A Weekly Study on the Spiritual Disciplines
Based on Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, by Don Whitney

Week 9: Fasting
Scriptural basis: Nehemiah 1:4; Esther 4:16; Daniel 9:3; Joel 2:12; Matthew 6:16-17; 9:14-15; Acts 9:9; 13:2; 14:23 
• “Jesus both practiced and taught fasting.” (B159)
• “Fasting is a Christian’s voluntary abstinence from food for spiritual purposes.” (B160)

• “Christians in a gluttonous, denial-less, self-indulgent society may struggle to accept and to begin the practice of fasting.” (B160)

• The Bible discusses several types of fasting: a normal fast (Matthew 4:2), which involves abstaining from all food, but not water; a partial fast (Daniel 1:12), which involves a limitation of diet; an absolute fast (Ezra 10:6), which involves abstaining from food and water; a supernatural fast (Deut. 9:9), which involves God’s supernatural intervention for survival; a private fast (Matthew 6:16ff), which is done in secret; a congregational fast (Acts 13:2), which involves a group of people; a national fast (Esther 4:16), which involves an entire nation (e.g. Israel); a regular fast (Lev. 16:29-31), which involves an assigned time (e.g. a day of the week or year); an occasional fast (Matthew 9:15), which occur as the need arises.
• “Jesus expected that His followers would fast.”—Matthew 6:16-17 with context; (B163)
• Jesus instructions for fasting are: don’t look like you are suffering (and therefore expect praise), present yourself as normal (so you won’t be in danger of seeking praise), and expect blessing from God because He is gracious (not because you obligate Him).—Matthew 6:16-17

• “Without a spiritual purpose for your fast it’s just a weight-loss fast.” (B164)  There are ten major categories of purpose in fasting: to strengthen prayer, to seek God’s guidance (Acts 14:23), to express grief (2 Samuel 1:11-12), to seek deliverance or protection (Esther 4:16), to express repentance and return to God (1 Samuel 7:6), to humble oneself before God (Psalm 35:13), to express concern for the work of God (Nehemiah 1:3-4), to minister to the needs of others (Isaiah 58:6-7), to overcome temptation (Matthew 4:1-11), to express worship to God (Luke 2:37; Philippians 3:19).
• “We cannot manipulate God to do our bidding by fasting any more than we can by any other means.  As with prayer, we fast in hope that by His grace God will bless us as we desire.” (B177)

• “Fasting…adds a unique dimension to your spiritual life and helps you grow in Christlikeness in ways that are unavailable through any other means.  If this were not so, there would have been no need for Jesus to model and teach fasting.” (B180)

• Fasting should be used to express the belief that we hunger for God and His grace even more than we hunger for food.
Discussion Questions:

• Have you ever fasted for spiritual purposes?  For what purpose did you fast?  If not, what beliefs about fasting have prevented you from incorporating this practice into your spiritual life?  Has this discussion removed those beliefs?
Practical Applications:
• Set a time of fasting soon that will either symbolize your willingness to discipline yourself to fast in the future in dedication to the Lord, or will serve an immediate spiritual need that fits a biblical purpose. 
• If unable to fast from food because of medical reasons, fast from something else that takes up time so that you may use this time for prayer and dedication to the Lord.

• Don’t look for loopholes to avoid fasting.

• Additional resource: A Hunger for God: Desiring God through Fasting and Prayer by John Piper
B=Whitney’s original book
G=Whitney’s study guide
