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FASTING is a puzzle.

It is a powerful spiritual discipline, yet Satan has warped 
our understanding of it so much that many Christians 
don’t practise it. How did this happen? Like so many of 
the enemy’s schemes, it began with a distortion of 
Scripture.

The Bible instructs us not to make a big deal of fasting. It 
is properly done so discreetly that others don’t even 
know about it (Matthew 6:18). Satan has exaggerated this 
counsel into a command never to talk about fasting. As a 

result, even devout Christians hear so little about fasting 
that they assume it is irrelevant or obsolete.

In the same passage, Jesus tells us not to look sombre
while fasting, ‘as the hypocrites do’ (Matthew 6:16). Most 
Christians rightly recoil as soon as they hear someone say 
‘hypocrite’, so determined are they not to be associated 
with this ugly word. Unfortunately, Satan has used this 
impulse as a way to frighten people away from fasting, as 
though there were intrinsically a link between fasting and 
hypocrisy. 

A classic case of throwing out the baby with the 
bathwater!



An excerpt from Army on its Knees, published by Salvation Books. Available to purchase from Salvation 
Army territorial trade/supplies departments or online at www.amazon.co.uk and as a Kindle e-book in the 
Amazon Kindle store.  For bulk orders of 10+ copies at a specially discounted price, please email IHQ-
Editorial@salvationarmy.org.

L
o
s
in
g
 L
e
a
d
s
 t
o
 F
in
d
in
g

In Matthew chapter 9, Jesus is asked why his disciples 
feast while the Pharisees fast. He replies that you don’t 
fast while you’re with the bridegroom for a pre-wedding 
celebration (Matthew 9:14-15). 

Satan distorts this teaching, too, causing many 
Christians to assume: ‘Well, Jesus is still with us and he 
hasn’t actually married “the bride” yet, so I guess fasting 
isn’t necessary!’

However, verse 15 states clearly that Jesus would be 
‘taken away’ from the disciples, after which they would 
fast. If we forget verse 15, we remove a potent spiritual 
weapon from our arsenal and leave ourselves more 

vulnerable to temptation, especially that of indulgence.

And so we don’t fast as we should.

We asked how Satan deceives us in this way. It’s also 
worth asking why he deceives us in this way. 

Our answer: fasting, when wielded by a godly 
warrior, is a supernaturally powerful weapon.
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Jesus was and is truly and properly God. Although he is 
truly and properly God, he is also truly and properly 
human. The signs and wonders he displayed, the purity 
he exhibited, the compassion and mercy he 
demonstrated – all of these are possible for us as well. He 
is the example for us to imitate – and not only imitate, 
but surpass: ‘He who believes in me, the works that I do, 
he will do also; and greater works than these he will do’
(John 14:12 NASB). How can this be? How can we do 
‘greater’ things than Christ did? 

In The Hidden Power of Prayer and Fasting, Mahesh 
Chavda likens our task to that of a gymnast. Just as 
gymnasts must master elementary moves, such as the 
forward roll, before they can master more advanced 
ones, so we must practise the ‘first works’ of Jesus before 
we can accomplish the ‘greater’ works he promised.

Consider how before commencing his public ministry 
Jesus went into the wilderness to fast for 40 days (Luke 
4:1-2). He returned from the wilderness ‘in the power of 
the Spirit’ (4:14). It was thus after fasting that Jesus 
began ministering with ‘authority and power’ (4:36). If 
fasting was a key to Jesus’ effectiveness, it must be so for 
his disciples. Fasting and prayer are the ‘first works’ we 
must perform if we want to do the greater works to which 
Christ calls us.
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Through fasting we put the flesh in its place and the Holy 
Spirit in first place. We teach our bodies and our 
appetites patience. We affirm that we do not live by 
bread alone, but by every word that comes from the 
mouth of God. By fasting we declare that our hunger for 
God is greater than our hunger for our next meal. 

God does not change. He will not be manipulated. Our 
fasting does not persuade him to do something against 
his will and it certainly doesn’t impress him as a display 
of piety. We are the ones changed through fasting. The 
psalmist David wrote that he humbled himself with 
fasting (Psalm 35:13). 

Fasting has often been one means of ‘self-denial’, 
including in early- day Salvation Army history when 
people were invited to go without ‘dessert in order to 
exercise self-denial and give to the poor. It is a voluntary 
practice whereby we lay down certain privileges, deny or 
delay appetites and so on. Short of physical death, fasting 
is one way to lay down or relinquish aspects of life such 
as food, comfort, appetites and indulgences (1 John 
3:16). 

Fasting helps us redirect our energies toward God, 
toward the Scriptures and toward intercession. It is one 
way to deny yourself, take up your cross and follow Jesus 
(Matthew 16:24).
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In the Old Testament, fasting is often a pre-requisite for 
revival. In the book of Joel, the people of God are 
challenged to ‘declare a holy fast, call a sacred assembly’
(2:15). God then promises: ‘And afterward, I will pour 
out my Spirit on all people’ (2:28). Is it possible that 
revival is delayed in our day, at least in part, as a result of 
our failure to fast? How often do we choose self-
indulgence and fleshly satisfaction over self-denial and 
spiritual vitality? In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus 
taught his disciples how to pray and fast. It was his 
expectation that they would do both (Matthew 6:5, 16-
17). What should our expectation be? Remember Jesus’
words: ‘If anyone would come after me, he must deny 
himself’ (Matthew 16:24).

Through fasting we humble ourselves. We know from the 
book of James that God gives grace and favour to the 
humble (4:10). At the same time, fasting gives us power 
over temptation. Just look at Jesus’ example in Luke 
chapter 4.

In Acts we read of Christians corporately fasting and 
praying for a clearer understanding of God’s will. What 
would happen if we fasted when approaching important 
decisions?



In Fasting for Spiritual Breakthrough: A Guide to Nine 
Biblical Fasts, Elmer Towns catalogues the various fasts 
described in the Bible. These include: 

There are many ways to fast. In the Bible, fasting usually 
means going without food or fluids for a definite period 
of time – anywhere from a day or two to well over a 
month. Some fasts are routine, others are extraordinary 
or ‘occasional’. God may call you to refrain from 
something harmless simply in order to re-establish your 
priorities, or he may call you to abstain from harmful 
practices, such as gossip. This is also a kind of fast.
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• the ‘Samuel fast’, in which communities fast as a way 
of seeking the Lord’s guidance (1 Samuel chapter 7).

• the ‘Ezra fast’, in which they fast as a way of seeking 
his protection (Ezra 8:21-22). 

• the ‘Elijah fast’, undertaken by individuals crying out 
to God in times of trouble (1 Kings 19:2-8). 

• the ‘Disciples’ fast’, a way of developing the spiritual 
authority to heal and cast out demons (Matthew 17:21 
NASB [this verse is not in all translations]). 

• the ‘Saint Paul fast’, for individual spiritual insight 
(Acts chapter 27). 

• the ‘Daniel fast’, for physical health and strength 
(Daniel 1:8-16). 

• the ‘Esther fast’, a communal fast for deliverance 
(Esther 4:16).
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Queen Esther called her people to enter a corporate 

fast for their deliverance. 

John the Baptist, who prepared the way for Christ, lived perhaps 

the ultimate ‘fasted lifestyle’ (Mark 1:1-8).

Paul fasted for protection during a fierce storm, 
Daniel fasted as a gesture of both personal and 
collective repentance (Daniel 9) and Jesus began 
his public ministry immediately after a fast.

The church fathers Polycarp and Tertullian fasted.

So did Martin Luther, John Calvin, John Knox and 
John Wesley.

Wesley was so committed to fasting that he 

would not approve candidates for ministry 

who did not fast twice a week!

How would that policy affect leader recruitment today? 

How would it affect our impact?

Whenever he felt that his spiritual strength was waning, 

Charles Finney would immediately enter a three-day fast. It is 

said that after a fast, Finney would be so filled with the Holy 

Spirit that people felt an overwhelming sense of conviction at 

the mere sight of him.

Jonathan Edwards and Charles Haddon Spurgeon, 
two of the greatest preachers of all time, fasted in order 

to be more effective in the pulpit.

Surely a worthwhile investment!Surely a worthwhile investment!Surely a worthwhile investment!Surely a worthwhile investment!
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Fasting embodies the paradoxes of God’s kingdom. Look 
at its manifestations:

Fasting is about God’s strength revealed in our weakness. 
It is about denying oneself for the glory of Christ – and 
for the benefit of others. 

This is a kingdom principle. Remember, however, that 
there are two kinds of weakness: involuntary and 
voluntary. Involuntary weakness arises from persecution, 
calamity and demonic attacks. Fasting is a form of 
voluntary weakness: its purpose is for God’s power to be 
perfected in us.

‘But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for 
my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will 
boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that 
Christ's power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ's 
sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in 
persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I 
am strong’ (2 Corinthians 12:9-10).

• Losing leads to finding (Matthew 10:39).
• Dying leads to living (2 Corinthians 4:11, Romans 4:25 

and 5:10, 1 John 3:14).
• Giving leads to receiving (Luke 6:38, Colossians 3:22-

24, Matthew 10:8).
• Humility leads to exaltation (James 4:10, 1 Peter 5:6). 
• Weakness leads to strength (2 Corinthians 12:9).
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What are you doing to nourish your spirit? 
We often forget that when our physical appetites are not 
in sync with the Holy Spirit, our spiritual capacity is 
diminished. 

Our physical appetites are a source of strength, but they 
are harmful when allowed to stray outside of God’s will. 
Our appetite for food can give rise to greed and gluttony. 

Consider the ‘rich fool’ Jesus describes in Luke chapter 
12. His plan was to ‘take life easy; eat, drink and be 
merry’ (v 19). God rebukes him as a ‘fool’ for putting his 
appetites before everything else.

In the desert, the Israelites similarly put their appetite 
for food and drink before everything else – even freedom.

‘The rabble with them began to crave other food, and 
again the Israelites started wailing and said, “If only we 
had meat to eat! We remember the fish we ate in Egypt at 
no cost – also the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and 
garlic. But now we have lost our appetite; we never see 
anything but this manna!”’ (Numbers 11:4-6).

The Psalmist tells us that God granted their desire, but at 
a steep cost: ‘And he gave them their request; but sent 
leanness into their soul’ (Psalm 106:15 KJV).

Your stomach is a false god and will leave you 
unsatisfied. Dethrone it...through fasting!



Why not try each of these seven fasts this year?
1. To avert calamity:

• 1 Samuel 7:6
• Jonah 3:3-5
• Joel 1:14

2. To experience the power of God in personal 
ministry: 
• Jesus
• Elijah (1 Kings 19)
• Martin Luther, John Wesley and Charles Finney

3. Fasting for revival:
• John the Baptist (Matthew 11:18) 
• Anna (Luke 2:37)
• Apostle Paul (Acts 13:2-3) 
• Joel 1:14 and 2:15ff
• Matthew 6:16-17

4. Fasting as an expression of sorrow or mourning:
• David’s sorrow (Psalm 69:10)
• Saul and Jonathan (2 Samuel 1:12)
• Abner (2 Samuel 3:35)
• David’s infant son (2 Samuel 12:16-23)

5. Fasting over the sin of a nation or city:
• 1 Samuel 7:6
• Nehemiah 9 
• Jonah 3:5

6. Preparation for a divine assignment:
• Nehemiah 1:4
• Ezra 8:21
• Daniel 10:2-3
• Acts 13:1-2
• Acts 14:23 

7. The ‘bridegroom fast’:
• Matthew 9:15
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