True Fasting (Matthew 6:16-18) part 2

We began our study of fasting with eating. Food is good. God declared it to be so. After creating all things God declared them to be good. Before the flood man was given, by God, plants to eat. After the flood God added meats to our diet. To the nation Israel God gave certain dietary restrictions. These restrictions were lifted as Christ fulfilled the law on His cross. To the Apostle Peter God affirmed that all foods were to be enjoyed. The Apostle Paul wrote to Timothy, “Foods which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth. For every creature of God is good, and nothing is to be refused if it is received with thanksgiving; for it is sanctified by the word of God and prayer” (1Ti 4:3-5).
The Bible teaches that food is for fun, fellowship and feasting. God gave us food not only for life and heath but also to enjoy. Throughout the Bible meal time was a time of fellowship, as it is today in many homes and in many places. Meal time should also be a time of thanksgiving and worship to God. The nation Israel had three annual feasts. The church celebrates the Lord’s Supper. In heaven we will participate in the wedding supper of the Lamb. Jesus says to the person who receives Him as Savior and Lord that He will dine with the individual. Food is good.

Though food is good, too much food is sin. Gluttony is a sin. Over indulgence in anything is wrong. It is harmful to the body. It demonstrates a lack of self-control. Self-control is a fruit of the Spirit. Over indulgence is proof that the Holy Spirit is not in full control of your life. Paul, comparing the Christian life to the life of an athlete, wrote, “And everyone who competes for the prize is temperate in all things. Now they do it to obtain a perishable crown, but we for an imperishable crown. Therefore I run thus: not with uncertainty. Thus I fight: not as one who beats the air. But I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest, when I have preached to others, I myself should become disqualified” (1Co 9:25-27). 
I found this article on the msn.com web site yesterday. “Prahlad Jani, an 82-year-old Indian yogi, is making headlines by claims that for the past 70 years he has had nothing -- not one calorie -- to eat and not one drop of liquid to drink. To test his claims, Indian military doctors put him under round-the-clock observation during a two-week hospital stay that ended last week, news reports say. During that time he didn’t ingest any food or water – and remained perfectly healthy, the researchers said. 
Bobby Sands, an Irish Republican convicted of firearms possession and imprisoned by the British, died in 1981 on the 66th day of his hunger strike. Gandhi was also known to go long stretches without food, including a 21-day hunger strike in 1932” (Brian Alexander).
Every medical doctor quoted in this article stated the impossibility of anyone going 70 years without eating, let alone drinking.

Why fast? Secular and non-Christian reasons for fasting are different from the reasons stated in the Bible. Secular reasons for fasting are mostly physical. Here’s a list of benefits proponents tout: weight loss, resting the digestive system, cleaning out the body, lowering blood pressure, lowering cholesterol, cutting down on smoking, drinking, drugs, relieving tension, sleeping better, feeling euphoric, sharpening the senses, quickening mental processes, boosting self-esteem and gaining control.
Non-Christian religions would state spiritual benefits for fasting. Yogis are committed to fasting in order to receive mystical revelations. The disciples of Buddha fast to receive visions. “Muslims believe that during this month [Rhamadam] the gates of hell close — meaning the devil is unable to tempt them during a month of discipline, charity and self-control. The objective of the fast, which also prohibits participating in ‘sensual pleasures’ such as smoking, sex and even listening to music during daylight hours, is to diminish believers’ dependence on material goods, purify their hearts and establish solidarity with the poor to encourage charitable works during the year” (Alyssa Fetini, www.time.com/time). 
Against the reasons given by secular society and various world religions, the Bible never views fasting as a means to an end. Today we will attempt to ascertain what the Bible teaches about fasting. We will divide the study into two main parts: the command to fast and the criteria of a fast. In the first division we will look at the command to fast in the Old Testament and New Testament. In the second division we will attempt to answer three questions. What is a fast? How long is a fast? Why fast?

I.
The command

In the Old Testament many godly believers fasted—Moses, Samson, Hannah, David, Elijah, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Daniel and others. In the New Testament fasting is assumed. The Apostle Paul fasted often. However, there is only one command in the entire Bible to fast.


A.
Old Testament (Lev 23:27)
The one command to fast, in the whole Bible, is found in the book of Leviticus. “The following regulations are to be observed for all time to come. On the tenth day of the seventh month the Israelites and the foreigners living among them must fast and must not do any work” (Lev 16:29 GNB). This command is repeated in Leviticus 23:27.
Notice the only fast commanded in the Bible was on the Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur. Fasting is never isolated; it is always connected with spiritual stress. On the Day of Atonement, fasting was the physical response of sorrow for sin. It is associated with a mournful spirit. “Legitimate fasting always had a spiritual purpose and is never presented as having any value in and of itself” (John MacArthur). Although commanded only on the Day of Atonement, the Bible records many Old Testament saints fasting. 


B.
New Testament (Mat 9:14-15)
Nowhere in the New Testament is a believer commanded to fast. However, that doesn’t mean that it wasn’t practiced or that it has no place in the life of a believer. 

In our text Jesus seems to assume that there would be times when His followers would fast, “when you fast” (vv. 16, 17). The Lord also said there would be times when His disciples would fast after His crucifixion. “Then the disciples of John came to Him, saying, ‘Why do we and the Pharisees fast often, but Your disciples do not fast?’ And Jesus said to them, ‘Can the friends of the bridegroom mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them? But the days will come when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, and then they will fast” (Mat 9:14-15). While Jesus was with the disciples there was no need to fast. His physical presence was reason for rejoicing, not fasting. Since fasting is always associated with spiritual stress, after He returned to heaven there would be appropriate times for fasting. Remember fasting is not a means to an end but the response to spiritual stress.
II.
The criteria

In this section let’s try to answer three questions. What is a fast? How long is a fast? Why fast?


A.
Components (Dan 10:2-3)
What is a fast? The word translated fast mean not to eat. The most basic fast is to not eat. In this type of fast a person would go without eating, not drinking, for a period of time.  

There is another type of fast that would be to abstain from feasting. “In those days I, Daniel, was mourning three full weeks. I ate no pleasant food, no meat or wine came into my mouth, nor did I anoint myself at all, till three whole weeks were fulfilled” (Dan 10:2-3). Daniel, during this three week period, ate and drank only what was necessary. Notice, the fast was triggered by the mourning. Fasting for the sake of fasting is foreign to the Bible.
A fast is either to eat no food or to abstain from feasting for a period of time. Remember the New Testament never commands a person to fast and fasting is not a means to an end, but the response to spiritual stress.

B.
Continuance (Exo 34:27-28; Mat 4:1-2; 1Sa 31:11-13; 1Co 7:5-6; 2Co 11:23-28)
How long should a person fast? Since there was only one commanded fast in the Bible, and that command was fulfilled by Jesus, there is no specific length for a fast. I read the most common length for a fast, in the Bible, was one day. That was the length of the commanded fast on the Day of Atonement.
Jesus and Moses fasted forty days (Exo 34:27-28; Mat 4:1-2). “[Dr] Van Rooyen says that depending on climate conditions like temperature and humidity, a human could survive five or six days without water, maybe a day or two longer in extraordinary circumstances. We can go much longer without food – even up to three months if that person is taking liquids fortified with vitamins and electrolytes” (Brian Alexander, www.msn.com). Don’t fast forty days, these were supernatural events.
The Bible records a seven day fast. “Now when the inhabitants of Jabesh Gilead heard what the Philistines had done to Saul, all the valiant men arose and traveled all night, and took the body of Saul and the bodies of his sons from the wall of Beth Shan; and they came to Jabesh and burned them there. Then they took their bones and buried them under the tamarisk tree at Jabesh, and fasted seven days” (1Sa 31:11-13).
We’ve already seen Daniel’s three week fast. But there is no prescribed length for a fast. Because fasting is always associated with spiritual stress the length will be determined by the circumstance. The Apostle Paul said this about fasting. “Do not deprive one another except with consent for a time, that you may give yourselves to fasting and prayer; and come together again so that Satan does not tempt you because of your lack of self-control. But I say this as a concession, not as a commandment” (1Co 7:5-6). Notice two things. First, it is for a time—“for a time.” Second, it is not a commandment—“I say this as a concession, not as a commandment.”
Of these verses Simon J. Kistemaker wrote, “Daily prayer is the hallmark of every sincere Christian. But in married life, a husband and his wife at times face crises that call for special prayer. When financial, social, spiritual, or physical problems appear to overwhelm them, they flee to God in prayer. At such times, they may voluntarily and temporarily abstain from marital intimacy.”

Notice what Paul further wrote about fasting. “Are they ministers of Christ?--I speak as a fool--I am more: in labors more abundant, in stripes above measure, in prisons more frequently, in deaths often. From the Jews five times I received forty stripes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods; once I was stoned; three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I have been in the deep; in journeys often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in perils of my own countrymen, in perils of the Gentiles, in perils in the city, in perils in the wilderness, in perils in the sea, in perils among false brethren; in weariness and toil, in sleeplessness often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness--besides the other things, what comes upon me daily: my deep concern for all the churches” (2Co 11:23-28). Notice, he simply said he fasted often. He didn’t give a length of time. He didn’t say why he fasted. He didn’t command others to do so. 

Let me conclude this section with a quote from John MacArthur. “In all of the commandments and directives that he [Paul] gave, never is there one regarding fasting. It is such a spontaneous and such a voluntary and such an individual and such a personal thing. The only compulsory public fast was the Day of Atonement and when Christ died on the cross, the Day of Atonement stopped existing. There's no longer a day of atonement. So . . . the only public fast is done away with. Whatever there is of fasting that remains is a personal, private, spontaneous, voluntary fast. And it is so much that that the Bible never even commands it. It is almost as if it will happen when it should happen.”
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