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INTRODUCTION

Mention fasting and what comes to your mind, a New York Times best seller? I hardly

think so.  Depending on your background, you may associate it with the fanaticism of some

Christian mystics of earlier centuries that sought to increase their religious experience with God

by fasting, others may associate it with those who treat fasting as a meritorious work performed

to atone for their sins and to earn credit with God, thus gaining heaven as a future residence

rather than hell.  Still others see it simply as a means of strengthening their willpower or

improving their health and fitness.  A little reading will also reveal that fasting is associated with

some cults, both Christian and non-Christian alike.

Fasting was a widespread practice among ancient religions. Thinking that the gods were

jealous of the pleasures of mankind, men assumed that by abstaining from food and drink they

would appropriate the god’s favor.   Many Eastern religions, American Indians, and African1

shamans use fasting as a means to sharpen their spiritual receptivity to their respective “spirit

worlds.”  Islam has its annual fast of Ramadan, an entire month when faithful Muslims are

required to abstain from all foods and water from sunrise to sunset.  

I mention these facts not just to inform you, but to suggest that fasting is associated with

false religions, cults, abuses of all kinds, and fanaticism.  This false fasting has brought and

continues to bring ill repute on the gospel and the person of the gospel, Jesus Christ.  Still, we

have not considered the subject of fasting in any depth.  What is fasting?  What is the purpose of

fasting?  Is it obligatory for the New Testament Christian?  When should one fast?

Now, we would all agree that fasting is in the Bible, but that is about as far as we go with

 John Rea, “Fast, Fasting,” Wycliffe Bible Encyclopedia, vol. 1:593.1
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it because of fasting’s past and present abuses, its association with false religions and cults, and

most all, a lack of knowledge in what the Bible teaches on the subject.  It may be you have

dismissed it from your minds as not an issue for today’s Christian because of these reasons.

However, the text of Scripture and the witness of church history would argue that this is an issue

we need to consider.  Therefore, I would like to proceed along four lines: first, to give an

apologetic for the scriptural practice of fasting for the New Testament believer; second, to give

an entry level introduction to biblical fasting; third, to give a panoramic view of biblical fasting;

and, fourth, some concluding remarks on fasting.  

AN APOLOGETIC FOR STUDYING THE BIBLICAL DOCTRINE OF FASTING

What I want to argue for under this heading is that the weight of both biblical and

historical evidence would indicate that fasting is a worthy subject for Christians to study and then

properly apply.  First, there are at least 70 passages that deal with fasting in the Bible.  The Bible

shows that proper biblical fasting is a legitimate form of spiritual devotion.  Both the Old and

New Testaments speak favorably of fasting and provide numerous instances of Old Testament

and New Testament saints fasting.  While the prophets and Jesus both denounce pretentious and

unrighteous fasting, proper fasting that comes from a right heart, backed up with a righteous life

and a right attitude, is affirmed and accepted by God.  

Second, consider the great cloud of witnesses in the Old Testament in relation to fasting. 

There is Moses (Ex 34:28), Samuel (1 Sam 7:6), David (Ps 69:10-21), Jonathan (1 Sam 20:34),

Jehoshaphat (2 Chron 20:3), Ezra (Ezra 10:6), Nehemiah (Neh 1:4-10), Daniel (Dan 9:3), Esther

(Esther 4:10-17), Elijah (2 Kings 19:8), Joel (Joel 1:14), and Zechariah (Zec 8:18).  In addition,

there is the one and only place that God commands a fast, the Day of Atonement (Lev 16:29).  
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Third, adding to this long list of Old Testament witnesses, the following New Testament

ones, Anna the prophetess (Lk 2:37), John the Baptist and his disciples (Lk 5:33), Jesus (Matt

4:2), Paul and Barnabas (Acts 14:23), and the elders at Antioch (Acts 13:3).  

 Fourth, Jesus assumes that His followers will fast on certain occasions.  That is, His

statements in reference to fasting indicate that it is a normal and acceptable part of the Christian

life He says in Matthew 6:17-18, "But you, when you fast , annoint your head and wash your face2

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.”  

Fifth, consider the giants of the faith throughout the history of the church who have

fasted, the early church fathers, Augustine, Martin Luther, John Calvin, John Knox, Jonathan

Edwards, David Brainard, and the Wesleys.  All of these men regularly prayed and fasted. 

While there is always a danger of falling prey to false teaching in regard to fasting,

extremes in practice, and distortions of the biblical perspective on fasting, the weight of evidence

indicates it is a subject for believers to study and apply.  This leads us to the second point on

fasting.

AN ENTRY LEVEL INTRODUCTION TO BIBLICAL FASTING

The term fasting conjures up all sorts of ideas and for some even fear.  They see it as a

self-imposed ascetic act of mortifying the flesh by forcing oneself to go without food for long

periods of time, somewhat along the lines of flagellation.  However, in studying the Scriptures

those fears and misunderstandings about fasting evaporate.  

Our English term “fast” implies abstaining from food for a certain time.  R. D. Linder

 Emphasis is mine. 2
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defines fasting as “the act of total or partial abstinence from food for a limited period of time,

usually undertaken for moral or religious reasons.”   This definition, however, is inadequate to3

define the biblical definition of fasting.  Martyn Lloyd-Jones gives a broader definition of fasting

in his excellent series on the Sermon on the Mount,

“...fasting, if we conceive of it truly, must not only be confined to the question of food
and drink; fasting should really be made to include abstinence from anything which is
legitimate in an of itself for the sake of some special spiritual purpose.   There are many
bodily functions which are right and normal and perfectly legitimate, but which for
special peculiar reasons in certain circumstances should be controlled. That is fasting.
There, I suggest, is a kind of general definition of what is meant by fasting.”4

The Greek term for fasting, nhsteu,w, literally means not to eat, to abstain from food.  In

the Old Testament, the Hebrew root of ‘to fast’ is hn[ and is the same as that of the word to ‘to

humble oneself.’  When we think of fasting in the Bible, it is inseparably linked with humbling

oneself.  David declares in Psalm 35:13, “But as for me, when they were sick, my clothing was

sackcloth; I humbled my soul with fasting, And my prayer kept returning to my bosom.”  While

the above definitions help us to understand the concept of fasting, the following working

definition is submitted. Fasting is,

“...an outward sign of an inward attitude.  It denotes an attitude of humility, of
dependance and of complete surrender to God.  Fasting expresses a desire to break
momentarily with our habitual behaviour, for example eating, and to replace it with
something even better and even more important: the presence of God, the Word of God.”5

 R. D. Linder, “Fasting,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell. 3

(Grand Raids, Mich.: Baker Book House, 1984.), p. 406.

 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones,  Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids,4

Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, combined vol. 1972), 2:38.   

 Ian Newberry. Available for God: A Biblical and Practical Approach to Fasting. Trans.5

by Peter Coleman. (Carlisle, England: OM Publishing, 1996.), p. 15.
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Fasting is only commanded once in Scripture and it is connected to the Day of Atonement

in Leviticus 16:29, "This shall be a permanent statute for you: in the seventh month, on the tenth

day of the month, you shall humble your souls and not do any work, whether the native, or the

alien who sojourns among you ” The Hebrew expression “humble your souls”  refers to, among6

other things, forsaking food as an act of self-denial.”   This was a national fast that involved7

every man, woman, and child in Israel but once a year and was in separably linked to the Day of

Atonement (cf. Lev 23:27; Acts 27:9).  Except for this yearly fast, the Scriptures contain no

requirements for regular days or seasons of fasting.  This is corroborated by the words of Jesus in

Matthew 6:16, “And whenever you fast...”  In other words, Jesus acknowledges that there will be

appropriate times when his children will fast, but He does not command them to fast.  Now,

however, because of Christ’s once-for-all death on the cross, this single command connected to

the Day of Atonement is no longer binding on the New Testament believer.  What we observe in

the New Testament is that it is entirely a noncompulsory, voluntary act that the New Testament

believer is under no obligation to regularly observe.

While Jesus was on earth, His disciples did not fast.  When Jesus was asked why His

disciples did not fast like the disciples of John, He answered, “The attendants of the bridegroom

cannot mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them, can they? But the days will come when the

bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast” (Matt 9:14-15).  Fasting is

associated with mourning and sorrow, but in the presence of Jesus Who brings joy fasting would

 Emphasis author’s. 6

 John MacArthur, Matthew, 3 vols. in The MacArthur New Testament Commentary.7

(Chicago:  Moody, 1985-90), 1:400; also see Mark F Rooker. Leviticus, New American
Commentary. (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2000.), p. 223.

-6-



have been entirely inappropriate.

Does this mean that Christians are not to fast?  The answer may be a bit surprising. 

While Jesus was with his disciples, it was inappropriate for them to fast.  Jesus, however, notes

that “the days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast.”

Fasting is entirely appropriate now because Jesus is physically absent from the earth. The

believers after Christ’s ascension did in fact fast.  Paul fasts after his conversion (Acts 9:9), the

church at Antioch prays and fasts before sending out Barnabas and Paul (Acts 13:2-3), and then

before Barnabas and Paul appoint elders in the churches they founded, they pray and fast (Acts

14:23). This practice of fasting after the resurrection of Jesus is in keeping with the general

definition given above.  Fasting is a voluntary act that reveals an inward reality of a humble,

dependent heart that desires to completely surrender to God motivated by special times of testing,

trials, or struggles.

Is fasting appropriate?  “Yes.”  While Jesus never commands his disciples or us to fast. 

He certainly instructs us in the correct way to fast in 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.  "But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash
your face 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.”

Jesus gives three instructions related to fasting that need to be considered.  First, do not

draw attention to your fasting, “...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.”  In other words, check your motives.  Why are you doing

what you are going?  Is it to seek the Lord or are you seeking the attention of men? Second, keep
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your fast as private as possible, “But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face so

that your fasting will not be noticed by men, but by your Father who is in secret...”   I say,

“private as possible,” because of the examples of congregational fasts and national fasts that God

commends in Scripture.  The point Jesus is making is it needs to be directed toward Him. Third,

is the promise that is associated with biblical fasting, “and your Father who sees what is done in

secret will reward you.”  This is the assurance that when fasting is done with the right heart,

directed at the right Person, with the right purposes, God will reward it.  Donald Whitney gives

an important warning concerning fasting, “Just like all the other Spiritual Disciplines, fasting is

not to be a legalistic routine.  It is a privilege and an opportunity to seek God’s grace that is open

to us as often as we desire.”8

 It would be helpful to identify the types of fasts that can be discovered in the Bible.  The

first is a partial fast.  For 10 days Daniel and his friends requested that they be given only

vegetables to eat and water to drink.  A second type of fast is an absolute fast.  This is when one

does not eat food or drink liquid of any kind.  Ezra when mourning over the unfaithfulness of the

exiles “did not eat bread nor drink water (Ezra 10:6).” This is the type of fast that Esther requests

of all the Jews in light of her uncle Mordecai’s plea that she intercede with the king over

Haman’s plot to wipe out all the Jews.  Knowing that it could mean her life she says, "Go,

assemble all the Jews who are found in Susa, and fast for me; do not eat or drink for three days,

night or day. I and my maidens also will fast in the same way. And thus I will go in to the king,

which is not according to the law; and if I perish, I perish (Esther 4:16)."

   Donald S. Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, (Colorado Springs,8

Co: NavPress, 1991), p. 156.
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A third type of fast found in the Scriptures is what we might call a supernatural fast. 

Twice we observe a man fasting for 40 days and 40 nights without food or drink.  It occurred

when Moses was receiving the Law on Mount Sinai (Deu 9:9) and Elijah when he fled from

Jezebel to Horeb, the mountain of God (1 Kings 19:8).  Donald Whitney makes this very

important comment about these two incidents of fasting “These required God’s supernatural

intervention into the bodily processes and are not repeatable apart from the Lord’s specific

calling and miraculous provision.”9

A fourth type of fasting found in the Scriptures is one that abstains from food, but drinks

water.  Jesus’ fast in Matthew 4:2 and the parallel passage found in Luke 4:2 seems to fit this

category of fasting.  It indicates that he was hungry, but makes no mention of His thirst.  While

this is somewhat an argument from silence, Luke collaborates this idea when he writes in 4:2, “...

And He ate nothing during those days, and when they had ended, He became hungry...”  Again,

there is nothing about His thirst.  

A fifth type of fasting can be called corporate or national fasts.  Joel calls for a sacred

assembly of Israel to fast (Joel 2:15-16).  The church at Antioch was fasting and praying before

and after Paul and Barnabas were set aside for the ministry in Acts 13:2, “While they [the

church] were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said....”

The question always comes up as to the length of a fast.  New Testament believers are

given no instructions as to the length of fasting.  The examples found in Scripture indicate it

varies according to the direction of the Holy Spirit.  Fasts can last part of a day or all day (Jud

20:26; 1 Sam 7:6; Neh 9:1) or a night (Dan 6:18ff).  Esther called for a three-day fast (Esther

 Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, p. 153.9
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4:16). Daniel fasts for 21 days, (Dan 10:3-13) and Moses, Elijah, and Jesus 40-days (Deut 9:9; 1

Kings 19:8; Matt 4:2).  

THE UNACCEPTABLE AND ACCEPTABLE FAST

Clearly the Old and New Testaments look favorably on fasting.  It is not to be considered

compulsory for the Christian, but rather a  voluntary act which arises out of special times of

spiritual need.  What are some of those spiritual needs that can and will arise in the believer’s life

that is a cause for biblical fasting?  A second question must also be answered, “Are there times

we ought not to fast?”

Let’s examine the second question first.  Are there times the Christian ought not fast?

That is, are there times it is inappropriate? The answer to that question is “Yes.”  It is never to be

done for the purpose of seeking to gain favor with God, to try and manipulate God to act in your

favor, to be done out of legalistic tradition, or when you are maintaining ungodly relationships

with others.   

When Nabaoth refused Ahab’s request to sell his land to him, in anger the king starts a

fast (1 Kings 21:4-5).  Jezebel proclaims a day of fasting in order to mask her plans to have

Nabaoth killed so her husband could take his land (1 Kings 21:9).  Even Saul, after consulting a

witch at Endor fasts all day and all night (1 Sam 28:2-23).  Without question none of these fasts

were acceptable to the Lord. 

In two passages of Scripture God speaks specifically to fasts that are unacceptable to God. 

The first is in Isaiah 58:3-7.  In this passage, God addresses His people Israel who are crying out

to him asking, “Why have we fasted and You do not see?  Why have we humbled ourselves and

You do not notice?  Heaven’s reply is swift to His people, “Behold, on the day of your fast you
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find your desire, And drive hard all your workers”(vs. 3b).   Their fasts were a false show of

piety, a cloak to cover their selfish, self-centered motives.  Their fasts resulted in the exploitation

of their workers, further contention with their few man, and fist fights “Behold, you fast for

contention and strife and to strike with a wicked fist” (vs. 4).  This is an unacceptable fast before

God.  God cannot be manipulated into acting in our favor through fasting, while at the same time

not loving our neighbor.  This type of fasting is pretentious, unrighteous, and hypocritical.  To

say that we are seeking God in fasting, desiring to know His will and fellowship, yet not love our

neighbor indicates that our fast is for selfish, self-centered reasons.  God will not accept this kind

of fast.  What kind of fast does God want?  He answers in Isaiah 58:6-7,

"Is this not the fast which I choose, To loosen the bonds of wickedness, To undo the
bands of the yoke, And to let the oppressed go free And break every yoke?  "Is it not to 7

divide your bread with the hungry And bring the homeless poor into the house; When you
see the naked, to cover him; And not to hide yourself from your own flesh?”

To put this in a positive way, fasting that is pleasing to God results in being concerned for

the needs of others that produces practical acts of kindness which meet someone else’s needs. 

You may know of a need in our body here, or one on the mission field, but things are a little tight

and you don’t know where you are going to get the money.  Have you ever thought about going

without a couple meals, and with the money you saved by not eating, sending that to someone

else who has a need?  

A second kind of fast that is unacceptable to God is shown in Zechariah 7:1-14.  With the

temple almost half built and the apparent blessing of the Lord on those who returned to the land, 

a group from Bethel is sent to Zechariah.  Should they continue the two fasts started 70 years ago

to commemorate the destruction of the temple? The Lord responds with a rhetorical question in
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Zechariah 7:5, "Say to all the people of the land and to the priests, 'When you fasted and mourned

in the fifth and seventh months these seventy years, was it actually for Me that you fasted?” 

Their fasts were ritualistic traditions which were man centered and not God centered.  The

evidence of it was their lack of observable love and concern for their neighbor (7:8-10).  

Fasting can also be inappropriate because of the physical harm it may cause. In Matthew

15:29,  a large crowd had formed around Jesus while He healed their sick.  This crowd had

remained with Jesus three days and had nothing to eat.  He tells His disciples “I do not want to

send them away hungry, for they might faint on the way.”  Jesus then proceeds to feed them by

multiplying seven loaves and a few small fish.  They eat and are satisfied.  When harm could

result from any further fasting, Jesus makes sure that the people have something to eat.  There is

nothing spiritual about fasting that results in physical harm.  It is not more acceptable to God.

Having explored some of the unacceptable reasons for fasting, we now turn to the

acceptable reasons for fasting.  That is, what spiritual needs can and will arise in the believer’s

life that are a cause for biblical fasting?  There are a number of appropriate reasons to fast.

Fasting is appropriate in times of sorrow.  This is how Hannah expressed her grief over

her bareness each year when she went to the house of the Lord.  Her rival, Peninnah her

husband’s second wife, would reminder Hannah as they traveled to Shiloh that she was without

child.  Her response, “...so she wept and would not eat (1 Sam 1:7-8).  David’s life provides

numerous examples of one who fasts because of sorrow.  When God causes the first child born to

Bathsheba to become ill, David fasts pleading for the child’s life (2 Sam 12:16).  He fasts after

hearing of the death of Saul and then Abner (2 Sam 1:12; 2 Sam 33:35).  He fasts when his

friends are ill (Ps 35:13).   John MacArthur makes this comment to those desiring to help people
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fasting in times of sorrow, 

“On such occasions of deep grief, fasting is a natural human response.  Most people do
not then feel like eating.  Their appetite is gone, and food is the last thing they are
concerned about.  Unless a person is getting seriously weak from hunger or has some
specific medical reason for needing to eat, we do them no favor by insisting that they
eat.”10

They need God more than they need food or drink.  They need to know that in the midst

of their sorrows God is enough!

Fasting is appropriate in times of confession of our sin or penitence.  This can be either

for personal, corporate, or national sins.  In 1 Samuel 7:5-6, the prophet Samuel calls all Israel to

assemble at Mizpah and he declares, “I will pray to the LORD for you."  They gathered to

Mizpah, and drew water and poured it out before the LORD, and fasted on that day and said

there, "We have sinned against the LORD." 

Another example of fasting linked to the confession of sin and penitence is Ahab.  Elijah

declared that because of the greatness of Ahab’s wickedness, God was going to bring judgment

upon him.  Upon hearing the words of judgment, Ahab “...tore his clothes and put on sackcloth

and fasted...” (1 King 21:27).   Because of the king’s sincere repentance God responds, “Do you

see how Ahab has humbled himself before Me? Because he has humbled himself before Me, I

will not bring the evil in his days, but I will bring the evil upon his house in his son's days" (1

Kings 21:29). After 70 years of captivity, the exiles return to Jerusalem under the leadership of

Ezra.  There, the Jews are convicted of their unfaithfulness to God manifested by intermarrying

with unbelieving Gentiles.  “Then Ezra rose from before the house of God and went into the

 John MacArthur, Jr, Matthew. In The MacArthur New Testament Commentary.10

(Chicago: Moody, 1985-90), 1:402.
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chamber of Jehohanan, the son of Eliashib. Although he went there, he did not eat bread nor

drink water, for he was mourning over the unfaithfulness of the exiles” (Ezra 10:6).  

One of the most amazing examples of fasting to express the sincerity of one’s repentance

is in the book of Jonah.  Jonah’s preaching was blessed by God and Nineveh turned to the Lord

in faith and experienced a great awakening, “Then the people of Nineveh believed in God; and

they called a fast and put on sackcloth from the greatest to the least of them...When God saw

their deeds, that they turned from their wicked way, then God relented concerning the calamity

which He had declared He would bring upon them. And He did not do it” (Jonah 2:5-10).  

This type of fasting expresses our repentance and desire to turn from that sin.  However,

one does need to be cautioned because without true repentance this fasting is vain.  Donald

Whitney warns us that “We must never try to immerse ourselves in a Spiritual Disciple [fasting]

as an attempt to drown out God’s voice about forsaking a sin.  It is a perversion of fasting to try

to use it to balance self-punishment for a sinful part of life we want to continue feeding.”11

We only have to look to the example of Saul, Ahab, and Jezebel to see that this is very possible– 

people who actually used fasting to cover their sin rather than repent of it.

Fasting is appropriate in seeking God’s wisdom, guidance, and protection.  There are

numerous Old and New Testament examples of this in Scripture.  In 2 Chronicles 20:3-4, the

sons of Moab and the sons of Ammon came to make war against Jehoshaphat.  Faced with this

great army, “Jehoshaphat was afraid and turned his attention to seek the LORD, and proclaimed a

fast throughout all Judah.  So Judah gathered together to seek help from the LORD; they even

came from all the cities of Judah to seek the LORD” (2 Chron 20:3-4).  A national fast occurs

 Whitney, p. 163.11
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because they know from a human standpoint they could not win against this great army.  The

King along with all of Judah cry out for God’s help, fasting as they did.  Ezra, faced with leading

the exiles on a dangerous journey from Babylon to Jerusalem declares a fast,

“...that we might humble ourselves before our God to seek from Him a safe journey for
us, our little ones, and all our possessions.  For I was ashamed to request from the king
troops and horsemen to protect us from the enemy on the way, because we had said to the
king, "The hand of our God is favorably disposed to all those who seek Him, but His
power and His anger are against all those who forsake Him."  So we fasted and sought
our God concerning this matter, and He listened to our entreaty” (Ezra 8:21-23).

We would do well to follow the example of the church at Antioch.  While they were

ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit directed the church to set aside Paul and

Barnabas for special ministry. Then continuing to fast and pray they commissioned them as a

church (Acts 13:1-3).  This same pattern is seen when Paul and Barnabas appointed elders in the

churches they founded, “When they had appointed elders for them in every church, having prayed

with fasting, they commended them to the Lord in whom they had believed” (Acts 14:23).  One

has to wonder how much stronger our churches would be if congregations would be committed

in this manner to find the Lord’s will in determining leadership and the direction of the church. 

How many church splits would not have occurred?  Fasting in and of itself cannot assure us of

godly leadership, but as John MacArthur has stated, “...it is likely to be a part of sincere

dedication that is determined to know the Lord’s will and have His power before decisions are

made, plans are laid, or actions are taken.”12

Fasting is appropriate to express our love and worship of God.  We have this put on

display in the life of the prophetess, Anna the daughter of Phaneul of the tribe of Asher, in Luke

  MacArthur, p. 404.12
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2:36-38.  Luke summarizes her life and characterizes her worship in the following way, “She was

advanced in years and had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, and then as a

widow to the age of eighty-four. She never left the temple, serving night and day with fastings

and prayers.”  This is not saying that she never ate, obviously she did.  Luke, however wants to

picture an act of sheer devotion to God. In other words, worship and praise of God is even better

than food.  For some, food can become their god.  Paul, warning the church at Philippi about

those who are enemies of the cross, in part identifies them as those “...whose god is their

appetite...” (Phil 3:19).  For Anna, seeking God, worshiping God, delighting in God was more

important than food.  Would you miss a meal to worship?  If you only have time to eat or read

your Bible to seek the presence of the Lord, what would you chose?

Fasting that is appropriate is always linked to prayer.  One only needs to read the pages of

Scripture to see examples of those who prayed and fasted: Samuel and the people of Israel (1

Sam 7:5-6), Elijah (1 Kings 19:8), Jehoshaphat and Judah (2 Chr 20:3-13), Hannah (1 Sam 1:7-

8), Esther and the Jews (Esther 4:16), Nehemiah (Neh 1:4), and this is just a short list. Turn to

the New Testament and there is Anna (Lk 2:37), John the Baptist (Matt 11:18; Lk 7:33), the

church at Antioch (Acts 13:2-3), and Paul and Barnabas (Acts 14:23).  You can pray without

fasting, but you cannot biblically fast without praying.  Where you see biblical fasting, you will

always see prayer.  A calling out to God in sorrow, seeking His presence in worship, wanting to

submit to His Lordship in your life.  MacArthur gives this help clarification, “Fasting is an

affirmation of intense prayer, a corollary of deep spiritual struggle before God.  It is never an

isolated act or a ceremony or ritual that has some inherent efficacy or merit.  It has no value at

all–in fact becomes a spiritual hindrance and a sin–when done for any reason apart from knowing
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and following the Lord’s will.”13

Fasting is also appropriate in seeking to understand the meaning and application of God’s

word.  That is, we want to know His will.  As Daniel was intensely considering Jeremiah’s

prediction of the 70 years being completed of the desolation of Jerusalem, he gave his 

“...attention to the Lord God to seek Him by prayer and supplications, with fasting, sackcloth,

and ashes (Dan 9:3).  Daniel’s fasting was not the means of receiving the visions that followed,

but rather was simply a natural response to his intense desire to know God’s will found in

Jeremiah’s prophecy.  It was more important to Daniel to know God’s will found in Jeremiah’s

prophecy than it was to eat.  Moses reminds us that “...man does not live by bread alone, but man

lives by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the Lord” (Deut 8:3b).  Have you thought

of missing a few meals so that more time could be spent in the Bible studying and reading it until

understanding comes?

CONCLUSION

While the New Testament believer is under no compulsory command to fast on given

days, at specific times or seasons, Jesus does assume that His children will fast, “Whenever you

fast...But you, when you fast...” (Matt 6:16-17).  As we have seen, fasting comes as a response to

a special spiritual need that we might have or simply to enable us to set aside all other things to

worship and adore Him.  There are going to be times in all of our lives that God’s Holy Spirit

will call us to fast. How long are we to fast?  That is an issue that must be settled between you

and the Lord. Have you considered that your present need for direction in your life is an

opportunity to seek His face in prayer and fasting?  Could it be that an appropriate response to
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your present God-ordained circumstances is to fast and pray rather than eat and worry?  Could

God be prompting you to fast and pray seeking His face and enjoying His presences in this time

of sorrow?

Be careful to guard your heart and mind as you enter into a fast, while you are fasting, and

after you fast.  Listen again to the instructions of Jesus and His promise in relation to true biblical

fasting in Matthew 6:16-1,

 "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.  "But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash 17

your face  so that your fasting will not be noticed by men, but by your Father who is in 18

secret; and your Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you.”
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