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The following is a study about biblical fasting. It can be looked over in ten minutes to get a feel for the subject, and yet has a lot of Scripture references for further study. Over the next week, take some time to read through the material before our time of fasting together. It is only necessary to read the highlighted verses; looking up the other references is optional. Studying 2-3 sections a day should give you three Quiet Times worth of material. May God bless you as you discover or deepen your understanding and practice of biblical fasting!

Motivation for Fasting 

1. Read Zechariah 7:1-7. What was wrong with their motivation for fasting? 

2. Read Isaiah 58. 

3. True fasting always involves seeking God's face rather than His hand, the Blesser rather than the blessing. (Zech. 7:5) 

4. You cannot blackmail, lead or barter with God through fasting (Is. 58:3); Instead, fasting is a time to seek a deeper understanding of God's will and a deeper experience of God's presence. 

5. Fasting is not a religious substitute for right living. (Is. 58) Indeed, fasting has no intrinsic moral value of its own (apart from, perhaps, teaching us that we can be tougher on ourselves). Yet for the person who desires to live for God, fasting is an invaluable aid in drawing near to God. 

Expectation of Fasting 

1. Read Matthew 6:1-18 

2. Notice that Jesus says "when" not "if":
6:2 "When you give to the needy. . ."
6:5 "When you pray. . ."
6:16 "When you fast. . ." 

3. No one would consider prayer or contributing to the poor as "optional" elements of Christian devotion; they are assumed by Jesus to take place in the lives of his followers. 

4. What is your mindset toward fasting? Is it an optional pursuit? An obscure, outdated practice? A rare exception? Jesus placed fasting in the same category of expectation as prayer and giving to the poor. It is simply assumed to be a part of our lives. 

5. Read Matthew 9:14-15. 

6. The Pharisees and John's disciples fasted regularly. When did Jesus predict that his disciples would fast? 

7. The "bridegroom has been taken" and is no longer physically present among us. The time has now come for fasting in order to powerfully seek the presence of God! 

8. Paul "often [went] without food." (2 Corinthians 11:27) 

Fasting Defined 

1. Fasting is voluntarily abstaining from that which is good in an effort to achieve something better. 

2. Although one may choose to temporarily deny any number of things in order to draw near to God (i.e. sexual relations for a married couple, I Cor. 7:5), fasting in the usual sense is refraining from eating food. 

3. The Bible describes three main forms of fasting: 

a. The Normal Fast, involving the total abstinence of food. Luke 4:2 reveals that Jesus "ate nothing." Afterwards "He was hungry." Jesus most likely abstained from food but not from water. 

b. In Acts 9:9 we read of an Absolute Fast where for three days Saul "did not eat or drink anything." The abstinence from both food and water usually lasted no more than three days (Ezra 10:6; Esther 4:16; Exception-Moses, Exod. 34:28). 

c. The Partial Fast -- in Daniel 10:2-3 the emphasis is upon the restriction of diet rather than complete abstinence. 

Occasions of Fasting 

1. Fasting is the laying aside of food for a period of time when an individual is seeking to draw close to God. 

2. Fasting was observed on occasions of: 

a. public calamities- 2 Samuel 1:12, Esther 4:3 

b. afflictions- Psalm 35:13, Daniel 6:18 

c. private afflictions- 2 Samuel 12:16 

d. approaching danger- Esther 4:16 

e. appointing leaders- Acts 13:2, 14:23 

f. sending out missionaries- Acts 13:3 

g. bereavement- I Samuel 31:13, 2 Samuel 1:12, 3:35, 12:16-25 

h. impending judgment- Joel 1:14, 2:12, Jonah 3 

i. undertaking great projects- Nehemiah 1:4 

j. reading of Scripture- Jeremiah 36:6-10 

k. going into battle- Judges 20:26-28 

l. desiring safe journey- Ezra 8:21-23 

m. becoming a Christian- Acts 9:9

3. The Bible records: 

a. personal fasts- Matthew 4:2, Daniel 9:3, Exodus 34:28, etc. 

b. group/community/church fasts- I Samuel 31:11-13, Matt. 9:14, Acts 13:1-3, etc. 

c. national fasts- Judges 20:26, I Samuel 7:6, 2 Chronicles 20:3, Ezra 8:21, Esther 4:16, Jeremiah 36:9, Jonah 3, etc.

4. Those who fasted were: 

a. Men- Ezra 10:6, Nehemiah 1:4, Daniel 9:3, etc. 

b. Women- Esther 4:16, Luke 2:37, etc. 

c. Even Animals! - Jonah 3:9 (Probably not voluntary!) 

Prayer and Fasting 

1. Fasting is almost always mentioned in the Bible in connection to Prayer. 

2. Read about David's prayers for friends and adversaries (Psalm 35:13, 109:24), Esther's and Nehemiah's prayers before entering to see the king (Esther 4:16, Nehemiah 1:4), Daniel's prayer for the deliverance of the captives (Daniel 9:3), or the church's prayers seeking God's direction for the church at Antioch (Acts 13:1-3). Fasting and prayer are mentioned hand in hand. 

3. In what ways does fasting contribute to powerful and effective prayer? 

a. Fasting shows God that a person is serious about his plea. 

b. Fasting helps the person himself to be serious about his plea and to begin taking necessary steps to arrive at a solution. 

c. Fasting can foster a clear-mindedness and focus during prayer. 

d. Fasting keeps God and the purpose of our fast constantly before us. (It goes something like this for me: "I'm hungry. Why is that? I haven't eaten. Why is that? I'm fasting. Why is that? Oh, yeah! . . . 'Lord, hear my prayer. . .' " 

e. Fasting puts an urgency to our appeals to God. 

f. Fasting is humbling. It reminds us of our frailty. It allows us to again see our need for God's strength and power. 

g. When in your hunger you cry out to God and in faith ask what is according to his will, it will come about. The prayer of faith does change things. 

Right Approach to Fasting 

1. Fasting is NOT for your viewing public. 

a. Read Matthew 6:16-18. 

b. Fasting should be sincere and "to your Father." 

c. Fasting is an aspect of our personal devotion to God, as are prayer and giving to the needy, none of which should be done "to be seen by men." 

d. This passage does not teach against group prayer, group fasting or even group giving. Instead, it warns against hypocrisy in prayer, fasting or giving, and over-concern with being viewed in a certain light by men rather than sincere approach to God. 

e. Don't be weird. If someone asks why you aren't eating, or finds out about your fast, answer simply and truthfully - - you won't "lose your reward." The issue is whether you are purposely fasting "to be seen" by men or fasting to draw near to God. 

2. Fasting should NOT make us somber and morose. 

a. Re-read Matthew 6:16-18 and Isaiah 58:3-5. 

b. If our fasting is sincerely toward God, we should not wear a sour demeanor that makes our fasting obvious to men. 

c. Don't moan and groan about how hard your fast is. You should not penalize others by your personal decision to draw near to God! 

3. Fasting should NOT make us self-righteous. 

a. Read Luke 18:9-14. 

b. True fasting promotes humility, not self-righteousness. 

c. True fasting makes us realize our weakness and need for God, and is not itself something to take pride in. Be humble, and God will lift you up! (I Peter 5:6). 

4. Fasting does NOT place God in your debt. 

a. Read 2 Samuel 12:13-23. 

b. David earnestly sought an answer from God through prayer and fasting, yet surrendered to God's will and sovereignty when his request was denied. 

c. Fasting is not leverage to get our way with God; we must ultimately stay surrendered to his will and at peace with however he chooses to answer our prayers (accompanied by fasting, or not!). 

Duration of Fast 

1. A typical Jewish fast lasted one day, from sundown on one day until sundown the following day, or from morning to night. There are many examples of such fasts: 

· I Samuel 7:6; Nehemiah 9:1; Jeremiah 36:6, etc. 

· There are several examples of 3-day fasts or short fasts in preparation for decisive activity: Esther 4:16; Nehemiah 1:4, Daniel 10:2-3 (3 weeks), Saul in Acts 9:9, Antioch Church in Acts 13:1-3, etc. 

· There are 3 examples of 40-day fasts: 

. Moses- Exodus 34:28; Deuteronomy 9:9,18. 

a. Elijah- I Kings 19:8. 

b. Jesus- Matthew 4:1-2; Luke 4:1-2. 

c. Don't try this at home, kids, before seeking a lot of advice! 

a. It is unwise to leave the duration of a fast vague or open-ended. The purposes and objectives of the fast should be as clear as possible. (Consider the unwise fast of Paul's Jewish enemies in Acts 23:12-35!) 

Fasting Practicals 

1. Fasting can be a challenging concept in a society that knows very little about self-denial and even less about true hunger. Don't let your lack of exposure to fasting deter you from experiencing the benefits of this remarkable discipline! Prayer times, reading the Bible and attending church are examples of spiritual activities that were foreign to many of us; yet we have acquired a taste for these things and reaped the benefits in our walk with God! The same is true of fasting - - start small and slowly make this discipline a vital part of your spiritual life! 

2. There are certain physical benefits to fasting, although these are not the primary reasons for a spiritual fast. "Cleaning out" your system, eliminating toxins, weight loss, etc., are possible side benefits that may accompany a short-duration fast. 

3. You may feel light-headed at times. Do not be alarmed, as this will usually go away quickly. Your body is able to survive and function quite well for several days without our American imperative "three-meals-a-day." Prayer can and will strengthen you powerfully! 

4. If you have any medical challenges, you should consult a physician before fasting. Anyone considering a prolonged fast should not do so without seeking the advice of mature disciples (Proverbs 11:14, 12:15, 14:12, 19:20), and perhaps that of a physician. 

5. For a normal fast, maintain your intake of water and clear liquids. 

6. Your breath will smell bad. "Do unto others" by remembering such simple courtesies as brushing teeth, using mouthwash, carrying breath mints or spray, etc. 

7. Do not binge or eat excessively when your fast is finished, or you will pay the consequences! Have a light meal to break the fast. The longer that you fast, the more gradual should be your return to regular eating habits. 

8. Grow closer to God than ever before as you learn the power of fasting in your walk with God!

