Ch 4:  The Discipline of Fasting (Richard Foster)

** Notes in italics are direct quotes from Foster;  notes in blue are my own.

Throughout the Scripture fasting refers to abstaining from food for spiritual purposes…  Biblical fasting always centers on spiritual purposes. (p. 48,49)

In most cases fasting is a private matter between the individual and God…

[However,] The group fast can be a wonderful and powerful experience provided there is a prepared people who are of one mind in these matters. (p. 50)

Is fasting a commandment?

[No.  But, Jesus’ teaching in Mt 6 seems to assume that fasting is as much a part of His followers’ lives as giving and praying].

His teaching on fasting is directly in the context of his teaching on giving and praying.  It is as if there is an almost unconscious assumption that giving, praying, and fasting are all part of Christian devotion.  We have no more reason to exclude fasting from the teaching than we do giving or praying.  Second, Jesus states, ‘When you fast…’. He seems to make the assumption that people will fast, and is giving instruction on how to do it properly. (p. 52)

Although the words are not couched in the form of a command, that is only a semantic technicality.  It is clear from this passage that Christ both upheld the discipline of fasting and anticipated that his followers would do it.  Perhaps it is best to avoid the term “command” since in the strictest sense Jesus did not command fasting.  But it is obvious that he proceeded on the principle that the children of the kingdom of God would fast.  For the person longing for a more intimate walk with God, these statements of Jesus are drawing words.

Where are the people today who will respond to the call of Christ?  Have we become so accustomed to “cheap grace” that we instinctively shy away from more demanding calls to obedience?  ‘Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross.’  Why has the giving of money, for example, been unquestionably recognized as an element in Christian devotion and fasting so disputed?  Certainly we have as much, if not more, evidence from the Bible for fasting as we have for giving.  Perhaps in our affluent society fasting involves a far larger sacrifice than the giving of money.  (p. 54)

Fasting is not legalism… it is an opportunity… a freedom.

Note: fasting in relation to new wineskins of KOG!

The Purpose of Fasting
It is sobering to realize that the very first statement Jesus made about fasting dealt with the question of motive (Mt. 6: 16-18).  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.

Like prayer, fasting is NOT to manipulate God to do what we want!  It is humbling, submitting and positioning ourselves to be in a position to allow God to do what He wants!
1. Fasting must forever center on God  It must be God-initiated and God-ordained.  Like the prophetess Anna, we need to be ‘worshiping with fasting’ Lk. 2:37).  Every other purpose must be subservient to God.  Like that apostolic band at Antioch, ‘fasting’ and ‘worshiping the Lord’ must be said in the same breath (Acts 13:2). (p. 54)

God questioned the people in Zechariah’s day, ‘When ye fasted… did ye at all fast unto me, even to me?’ (Zech. 7:5)KJV).  If our fasting is not unto God, we have failed.  Physical benefits, success in prayer, the enduing with power, spiritual insights – these must never replace God as the center of our fasting.  John Wesley declares, ‘First, let it [fasting] be done unto the Lord with our eye singly fixed on Him.  Let our intention herein be this, and this alone, to glorify our Father which is in heaven…’

2. Fasting reveals the things that control us… We cover up what is inside us with food and other good things, but in fasting these things surface.  If pride controls us, it will be revealed almost immediately.  David writes, ‘I humbled my soul with fasting’ (Ps. 69:10)  Anger, bitterness, jealousy, strife, fear – if they are within us, they will surface during fasting.

3. Fasting reminds us that we are sustained ‘by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God’ (Mt. 4:4).  Food does not sustain us; God sustains us… in experiences of fasting we are not so much abstaining from food as we are feasting on the word of God.  Fasting is feasting!  (p. 55)

‘My food is to do the will of him who sent me, and to accomplish his work’ (Jn. 4:32,34)… [Jesus telling disciples, after not having eaten due to busyness of ministry] Jesus was, in fact, being nourished and sustained by the power of God… We are feeding on God… just like the Israelites… sustained in the wilderness by the miraculous manna from heaven, so we are sustained by the word of God.

4. 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.
Fasting brings freedom from the “lesser things”/”idols”/etc. that consume our lives.

5. …Many other values of fasting such as increased effectiveness in intercessory prayer, guidance in decisions, increased concentration, deliverance for those in bondage, physical well-being, revelations, and so on…(p. 56)

Fasting can bring breakthroughs in the spiritual realm that will never happen in any other way.  (p. 60)
