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Writing a guide on how to fast could be the simplest how-to guide yet.  
This one is clear and precise. Simply put: don’t eat. We could all close this 
guide, tuck it away, and the message would be the same as if you made 
your way to the end. 

But that’s not all fasting is. My hope in writing this guide is not to 
introduce you to fasting, but to increase your curiosity, your hope, 
and your practice of this spiritual discipline.

Throughout this guide, I will give you examples of how biblical characters 
practiced the discipline, and I will also provide anecdotes from my own 
personal experience with fasting. To me, there is nothing more beneficial, 
more instrumental to my spiritual life than implementing this practice on 
a regular basis. 

For you to better understand why fasting affects me so deeply, here is a 
description I resonate with from John Eldredge in Wild At Heart: “A driven 
man, a perfectionist, a hard-charger and a fiercely independent man.” 
Descriptions from John Mark Comer’s Ruthless Elimination of Hurry cut 
me to the bone. I walk fast, think fast, and talk fast. And an ironic part of 
fasting is nothing about it feels fast. The slowing down of everything in 
your life is part of the joy I find when I fast. It is in this spiritual discipline 
that I hear more clearly from God, see aspects of life very differently, and 
am much more intentional with those around me. My prayer for you in 
this guide is that when you fast, your life will take an abrupt change and 
will never, could never look the same again. I might be getting ahead of 
myself here, so let’s first break down a few different types of fasting.
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TYPES OF FASTING

Throughout Scripture, we find numerous examples of fasting. We find 
different characters fasting, different styles of fasting, and different 
lengths of the fast. “Fasting was an integral part of the lives of the people 
we read about in the Bible. They fasted during times of mourning, in 
repentance, or to seek blessing, answers, or guidance. Everyone fasted 
together on the Day of Atonement. A normal fast during biblical times 
involved abstention from all food and liquid except for water, but during 
extreme circumstances, even water was declined.” 1  The common thread 
throughout Scripture is the complete and utter dependence on God. 
Fasting helps retune our attention and affections to Him. 
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Carefully follow every command I am giving 
you today, so that you may live and increase, 
and may enter and take possession of the land 
the Lord swore to your fathers. Remember that 
the Lord your God led you on the entire journey 
these forty years in the wilderness so that he 
might humble you and test you to know what 
was in your heart, whether or not you would 
keep his commands. He humbled you by letting 
you go hungry; then he gave you manna to eat, 
which you and your fathers had not known so 
that you might learn that man does not live on 
bread alone but on every word that comes from 
the mouth of the Lord.

Deuteronomy 8:1–3

This introductory verse reminded the Israelites that, while promised, 
the land swore to their fathers was not without obedience and faith. The 
Israelites were faithful, and as Deuteronomy 4:9 shows us, they taught 
the commands to their children and grandchildren. “God led them into 
the desert where they had no alternative but to trust Him or to murmur 
against Him. In the desert, they could not produce their own food but 
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had to depend on God for food and thus for their very lives.” 2   The bread 
that the Israelites lived on was not the bread of man, but bread that 
was commanded by God. Fast-forward to when Jesus is tempted in the 
wilderness. He says in Mathew 4:4, quoting Deuteronomy, “Man must not 
live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of God” 
(Side note: I find it ironic that mouth of God was used here when dealing 
with food, but in my research found no definite silly business going on 
with this wordplay. I’d love to know if you find some!). Then in the Sermon 
on the Mount, in Matthew 7:9, Jesus says, “Who among you, if his son 
asks him for bread, will give him a stone?” Our Heavenly Father wants to 
provide us the bread. Not bread that satisfies our hunger pains, but that 
satisfies our soul! When we seek Him, when we ask for it, He will not give 
us a stone. He will not deny you, regardless if your fast is for a day, three 
days, or forty days, when you fast for Him. Zechariah 7:5 asks, “Did you 
really fast for me?”

PARTIAL FAST

When I think of Old Testament characters that most resemble trusting 
and pursuing God with all of their hearts and discipline, I quickly 
recall two that were taught to me early in Vacation Bible School: 
David and Daniel. In 2 Samuel, we find David pleading with God and 
fasting as a way of focusing and honing his plea for his child. “The 
theological significance of fasting is that the denial of bodily needs 
for specified periods of time focuses the soul for greater attentiveness 
to God.” 3  But perhaps one of the more famous accounts of fasting in 
Scripture is Daniel’s refusal of the royal rations of food and wine. 

In Daniel 1, the king has ordered the chief eunuch to search the newly 
conquered land and find the finest young men to join their regime. 
He was instructed to teach them, feed them, and train them so that 
they would be capable of serving in the king’s palace. So, a pagan king 
has just taken over Daniel’s land, taken some of the vessels from the 
house of God, wants to assimilate himself and his three friends into a 
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culture of pagan worship, and, in fact, renames the young men from 
God-fearing names to pagan god names. It was the goal of the king 
and chief to destroy any inkling of the God of Israel from Babylon. 
All this is fine until they want to feed them the choice food and wine. 

Daniel determined that he would not defile  
himself with the king’s food or with the wine he 
drank. So he asked permission from the chief  
eunuch not to defile himself. God had granted  
Daniel kindness and compassion from the chief  
eunuch, yet he said to Daniel, “I fear my lord the 
king, who assigned your food and drink. 

What if he sees your faces looking thinner than  
the other young men your age? You would  
endanger my life with the king.”

So Daniel said to the guard whom the chief  
eunuch had assigned to Daniel, Hananiah,  
Mishael, and Azariah, “Please test your servants  
for ten days. Let us be given vegetables to eat and 
water to drink. Then examine our appearance and 
the appearance of the young men who are eating 
the king’s food, and deal with your servants based 
on what you see.” He agreed with them about this 
and tested them for ten days. At the end of ten 
days they looked better and healthier than all the 
young men who were eating the king’s food. So 
the guard continued to remove their food and the 
wine they were to drink and gave them vegetables.

Daniel 1:8–16

Daniel and his friends had just been given a life of luxury. The king 
and chief were wanting to turn these young men into special servants 
within the palace walls. They were to be educated in agriculture, 
astronomy, architecture, law, mathematics, and languages. These 
were prized possessions of men! But it wasn’t faithful. It wasn’t what 
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Daniel had been called to. Daniel knew better. He knew the food 
did not meet Mosaic Law. He knew Scripture. He knew this food 
had most likely been sacrificed to pagan gods, which goes against 
Exodus 34:15. He was obedient. “Daniel knew the requirements of 
the Law governing what he should and should not eat and drink. 
Daniel’s desire was to please God in all he did.” 4  Daniel was brave. 
Daniel knew. 

Often when we discuss fasting, the Daniel Fast is recognized as a 
partial fast. It is the abstaining from a particular food or group of 
foods for a period of time. At times, you’ll see people refuse chocolate 
or sugar for a season, or meat during Lent, or in Daniel’s case, 
everything but vegetables. This is a perfectly good way to fast and 
how I would recommend starting your journey into this spiritual 
discipline. The purpose of the fast is not to go hungry, but to focus 
your attention in prayer. 

NORMAL FAST

When looking to learn about a normal fast, the biblical character we 
often look to is Jesus. Again and again, we find Jesus in the wilderness 
fasting. Fasting was such a part of the culture and spiritual discipline 
that Jesus says “when you fast” during the Sermon on the Mount. 
He assumes you will fast, and He gives some instructions. (Also, He 
assumes that you will give and pray, providing instructions in series 
in Matthew 6.) Just after Jesus’ baptism and in order to prepare for the 
temptation of the devil and His subsequent ministry, Jesus fasted for 
40 days and nights.

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wil-
derness to be tempted by the devil. After he had 
fasted forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. 
Then the tempter approached him and said, ‘If you 
are the Son of God, tell these stones to become 
bread.’ He answered, ‘It is written: Man must not 
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live on bread alone but on every word that comes 
from the mouth of God.’ 

Matthew 4:1–4

Forty days and nights is a long time to fast, but it comes as little 
surprise as forty is a symbolic number of completion throughout 
Scripture. The Flood lasted forty days and nights in Genesis 7; Moses 
remained on the mountain for forty days and forty nights in Exodus 
24; Elijah walked for forty days and nights on his journey to Horeb in 
1 Kings 19; Jonah declared that Nineveh would be demolished in forty 
days in Jonah 3; Luke 4 adds that Jesus was tempted by the devil for 
an additional forty days immediately following His fast. 

Luke 4 tells us that during the fast, Jesus ate nothing. This is the 
normal fast. Water, and maybe some vegetable broth or low-acidic 
juices, should be consumed throughout the fast. The length of time is 
varied, and previous fasting experience should be taken into account 
when deciding how long to fast. Starting with fasting a single meal is 
an important step. The intentionality of spending that time in focused 
prayer is a monumental step toward longer fasting. Single-day, three-
day, and even week-long fasting can be great opportunities to seek 
God and listen for His response. 

In The Spirit of Disciplines, Dallas Willard writes, “Fasting confirms 
our utter dependence upon God by finding in Him a source of 
sustenance beyond food. Through it, we learn by experience that 
God’s word to us is a life substance, that it is not food alone that gives 
life, but also the words that proceed from the mouth of God... Fasting 
unto our Lord is therefore feasting—feasting on Him and on doing His 
will.” John 4 speaks of Jesus’ great passion to do God’s will. This is not 
a statement on Jesus’ lack of need for food, but that He would rather 
be filled with obedience than food. His source was different. Our 
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There was great mourning among the 
Jewish people in every province where the 
king’s command and edict came. They fasted, 
wept, and lamented, and many lay in sackcloth 
and ashes.

Esther 4:3

source, too, can be different. His supreme focus was on the spiritual, 
not physical. Jesus has the “food to eat that you don’t know about” 
(John 4:32). May we all feast in the knowledge that Jesus will fill us.

EXTREME FAST

Have you ever found yourself in a dire situation or a circumstance 
that has you anxious or nervous? In those instances, do you turn to 
God for direction, for serenity, or for sustenance? Often, when we 
are struck by mourning, we are unable to eat or rarely feel hungry. 
Sometimes, when we are fearful, our stomachs turn in knots. In 
Esther 4, we find a fast that was filled with urgency. 

Leading up to chapter 4, we have yet to find anything that points to 
Esther or Mordecai as God-fearing individuals. In fact, God’s name 
is not mentioned in Esther, which led to some not wanting the book 
to be canonized, but what we do find is that at least they care a great 
deal about God and His chosen people. When Mordecai had learned 
that the king was to kill all of the Jews, he and many others began the 
mourning ritual of ripping their clothes from top to bottom (side note: 
the temple veil was also torn top to bottom, symbolizing the same 
mourning ritual), put on sackcloth and ashes, and wailed loudly. 

We find Esther confused and perhaps isolated from the news of 
the edict as she reaches out to Mordecai for an explanation. He 
pleads with her to use her position of power in the king’s harem to 
“approach the king, implore his favor, and plead with him personally 
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for her people” (Esther 4:8). Fearful for her own life, she responds
that she can’t approach the king without being summoned. Mordecai, 
not represented as a particularly pious or spiritual figure, recognizes 
the relationship between God and Israel, urges Esther, and says, 
“perhaps you have come to your royal position for such a time as this” 
(Esther 4:14).

Esther was in an extreme circumstance. She knew what she needed 
to do and how she was going to approach the situation. She asked for 
a communal extreme fast for her. “Don’t eat or drink for three days, 
night or day. I and my female servants will also fast in the same way” 
(Esther 4:16). Severe circumstances, in this case, required extreme 
measures. “Esther and Mordecai are seen as great patriots on behalf 
of the Jewish nation, but are not presented as righteous people, like 
others in the Old Testament who fully trusted the Lord. Nothing is 
said about Esther praying, though fasting meant she also prayed. 
She simply instructed Mordecai to fast for three days as she and her 
maids would also do.”  Fasting is not a practice or discipline for only 
the spiritual elite. Fasting is for all of us. 

It is important to note that the extreme fast of no food or drink was 
for a very limited amount of time. It was during an intense period and 
even after her fast, the finality of her situation wasn’t clear—but her 
direction was. She had the confidence to approach the king regardless 
of the outcome. Several chapters later, and several requests later, 
Esther asks the king to spare her people. 

Fasting is not magic; it is not a way to convince God of what you 
want or even to pressure God into acting. Fasting is a way to 
tune your heart to God’s. It is a way to listen and to pray more 
intentionally. Daniel, after fasting, declares in chapter 3, “If the God 
we serve exists, then he can rescue us from the furnace of blazing 
fire, and he can rescue us from the power of you, the king. But even 
if he does not rescue us, we want you as king to know that we will 
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not serve your gods or worship the gold statue you set up” (Daniel 
3:17–18). Before approaching the king, Esther says, “If I perish, I 
perish” (Esther 4:16). I’m reminded of a quote from Edith Schaeffer: 
“Is fasting ever a bribe to get God to pay more attention to the 
petitions? No, a thousand times no. It is simply a way to make clear 
that we sufficiently reverence the amazing opportunity to ask help 
from the everlasting God, the creator of the universe, to choose to 
put everything else aside and concentrate on worshiping, asking 
forgiveness, and making our requests known—considering His help 
more important than anything we could do ourselves in our own 
strength and with our own ideas.”

FASTING IN LOVE

A few years ago, I was 16 or 17 days into a fast. I had been living off 
vegetable broth, apple juice, lots of water, and of course Scripture and 
prayer. If I’m being honest, I was beginning to get a little frustrated 
that I hadn’t felt the Spirit of God as clearly as I had in previous fasts. 
But I kept going. I kept focusing on Him, trusting that He would 
speak, trusting that I could hear.

My sister had come to town to spend a few days with us. We absolutely 
love it when she comes into town. It allows her to see her niece and 
it gives us a reason to clean the guest room. One night for dinner, my 
wife suggests they order takeout. Now, this is no ordinary takeout. 
This is my favorite restaurant. When we celebrate something, have 
a craving for a cheat meal, or if it’s Tuesday and we’re tired from the 
day’s work, we know exactly where we’re ordering from. Truly, it 
makes sense that my wife would recommend our favorite place for 
our guests. My sister is pretty easygoing and likes all types of food, so 
she’s in. But what should she order? My favorite dish, of course. Have 
I mentioned that she just ordered my favorite dish from my favorite 
restaurant? And I haven’t eaten in 16 or 17 days. 
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Because I’m so caring (false humility and loads of sarcasm), I suggest 
that I’d be more than willing to drive and pick it up. As soon as I walk 
in the restaurant, I’m flooded with smells of delicious delicacies that 
I know and love. I pay for it, carry it to my car, and breathe deeply. 
It smells so good. This is my favorite food. I’m five minutes from my 
house. And you know what my thought is?

“No one would know.”

I promise you, in those five minutes it took from me picking up the 
food and getting back to my house, God and I had a wrestling match. 
Now, maybe I’m over-dramatizing a smidge. My hip is fine, and I’m 
not changing my name to Jacob anytime soon (Genesis 32), but God 
showed up on that car ride home. 

“No one would know if I just took one little bite. 
Come on, it’s my favorite.”

Do you know what God said back to me in that moment? “It’s not 
satisfying.” Not audibly, but I sensed the Spirit was very present in 
my car with me. I quickly went through a list of things that I have put 
my hope in, far more often than I put my hope in God. I asked Him, 
“What about my car, my job, my friends?” “They’re not satisfying.” 
“Are you sure? What is satisfying?” “I am.” 

God had shown up on a car ride home from my favorite restaurant. 
He is the only thing that is truly satisfying in my life. He is enough. 
And it hit me like a ton of bricks. I tend to put my hope into a variety 
of different ideas: “If I could just do X, then Y would happen.” On that 
night, I heard His voice in my heart clearly. Could He have taught 
me this lesson without fasting? Absolutely, and maybe He had been 
trying, but had I been listening to what He had to share with me? 
Fasting, for me, is a time of intentional devotion and focus. 

This is my story from the last time I fasted. I have stories like this 
from every time I’ve fasted, and your stories will look different than 
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mine. We serve and love a personal God. One that loves us more 
than we will ever know, one that cares intimately about very specific 
details about our lives, one that wants to teach us individually and 
develop deep, rich relationships with each of us. 

As you prepare for your next fast, whether it is your first or your 
fiftieth, consider these next steps in preparation: 

Heart
Before beginning your next fast, take some time to ask God to prepare 
your heart. Ask Him to show you areas of your life that need more 
compassion or empathy. Are there any areas of emotional sin that you 
need to seek forgiveness for? Are you fearful or anxious about what 
you will learn during this season of fasting? Ask God to reveal and 
calm feelings of uncertainty and to increase your awareness of ways 
you can love Him and others better. I have found that emotions that 
are within me are only amplified when I fast.

Do you harbor resentment or anger toward anyone or any situation? 
Is there any disunity in your relationships with others? 1 John 1:9 
says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our 
sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” How can you be more 
honest with yourself and with others as you enter into this season? 
Is your heart ready to receive whatever God lays on your heart? 

Soul
If you are fasting communally, consider the prayers of the group. If 
you are individually fasting, pray for clarity and wisdom. Pray for the 
lost around you. Pray that God would use you in a spectacular way 
and that He would give you the courage of Esther, Daniel, or Joshua 
to stand up to the opposition. 

Find a journal to record your prayers, thoughts, and journey as 
you progress through this season. Find a few friends to join you in 
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intentional prayer times and record the requests and answers along 
the way. Prepare your soul to listen intently to the small utterances of 
God and that those would be amplified in your life. 

Mind
Take a moment and realize the very real implications of your next 
fast. Dietary restrictions, health restrictions, social implications—how 
will the fast affect your regular life? So much of life can be filled with 
coffee meetings or lunch appointments, dinner parties and nights 
out with friends. Consider how you will change your habits while you 
fast. My pastor says, “Fasting is a disruption to our lives.” 

Take the time to preplan what your days will look like, what juices 
or broths you’ll consume, and in what quantities. Think about what 
Scripture passages you want to study and if there are any other 
commentaries or books that will help focus your attention. Discuss 
with your spouse or household how the coming days may look 
different. Invite them in on your journey and ask them for prayer. 

Strength
Before any fast, you should consult a physician and discuss what 
you are wanting to do and see if you’re healthy enough for the 
undertaking you are wanting to do. Drink a lot of water. Maintaining 
proper hydration is key. Before you begin your fast, it is important 
that you begin eating healthier foods to make the transition easier. 
Foods with high vitamin content will help you not shock your system.
 
You will lose weight. You will lose energy. You will find yourself 
lethargic at times and have spurts of energy at others. Maintain 
steadiness throughout your regimen. Don’t overexert yourself—fasting 
is not a time to start (or even continue) going to the gym or training 
for the next marathon. 
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Finally, prepare your response. This can be an intense season of 
focus and spiritual awakening. Throughout your fast, recall the 
reasons that you decided to spend the next period of time focused 
on God and what your intentions were. Avoid thoughts of pride or 
an embellishment of self. Be honest with yourself and what you want 
God to reveal to you—seek those answers! Be patient. Be diligent. 
Be mindful.

Think through how you might respond to others that notice you’re 
not eating or the times you’ve removed yourself from friends. You 
should not be dishonest, but you also do not want to broadcast what 
you are doing. To me, one of the hardest challenges of fasting is the 
social aspect. Even if my wife is not fasting, dinner time is a different 
experience for the entire family. During one of my first extended 
fasts, I noticed that we would spend 30–45 minutes preparing the 
meal only to scarf it down in mere moments. After our eyes were 
opened to this, we have become more intentional with our cooking 
time as a family and we have slowed down the meal dramatically.

Whenever you fast, don’t be gloomy like the hyp-
ocrites. For they disfigure their faces so that their 
fasting is obvious to people. Truly I tell you, they 
have their reward. But when you fast, put oil on 
your head and wash your face, so that your fast-
ing isn’t obvious to others but to your Father who 
is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret 
will reward you. 

Matthew 6:16–18

Spiritual disciplines, fasting included, are things we do religiously. 
This doesn’t mean we have to do the discipline every day, or even 
every week, but we need to start practicing the disciplines on a 
regular basis. I pray that when you fast, you hear God in small ways 
and in large, in the mundane and spectacular. I pray that God meets 
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you on your journey, and you will never be the same again. 

I leave you with the words of Richard Foster. “We fast for many 
reasons. We fast because it reveals the things that control us. We fast 
because it helps to give us balance in life. We fast because there is an 
urgent need. Most important of all, we fast because God calls us to it...
the spiritual discipline of fasting can bring breakthroughs in the heart 
and mind that will not happen in any other way.” 
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