: Fasting, giving and praying all linked.

· Jesus:  “When you fast…”  Matt 6:16 – Fasting is assumed.

· Jesus was restoring proper fasting.

· The disciples of John the Baptist. They and the Pharisees fasted, but Jesus’ disciples did not.  “Why?”   
Can the wedding guests mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them?  The days will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast.  Mat 9:15

· Acts 13:2,3 We see the apostles fasting again. .    While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, Separate now for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.
· It is more than commanded.  It is assumed.

· Why Fast?

· Because He said so?  Why avoid sin and temptation?
                It’s deeper than a Law.

· The first mention of Fasting by Jesus deals with the question of motive (Matt 6:16-18 (Amp) And whenever you are fasting, do not look gloomy and sour and dreary like the hypocrites, for they put on a dismal countenance, that their fasting may be apparent to and seen by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full already. But when you fast, perfume your head and wash your face. So that your fasting may not be noticed by men but by your Father, Who sees in secret; and your Father, Who sees in secret, will reward you in the open.)
· Personal Sanctity

· Fasting like Tithing – Changes your perspective on those things we worship.
· Fasting reveals the things that control us.  David “I humbled my soul with fasting (Ps 69:10)
· Anger, bitterness, jealousy, strife, fear, impatience, discontent – things NOT of the Spirit – will come to the surface when we fast.

· We are “sustained by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God” Mat 4:4   Not mere food.

· In Christ All things hold together Col 1:17
· We are FEASTING ON THE WORD OF GOD   not FASTING FROM FOOD

· “I have food to eat of which you do not know…My food is to do the will of Him who sent me, and to accomplish His work” John 4:32,34
· We don’t ACT miserable when fasting because we are SATISFIED in Him.

· Paul:  “All things are lawful for me, but I will not be enslaved by anything” 1Cor 6:12
· Paul: “I pommel my body and subdue it.” 1 Cor 9:27
· David:  “I afflicted myself with fasting.” Ps 35:13



· To be heard on High
· So we fasted and besought our God for this, and he listened to our entreaty – Ezra 8:23.
· When you seek me with all your heart, I will be found by you. Jer 29:13,14
· Daniel sought God with fasting for the fulfillment of the promise of the restoration of Jerusalem (Jer 29:10-13)
· To Change God’s Mind
· The people of Nineveh believed God; They proclaimed a fast…When God saw what they did…God repented of the evil which he had said he would do to them (Jonah 3:5,10)
· After the murder of Naboth and Ahab’s compulsory acquisition of his vineyard, God sent Elijah to pronounce divine judgment upon him.  When Ahab heard these words, he rent his clothes, and put sackcloth upon his flesh, and fasted. God then declared, Because he has humbled himself before me, I will not bring evil in his days; but in his son’s days  1Kings 21:27-29
· Because of David’s sin, God said that his baby son, born of Bathsheba, would die. After the death of the baby David explained, “While the child was still alive, I fasted and wept; for I said ‘Who knows whether the Lord will be gracious to me, that the child may live?”  2 Sam 12:16.22
· To Free the Captives
· Isaiah 58:6  Is not this the fast that I choose:  to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?
· Captives in the world (hostages, alcohol, nicotine etc.). Captives of Satan (sinful lifestyles, sinful actions).

· It is a powerful spiritual weapon God created to break the enemies hold.

· Similarly: Fast to Deliver
· Can the prey be taken from the mighty, or the captives of a tyrant be rescued? Surely, thus says the Lord: Even the captives of the mighty shall be taken, and the prey of the tyrant be rescued, for I will contend with those who contend with you ( Isaiah 49:24-25.)
· For Revelation
· I Daniel…turned my face to the Lord God, seeking him by prayer and supplications with fasting…Gabriel...said to me, O Daniel, I have now come out to give you wisdom and understanding – Daniel 9:2,3, 21,22
· Citing Joel 2:28, Acts 2:17 Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions and your old men shall dream dreams.
· God gave Daniel and his three friends learning and skill in all visions and dreams. Dan 1:12,17

· When Peter “became hungry and desired something to eat” (Acts 10:10) that God gave him the vision that led to the opening of the door of faith to the Gentiles.

· Paul was in fasting often (2 Cor 11:27).  The angelic message given to Paul at the height of the Mediterranean storm came after a long period of abstinence (Acts 27:21-24)

· To Buffet the Body
· I pommel my body and subdue it, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified
· Deut 32:15,16  But Jeshurun waxed fat, and kicked; you waxed fat, you grew thick, you became sleek; then he forsook God who made him, and scoffed at the Rock of his salvation.  They stirred him to jealousy with strange gods; with abominable practices they provoked him to anger.
· We are to  make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires (Rom 13:14) It is essential that we know that our old self was crucified with him (Rom 6:6). Shun youthful passions (2 Tim 2:22)  …renounce…worldly passions (Titus 2:12) abstain from the passions of the flesh (1Peter 2:11).
· Psalm 35:13 I afflicted myself with fasting. 
· The practice of Fasting – short term to longer term. 


· Fasting must center on God.

· It must be God-initiated and God-ordained. Isaiah 58 !!
· Gods chosen fast, then, is that which He has appointed; that which is set apart for Him, to minister to Him, to honor and glorify Him; that which is designed to accomplish His sovereign will.  
· We must be worshiping and fasting (Luke 2:37: (Amp) And as a widow even for eighty-four years.  She did not go out from the temple enclosure, but was worshiping night and day with fasting and prayer. 
· Acts 13:2  Fasting and worshiping.    While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, Separate now for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.
· In Zechariah’s day (Zech 7:5 KJV) When ye fasted…did ye at all fast unto me, even me?
· Beginning - the practicals

· Beware of medical conditions (i.e. diabetes, or prescriptions that need to be taken with food).  Doctors will frown on fasting even for healthy people.  Consult a Doctor, get input, AND consult God if you have medical problems that could be made worse by going without food.  God may give you a substitute.

· It is best to begin the discipline of fasting gently.  Go 24 hours skipping two meals (Dinner, Breakfast).

· Do not stock up on food (Marti Gras like). Will make it harder on your body.  Food will sit longer in the intestines.   Low fat, low sugar, high protein and high fiber foods are best. 

· I use hunger moments to remind me to pray.  (Similar to setting a repeating 20 minute watch alarm in my early walk). 

· Make everything you do, done to Him.  

· After a couple of weeks, try a full 24-36 hour fast. Missing three meals.

· Drink PLENTY of water.  You may sometimes substitute flavored water or sugar free tea… BUT it is best to avoid caffeine.

· Your stomach will complain and whine.  Ignore it and use it as a chance to pray and praise God.

· After several weeks of success at this, ask God for direction on more extended fasts.
· 3 to 7 days is a good start.

· Note: You will feel cold more easily. Stay warm.

· The first 3 days are the most difficult – hunger pains, discomfort, headaches, weakness. Drink lots of water.

· The coating of the tongue, bad breath is a symptom of ketosis. 

· Day 4 sees a surprising decrease of all the bad symptoms.  Occasional weakness will come.  Pushing yourself physically will be a bit difficult. Sleep more than normal.  Rest during the day.  Extreme weakness periods will hit you.  Lay down and rest when they happen. You’ll spring back.. Drink lots of water.

· Day 5 Can be similar to day 4, but with some decrease in weakness periods.  Drink lots of water. 

· Day 6-7 Strength comes back. Desire for food dies off. Eating will seem foreign, gross.  You will become very alert most of the time. Sleep very soundly. This is a GREAT part of the fast.

· Beyond.  Somewhere around day 21 and day 40, hunger pains return. Starvation is beginning. Pain means that living tissue is beginning to be used for food.  End the fast now. 

· Weight loss… 2 pounds a day at first. 1 pound a day beyond day 3-4. (Will vary a lot by the person.)

· Breaking the fast

· Day 1 Break the fast with fruits, vegetables.  Very small portions at first. 

· Day 2 breaking fast: Add milk and yogurt.

· Consider the diet you want from then on.  Go for healthier!

Do it unto the Lord! Do it with the Lord!
Doubtful references to fasting:  Ascetic additions in later versions?

Mat 17:21 – (Not found in NIV) But this kind does not go out except by prayer and fasting.

Mark 9:29 – And He said to them, "This kind cannot come out by anything but prayer."  (and fasting removed from newer editions)

Acts 10:30 - Cornelius said, "Four days ago to this hour, I was praying in my house during the ninth hour; and behold, a man stood before me in shining garments,  (prayer and fasting was in older translations, but not the oldest)

1 Cor 7:5 - Stop depriving one another, except by agreement for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer, and come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.  (some translations say fasting and prayer, but not current versions)
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