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Studies in becoming like Christ and ushering in His kingdom in your daily life
March 22, 2009


Fasting and Prayer
Spiritual weapons and spiritual seed
This Week’s Essential

Fasting: We periodically abstain from some regular necessity of life in order to focus on God and his priorities in our lives.
Matthew 6:16: When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full.
H
ere at New Life Bible Fellowship, we are being taught to live out ten essential disciplines of the Christian life–including Bible study, fellowship, service, and evangelism. Besides the fact of their being taught in the Bible, the necessity and benefit of many of these practices is fairly obvious. Certainly if we accept the authority of Scripture and desire to live a life in accord-ance with its teachings, Bible study is necessary to understand what those teachings are. The usefulness of evangelism is equally evident, for as Paul argues, “How will they hear without a preacher?” Service has obvious and immediate practical benefits, especially as most of us have experienced the blessings of others’ service to us. And most of us have little trouble accepting the fact that we are creatures designed with a need for our fellow man and as such, suffer without the fellowship and encouragement that comes from living in community with other believers.
S
everal of the disciplines seem less practical, however. Among these are prayer and fasting, and it is not surprising that these are practices that Christians in our culture tend to struggle with. All believers give lip service to the importance of prayer. But difficulty shows up in the gap that we see between the effort we put into prayer and the outward results. If we do a kindness for a person in need, we can immediately visualize their improved state—and their appreciation—which is much more tangible than any internal benefit that might result from mere prayer.  Similarly, while we have great appreciation for the importance of intellectual knowledge of the Bible, it is often harder to see that prayer is needed in order to bring about the heart-level revelation that will result in internal transformation—the true goal of Biblical study.
I
f the benefits of prayer are somewhat intangible, the discipline of fasting can seem downright im​practical, even counter-productive. In natural terms, how can my choosing to go without food possibly affect my neighbor’s receptivity toward the gospel, the growth of our church, or the state of national politics—let alone the spread of the Kingdom of God around the world? And if such a practice causes me to be hungry, tired, irritable, and headachy, is it really worth the effort? The disconnect between natural sight and spiritual reality often requires too great a leap.
T

he modern Western evan​gelical church has been profoundly affected by so-called Enlightenment thinking, which proclaims human reason​ing supreme and denies the operation of the supernatural. Only activities that can be analyzed rationalistically in terms of natural cause-and-effect are deemed profitable. It is partly for this reason that the practice of fasting, which is rooted in spiritual laws rather than natural operations, has been largely neglected in our stream of the church until relatively recently. 
F

ortunately, God is restoring the discipline of fasting to the church. As we learn to see the spiritual realm as the true realm in which we live and operate as Christians, we will become increasing convinced of the need for spiritual tools to accomplish the spiritual tasks God has set before us.  As we learn to practice fasting, a purely spiritual tool that operates by faith, we will be able to participate with God in activities that we could never accomplish with natural resources alone.
Consider what the following passages say about the Essential Discipline of “Fasting.”
        
  

II Corinthians 10:3–5          


Galatians 6:7–9
Digging deeper into the meaning 
“as the world does” (II Cor 10:3 NIV, also Gal. 6:7) Greek kata sarka, ‘according to the flesh.’ The term “flesh” has a wide variety of meanings in Scripture, from the actual physical body, to human nature, kinship, or material systems.
“fight” (II Cor. 10:4 NIV) Greek strateias, ‘war’. Compare Romans 7:23, which says that the law of sin wars against our minds and captures us in sin. In contrast, in this passage Paul says that with God’s power, we take the sinful mind captive in order to make it obedient to Christ.
“weapons” (II Cor 10:4) Greek opla, ‘implements’. This word can refer to offensive weapons such as swords as well as those used for defense such as armor (Eph 6:11 & 13).
“arguments” (II Cor 10:5) Greek logismous, ‘reasonings’, ‘calculations’. The same word is used in Romans 2:15 to describe a sinner’s thoughts accusing or excusing him.

“thought” (II Cor 10:5) Greek noema, ‘mind’, ‘understanding’. Since this word is more commonly translated “mind,” perhaps this verse could be seen as addressing mindsets, habits of thinking, or even worldview.
Answering Interpretive Questions

1. In the following passages, who is fasting and what is their motivation?
· Exodus 34:28 (hint: also see v. 1)
· II Samuel 12:15-17
· Ezra 8:21-23
· Ezra 10:1-6
· Esther 4:15-16
· Daniel 10:1-14
· Joel 2:12-17

· Jonah 3:5-9

· Matthew 4:1-2

· Acts 13:1-3

2. What motive do we see in several Old Testament passages that would never apply to Jesus?
3. In what sense is fasting a spiritual weapon (II Cor. 10:4)?

4. Which examples above show people using fasting as a spiritual weapon? Which show people using fasting specifically to confront strongholds?

5. Galatians. 6:7-9 talks about the spiritual laws of sowing and reaping. In what sense is fasting like sowing?
6. How do the motivations for fasting demonstrated by Jesus and the church leaders relate to Galatians 6:8b-9?

7. Consider the following kinds of problems:
· a chronic health problem
· a broken relationship

· a decision for which you need guidance

What kinds of tools or “weapons” would you typically use to address these problems? Which of these are “according to the flesh” and which have “divine power”?
8. In what areas of your life would you like to see greater spiritual harvest? How might you incorporate fasting into your spiritual walk in order to address these areas?
9. What are your greatest difficulties with fasting? Commit these areas specifically to the Lord and ask for his help to overcome them. Reread Galatians 6:9 as an encouragement.
10. Consider the following statement: “When the Bible talks about fasting, it just meant people were spending more time in prayer. Because they were praying more, they didn’t have much time to cook and so forth, so that’s why they didn’t eat. But just not eating to not eat—there isn’t any particular benefit in that.” How would you respond?How 
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Because the practice of fasting is rooted in spiritual laws rather than natural operations, it has been largely neglected in the Western evangelical church.











