
Spiritual Disciplines

‘Discipline without direction is drudgery’ – Don Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, pg 15

The purpose of any of the disciplines is godliness. 

‘The Spiritual Disciplines are those personal and corporate disciplines that promote spiritual growth. They 
are the habits of devotion and experiential Christianity that have been practiced by the people of God since biblical 
times.’ – Whitney, pg 17

Our direction/destiny is godliness: holiness and conformity to Christ (Rom 8:29, 1 Jn 3:2, Heb 12:14)

 Marginal practical value apart from spiritual purpose (1 Tim 4:8, Col 2:20-23)

‘Discipline yourself for the purpose of godliness’ (1 Tim 4:7)

 Greek word for discipline = gumnasia
 Exercise, effort, training to place ourselves in the path of God’s grace

3 primary means God uses to change and conform us to Christ: 

1. People
2. Circumstances
3. Spiritual disciplines – the only one we largely control

Growth in holiness is a gift from the Lord (Jn 17:17, 1 Thess 5:23, Heb 2:11), yet…(Phil 2:13)

 1 Pet 1:15-16 – holiness is a command, not an option
 Mt 11:29 – ‘take my yoke upon you’
 Luke 9:23 – ‘deny yourself, take up your cross daily, and follow me’

These disciplines were modeled by Christ

 lack of discipline sabotages our effectiveness for the kingdom  mile wide yet only an inch deep
 don’t be a dabbler

Paradox of freedom = we are most free when bound, but the character of the binding is critical

 ‘Discipline is the price of freedom’ – Elton Trueblood
 Freedom is the final reward of discipline – Elisabeth Elliot

Spiritual Disciplines: Fasting

What is it?

 A Christian’s voluntary abstinence from food (or activity) for spiritual purposes for a period of time
o Objects of a fast are good things

we are called to mortify sin, not temporarily fast from it
 Types of fasts

o Normal (all food), partial (limitation of food), or absolute (all food and drink)



Though not explicitly biblical, can also be applied to activities that otherwise demand 
our attention (e.g. TV, social media, movies, etc)

o Personal, congregational, or national (OT, Adams, Madison, Lincoln)
o Regular or occasional

 When your passion for God is so great that you channel all other natural passions in your passion for God
 ‘Fasting can be an expression of finding your greatest pleasure and enjoyment in life from God’ – 

Whitney, pg 176
 ‘Prayer is attaching yourself to God, but fasting is detaching yourself from the earth’ – David Legge

Isn’t that just an Old Testament and Catholic practice? Should I fast?

 No specific command to fast in NT, but several principles, notably from Jesus – not ‘if’, but ‘when’ you fast 
(Mt 6:16-18)

o Should be done in secret (like praying and giving) to obtain our reward from the Father rather 
than the praise of men

 Practice continued into Acts (9:9, 13:2, 14:23) and the early church, not just OT and between Crucifixion 
and Resurrection as some interpret Mt 9:14-15

o Has fallen on hard times among our overstuffed bellies of the American church 
o ‘If prayer is rare in the church today, fasting must be almost extinct’ – David Legge

 Catholic thought on fasting
o Origins – Adam placed his faith in food
o All fasting is preparatory, fulfilled by Eucharist
o Lenten fasting is a period of preparation for Easter (prayer, fasting, almsgiving)
o Obligatory fast for ages 18-59 on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday

1 full meal plus 2 smaller meals (that together are less than a full meal)
abstinence from meat on Fridays during Lent

Purpose

1. strengthening prayer (Ezra 8:23; Joel 2:12-13; Acts 13:3)
2. seeking God’s guidance (Judges 20:26; Acts 14:23)
3. expressing grief (1 Samuel 31:13; 2 Samuel 1:11–12)
4. seeking deliverance or protection (2 Chronicles 20:3–4; Ezra 8:21–23)
5. expressing repentance and returning to God (1 Samuel 7:6; Jonah 3:5–8)
6. humbling oneself before God (1 Kings 21:27–29; Psalm 35:13)
7. expressing concern for the work of God (Nehemiah 1:3–4; Daniel 9:3)
8. ministering to the needs of others (Isaiah 58:3–7)
9. overcoming temptation and dedicating yourself to God (Matthew 4:1–11)
10. expressing love and worship to God (Luke 2:37)

Benefits – 

 recognition of our contingency and dependency as creatures; through self-denial we begin to see what 
really controls us.

o this should drive us not to despair, but to refocus our need of Christ
o ‘man does not live by bread alone’ (Mt 4:4)
o guards our hearts against counterfeit gods (idols)



Dangers – 

 physical – if you have medical restrictions, check with your doctor
 spiritual – hypocrisy: heart motivation to obtain praise from men or to obligate God

o ‘…acts of righteousness lend themselves very keenly to hypocrisy if we do not do them with the 
right heart’ – David Legge

‘Any blessing which is bestowed by the Father upon His underserving children must be considered to be an act of 
grace. We fail to appreciate the mercy of the Lord if we think that by our doing something we have forced (or even 
coerced) God to grant that blessing which we have asked for…All of our fasting, therefore, must be on this basis; 
we should use it as a scriptural mean whereby we are melted into a more complete realization of the pruposes of 
the Lord in our life, church, community, and nation’ –David Smith, Fasting: A Neglected Discipline, pg 44


