
C H R I S T I A N  F A S T I N G  

A note to the teacher: 

 Verses marked underlined have NOT been verified, but merely collected from 
sources for the sake of completeness 

 Verse that are bold are worth reading out loud. 

PERSONAL EXPERIENCES OR PREVIOUS TEACHING ON FASTING? 

(Group discussion to see what might be influencing their thinking on this topic.) 

DEFINITION 

Perhaps the most popular and common definition of Christian fasting is that it is: 

“a Christian’s voluntary abstinence from food for spiritual purposes.” 
[Donald Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, 160] 

I’d like to refine it just a little: Christian fasting is: 

a Christian’s  
voluntary  

abstinence from food  
for the sake of prayer  

during a time of intense need. 
 

Many include “abstinence from all kinds of normal daily activities for the sake of 
spiritual purposes” under their understanding of fasting. E.g. technology fast, sexual fast 
(1 Corinthians 7:5), entertainment fast, etc. These indeed can be of immense spiritual 
benefit, but Scripture only really addresses fasting as abstinence from food. As in the 
case of 1 Corinthians 7:5, there is legitimate voluntary acts of restricting the pleasures 
of life for the sake of prayer. 

MAIN TEACHING:  

Most other information is by examples, some of which are commended, others 
condemned, and others are just stated without explanation. 

This teaching must then be our foundation by which to evaluate all the examples. 

Matthew 6:16–18 

 Do not let your fasting show in your appearance and attitude 

 Let it be a secret act of worship between you and God 



Matthew 9:14-17 

 There is a difference between NT Pharisee fasting and Christian fasting 

 Fasting is for times of mourning or lack, not times of celebration and plenty 

 Fasting appears to be assumed for believers 

FIVE FASTING FACTS 

FASTING FACT #1  
FASTING CAN BE PRACTISED MANY DIFFERENT WAYS  

Different times to abstain from food 

a. One day: morning to evening  (Jgs 20:26; 1 Sm 14:24; 2 Sm 1:12),  
b. One night  (Dan 6:18-24) 
c. Three days: night and day  (Est 4:16; Acts 9:9) 
d. Seven days  (1 Sm 31:13; 2 Sm 3:35; 12:16-23)  
e. Two weeks  (Acts 27:33-34) 
f. Three weeks  (Dn 9:3; 10:3, 12) 
g. Unspecified  (most occurrences) 
h. Supernatural:  (Ex 34:28; Dt 9:9; 1 Kin 19:8; Matt 4:2)  

Different observances (excluding the supernatural ones above) 

a. Annual Feasts (Day of atonement: Lv. 16:29, 31; 23:27–32; Nu. 29:7; other 
annual feasts; Zech 8:19) 
 

b. Weekly observance: Twice a week observance (Condemned! Luke 18:12) 
John Wesley would not ordain a man to Methodist ministry if he did not fast 
every Wednesday and Friday. [Whitney, 162] 
 

c. Frequently: As a habit of worship (Luke. 2:37; Cf. possible assumption in Matt 
6:1-18 “when you give (v2), pray (v5-7), fast (v16)”) 

Different people involved 

a. Individual: public (2 Samuel 12:22) and private (Matthew 6:16-18) 
b. Corporate (see “Annual feast” above; also Judg 20:26; Neh 9:1; 2 Chron 20:3; Est 

4:16; Jonah 3:5-8; Joel 1:14; 2:15-16; Acts 13:2) 
c. “for another” (Ezr. 10:6; Est. 4:15–17) 

FASTING FACT #2 
CHRISTIAN FASTING IS FOR THE SAKE OF HUMBLE PRAYER  

Always with prayer. 

Every occurrence is in the context of either prayer specifically, or worship of God in 
general. 



“Fasting is one of the best friends we can introduce to our prayer life.” 
[Whitney, Donald. Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, NavPress, 1991, p. 166.] 

Always as an expression of humility and submission to God 

Fasting is a physical way to “humble the soul”(Psalm 69:10) 

FASTING FACT #3:  
FASTING IS NOT AN OBJECTIVE MEASUREMENT OF GODLINESS  

Not a guarantee of having God’s ear (Isaiah 58:3–4) 

Not a guarantee of being right with God (Luke 18:11-14) 

FASTING FACT #4 
CHRISTIAN FASTING IS FOR WHEN THERE IS NEED, NOT PLENTY  

No fasting during period of blessing (Matthew 9:14–17; Mk. 2:18–22; Lk. 5:33–39) 

Fast during needy times 

a. Grief  
(1 Sa. 31:13; 2 Sa. 1:12; 3:35; Ne. 1:4; Est. 4:3; Ps. 35:13–14) 

b. Penitence  
(1 Sa. 7:6; 1 Ki. 21:27; Ne. 9:1–2; Dn. 9:3–4; Jon. 3:5–8) 

c. Mourning over sinfulness  
(Ezra 10:6) 

d. Need of forgiveness  
(Joel 2:12; Jonah 3:5-8) 

e. Need for work in God’s kingdom  
(Neh 1:3-4; Dan 9:3). 

f. Need for physical safety  
(Ezra 8:21-23) 

g. Plead with God to spare them from impending calamity  
(Jgs 20:26; 1 Sm 7:6; 1 Kgs 21:9; 2 Chr 20:3; Jer 36:6, 9; Jonah  3:5-8).  

h. Requesting that God would liberate them from trouble  
(2 Sm 12:16–20; 1 Kgs 21:27; Pss 35:13; 69:10; 109:24). 

i. Requesting guidance  
(Ex. 34:28; Dt. 9:9; 2 Sa. 12:16–23; 2 Ch. 20:3–4; Ezr. 8:21–23) 

j. Selecting spiritual leaders for missions and churches  
(Acts 13:2-3; 14:23) 

FASTING FACT #5 
THERE ARE MORE WARNINGS ABOUT FASTING, THAN COMMANDS 

No commands, although fasting does appear to be assumed. 

Warnings: 



a. Do not fast if you have an unrepentant lifestyle, first repent, and let your 
obedience speak as fasting (Jeremiah 14:10-12, Isaiah 58:5 (their fast) VS 6 
(God’s alternative); Zechariah 7) 

b. Do not fast if you want people to know you fast (Matthew 6:16–18) 

CONCLUSION 

SHOULD  I FAST, AND DO OTHER CHRISTIANS FAST?  

No, it is not a command. Some Christians do, and it seems to be quite common among 
the believers mentioned in the Bible. 

Both OT and NT teaching passages are mostly as a warning. Take seriously the warnings 
in Scripture regarding fasting. Cf. Fasting Facts #3 and 5 

HOW DO YOU ‘DO’ FASTING?  

Regular part of worship: Luke 2:37 – when you have more time (elderly widow), then 
make fasting a normal part of your worship. In this case it will be regular, frequent, and 
as a habit. It is simply the discipline of saying “No” to normal life things to say “Yes” to 
more time to worship God wholeheartedly and without distraction. 

Specific act of worship: 

1) Why? PURPOSE  
Identify the need that you want to bring before the Lord 

Cf. Fasting Facts # 2 and 4 

 
2) How? DURATION  

Select your ‘observance’ (How long, how little food). Let the need inform the 
observance, not custom or creed since Scripture makes no statement regarding 
such details. Then use all the time you would normally invest in food, in prayer. 
Use hunger’s voice as a reminder to pray. 
 
Clues from 1 Corinthians 7:5 and general observations from Fasting Fact #1. 
Also resolve to live the rest of life normally during the fast so it remains secret. 
(Matthew 6:16-18) 
 

3) And then? RESOLUTION 
Resolve to act with faith and obedience regarding the issue once the fast is over 
(2 Samuel 12:22-24; Psalm 69:1030-36; Ezra 8:21-2331; Nehemiah 
1:42:5; Acts 13:3) 

 


