On Fasting for Church Age Believers
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First, a few "objective" observations about fasting:

 

1) Fasting is a part of the Buddhist, Jain, Hindu, Islamic, Jewish & Christian major world religions.  That doesn't make it wrong or right, by itself, but it's not uniquely Christian, either.

 

2) I personally, have a physiological problem with fasting because I am hypoglycemic.  Fasting doesn't allow me to be more focused on spiritual things, but rather less able to focus on anything.

 

3) Some have prescribed fasting for health purposes, which may have some merit (perhaps, though I've seen some debate on that point), unless one is hypoglycemic or diabetic, or if someone has an eating disorder, in which case it's just a serious problem.

 

Now for the biblical viewpoint on fasting:

 

Fasting shows up in the Old Testament and in the New Testament, but there are specific things to note about its place in Scripture.  Fasting shows up in the Old Testament narratives as a Jewish custom, but not as a command (except as an edict from the king, in some instances).  The custom is found connected to focused times of prayer, lamenting or repentance.  In the New Testament, fasting is found in the gospels with Jesus, mentioned among his disciples, among the disciples of John the Baptist and among the Pharisees.  Contrary to the habit of some who make it known that they are fasting, Jesus said:

 

Matthew 6:16-18
Whenever you fast, do not put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites do, for they neglect their appearance so that they will be noticed by men when they are fasting. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full.  17 "But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face  18 so that your fasting will not be noticed by men, but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you.
 

Even this, however, was addressed to Jews - not the Church, and even then it says "Whenever you fast...", not "You must fast...".  But could it be that those who fast so as to let others know about it have more of a spiritual problem than a spiritual progress?  If they fast so as to let you know, is there any basis that the resulting "spiritual feeling" is from God?

 

Within the Church fasting is only mentioned in the book of Acts up to Paul's first missionary journey (Acts 13 & 14), and only among saved Jews.  It is not even mentioned in any of the epistles to the churches or to individual church believers.  Interestingly, it was brought up in Acts after Paul's 3rd missionary journey, when the Jews vowed not to eat until they had killed Paul (Acts 23:12-14)!  So there is no place to look upon fasting as a requirement for believers who have been placed by God into the church, or as a sign of Christian maturity, or anything of the sort.  It is a possible opportunity, under grace, to focus time upon the Lord.

 

Here are four cautions (which are not to be taken as prohibitions) about fasting:

 

1) Some look upon fasting as a way to "put God over a barrel".  These think of fasting as using leverage on God, as if we could do such a thing!

 

2) Some folks like to fast because it makes them "feel spiritual" or "feel blessed".  Our culture, since the end of World War II, has increasingly had this idea pushed upon us: to measure things by how we feel.  The world says that's the final validation of everything.  Those in many Christian groups have adopted the same philosophy, that if I "feel blessed", that whatever I'm doing to "feel blessed" is morally right, is God's will, is spiritual, etc.  But that's just the world's view invading Christian faith - worldliness.  Biblically, we're to place our faith in the spiritually revealed facts of God's word, and so behold the Lord.  Now there is not a problem with getting emotional about spiritual things, but God's word is the measuring stick, and not whether I "feel blessed" or have some "validating spiritual experience".  No doubt the Buddhists, Hindus, & Moslems who fast often "feel blessed" or "feel more spiritual" for having done so!  

 

3) Fasting can easily become a law - legalism.  That is one reason, I suspect, that we see it fading from recorded church practice by the end of the first half of Acts.  If I fasted for seven days, then I did it (my works!), but if I didn't make my seven day goal, then I am feeling condemned (Romans 8:1; 2 Corinthians 3:9).  The focus then becomes my accomplishment or failure rather than the Lord Himself.  And our beholding Him is biblically-based growth (2 Corinthians 3:18; Hebrews 12:1-2).

 

4) By the end of the New Testament era, Gnosticism was in the rise in the eastern Mediterranean, one variety of which taught that physical things were bad & that ultimate spiritual things were good (like God).  Because the body was viewed as intrinsically bad, fasting was one way of denying the "bad body", by not putting food into it, which was also physical, and therefore also "bad".  This Gnostic view appears to be countered in the New Testament (in places like 1 Timothy 4:1-4 & 1 John 4:1-6).  According to Gnostic teachings, one was enlightened by denial of the body (as in not eating food or certain foods), secret knowledge and special revelations.  Though much of Gnosticism was rejected by Christians, it served in some respects as the basis for the "Christian" monasteries, which were prominent in the 4th through 10th centuries, and still exist today.  Gnostic beliefs have their modern form in Christian Science and the Charismatic movement, among various other forms.

So believers, living within the reigning principle of grace, are free to fast, graciously, with a view to focusing on the Lord, rather than a focus on oneself or others.
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