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Thanks for your interest in 

 

Fasting – What the Bible Teaches 
 

I hope this information                                     

will help you integrate the discipline 

of fasting into your spiritual journey 
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 1 Timothy 4:7 states, “…discipline yourself for the purpose of 

godliness.” In other words, Christians are to live disciplined lives in 

order to be more godly, so they can make a greater impact for God in the 

world. As they discipline themselves, people will see Christ in them, and 

they will become powerful witnesses. 

 

In the Christian experience there are many different spiritual disciplines 

that lead to greater godliness. Among these are Bible study, Scripture 
memory and meditation, fellowship, and worship attendance. In 

addition, Christians are also called to fast. Unfortunately, many believers 

are not familiar with what the Bible teaches about this last spiritual 
discipline. The purpose of this booklet is to bring that truth to light.  

 

Fasting was one of the important keys in Jesus’ preparation for public 
ministry. Luke 4:1-2 states, “

1 
Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned 

from the Jordan and was led around by 

the Spirit in the wilderness 
2 
for forty 

days, being tempted by the devil. And 

He ate nothing during those days, and 

when they had ended, He became 
hungry.”  

 

In the past when I read the last phrase 
in Luke 4:2 “He became hungry,” I 

chuckled and thought to myself, “No 

kidding! I bet Jesus was famished at the end of forty days with no food.” 
Actually, I later learned that when a person fasts for an extended period, 

certain things happen in his body. The first few days he craves food. 

When his body finally realizes that it is not going to get fed by mouth, 
the hunger mechanism often shuts down. The person no longer feels 

hungry, just weak. The body then feeds off of what is left in the 

intestines and colon. This can make a person’s breath become foul for a 
few days. The body also consumes its own fat reserves and begins 
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depleting muscle mass to feed vital organs. As calories are burned with 

no replacement, the person loses weight. The body also purifies itself 
consuming toxins along with other bodily material. As time goes by 

(several weeks), eventually a person’s hunger mechanism switches back 

on. When it comes on it is telling the person, either eat something soon 
or you will die. If the person neglects the message, at some point his 

body will reject food even if he decides to eat. When the text in Luke 

says that after forty days Jesus became hungry, it means that His hunger 
mechanism turned back on and told him, “Eat soon or die.” At this point 

He broke His fast and angels ministered to Him (Mt 4:11). 

 
You may remember a drama that unfolded many years ago in Belfast, 

Ireland. Some prisoners went on a hunger strike, and a few of them died. 

They died after not eating for fifty plus days. Undoubtedly at some 
point, their hunger mechanisms re-ignited, but they chose to ignore the 

message and continue their strike. Soon they reached the point of no 

return and died. 
 

Jesus’ example of fasting is a powerful one. Probably few if any of us 

will ever fast for forty days, but we will do well to make fasting a 
regular part of our lives. 

 

Out of Vogue 

Fasting has been out of vogue in the Christian church for centuries. 

Following the time of the apostles, fasting was an important spiritual 

discipline. Fasting became unpopular, however, when people began to 
react to some groups within the church who practiced extreme self-

denial known as asceticism. Ascetics would harshly treat their bodies in 
many ways - starvation, wearing spiked girdles, self-mutilation, sleep 

deprivation, sleeping sitting up, or standing out in harsh weather for long 

periods. These people supposed their behavior was a good form of self-
denial and brought them closer to God. In reality, much of what they did 

was nothing more than self-abuse. 
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Since the time of the Ascetics, fasting has never regained its rightful 

place in the church, but it is making a comeback as dedicated Christians 
learn more about it. 

 

Today most Christians don’t fast for a variety of reasons. Some see it as 
too Spartan. Others say it is not practical in our fast-paced society where 

people feel they cannot afford to go without eating. Others see it as 

synonymous with starvation and maltreatment of the body. Some quote 
Ephesians 5:29 which states, “For no one ever hated his own flesh, but 

nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ also does the church.” Since we 

are to take good care of our bodies and treat them as the temple of the 
Holy Spirit, some people view fasting as a form of mistreatment, and 

refuse to do it. In rejecting fasting, others use Colossians 2:23 which 

states, “These are matters which have, to be sure, the appearance of 
wisdom in self-made religion and self-abasement and severe treatment 

of the body, but are of no value against fleshly indulgence.” Again, they 

argue that fasting abuses the body and is of no real value against fleshly 
indulgence. They argue that fasting is self-made religion. Obviously, 

people who make these arguments are taking the verses out of context.  

 
I personally believe the main reason why most Christians don’t fast is 

because they have never been taught about biblical fasting. Few 

churches teach on the subject, or they leave it to the youth group to fast 
when raising money for world hunger.  

 

The fact is, fasting is all over the Bible and must not be overlooked. In 
the search to understand it, the following will be explored: 

 

What Fasting Is  

Reasons for Fasting 

Types and Lengths of Fasts 

Key Principles on Fasting 

Some “How To’s” Regarding Fasting 
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Let’s begin by seeking to understand what fasting is. 

 

What Fasting Is 
When someone asked, “What is biblical fasting?” someone else replied, 

“Fasting is miserable! It is the slowest thing you will ever do!” In some 
ways this response is quite accurate. Fasting can be miserable and seem 

to take forever, but there is good reason for all of this, and will be 

addressed later on in the book. 
  

To understand fasting it is important to start in the Old Testament. The 

Old Testament word for fast is tsuwm and means to abstain from food. 
The New Testament word is nesteuo and comes from two words - no 

and food. It means literally, no food. Unfortunately the church has often 

weakened the word fasting by trying to give it a broader meaning. 
People equate fasting with the principle of self-denial. They talk about 

fasting from television, excessive entertainment or anything that hinders 

ones relationship with God. Scripture certainly teaches self-denial, but 
the normal and clear meaning of fasting is to abstain from food. By 

giving it a broader meaning, its real meaning becomes weakened or lost.  

 
Further confirmation that fasting means abstaining from food is found in 

Jesus’ fast mentioned earlier. Listen again to Luke 4:1,2, “
1 
Jesus, full of 

the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led around by the 
Spirit in the wilderness 

2 
for forty days, being tempted by the devil. And 

He ate nothing during those days, and when they had ended, He became 

hungry.”  
 

Scripture does not say that He drank nothing, it says that He ate nothing. 

When Satan tempted Jesus, he tempted Him with food, not drink. Also, 
at the end of Jesus’ fast, Scripture states that He was hungry, not thirsty. 

 

To understand what fasting is, it is also important to understand what it 

is not. Fasting is not the refusal to eat because one is emotionally upset. 

In 1 Samuel 1:7 Hannah refused to eat because she was taunted by her 
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rival Peninnah. In 1 Samuel 20:34 Jonathan did not eat for a day because 

he was angry with his father, Saul, and grieved for his friend, David.  

Saul hurled a spear at Jonathan because Jonathan was friends with 

David. In 1 Kings 21:4 Ahab refused to eat because he was upset over 

not getting Naboth’s vineyard. The verse states, “So Ahab came into his 

house sullen and vexed because of the word which Naboth the Jezreelite 

had spoken to him; for he said, ‘I will not give you the inheritance of my 

fathers.’ And he lay down on his bed and turned away his face and ate 

no food.”  

Fasting also is not involuntarily going without food. If a person is in a 

famine or locked in an enemy prison and does not eat because no food is 

available, he is not fasting. He may be starving, but not fasting.   
 

Biblical fasting may be defined as “voluntarily abstaining from food for 

various spiritual and physical reasons.” 
 

By the way, the first meal of the day is called breakfast (break-fast). The 

idea is that a person has been going without food (fasting) all night, and 
he breaks his fast in the morning. This, however is a bit of a misnomer 

because people really aren’t aware of not eating during the night. 

 
Let’s now look at some reasons why people fasted in 

the Bible. 

 

Reasons For Fasting 
There are a number of reasons why people fasted in 

Scripture. 
 

1. To humble and purify the soul  
Mankind has a natural tendency toward pride. Proverbs 

6:16-19 says there are six things that God hates. Pride 

is at the top of the list! Pride and arrogance tend to 
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grow when we have things in abundance. In our culture it is so easy for 

us to become prideful because we have so much. It happens to Christians 
and non-Christians alike.  

 

There are few times in our modern society when we are pulled out of our 
comfort zones. In the United States we usually have enough food to eat, 

clothing to cover us, shelter over our heads, and a bed to sleep on. In 

some ways, compared to most of the world, people might say we have 
become soft, and too comfortable. Fasting helps change all that. It makes 

our stomachs growl, we feel weak, and are more easily agitated. We 

often begin to have a one-track mind; food! Fasting is a way (and a good 
way, I may add) that helps us realize just how needy we are. We need 

food. It is a great reminder how fragile life is. It makes us appreciate 

what we have, and what many people in the world don’t have. It can 
help us look up and realize that without God’s provision we would die! 

 

When I fast, and my stomach growls I like to pray, “Lord, thank You for 
pulling me out of my comfort zone. Help me hunger for You each day, 

like I hunger for food right now. Through this experience please humble 

and purify my soul, and remind me how needy I am, and how much I 
need You. Use this time of fasting to help me focus more on You.”  

 

Listen to what Moses said to the children of Israel in Deuteronomy 8:3, 
“He (God) humbled you and let you be hungry, and fed you with manna 

which you did not know, nor did your fathers know, that He might make 

you understand that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by 
everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the Lord.” God allowed the 

children of Israel to be hungry in order to humble them and make them 
rely more on Him. 

 

Another helpful insight about how food influences the spiritual state of 
man is found in the book of Ezekiel. When we think of the city of 

Sodom we associate it with the sin of homosexuality. Although this is 

accurate, Ezekiel 16:49,50 gives further insight, “
49 

Behold, this was the 
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guilt of your sister Sodom: she and her daughters had arrogance, 

abundant food and careless ease, but she did not help the poor and 
needy. 

50 
Thus they were haughty and committed abominations before 

Me. Therefore I removed them when I saw it.” The verses indicate that 

having abundant food contributed to making the people of Sodom selfish 
and insensitive to the things of God, and indifferent to the needs of those 

around them. Having an abundance can do the same to us. 

 
Another important passage that connects spirituality with food is 

Deuteronomy 8:11-14 where Moses warned the people not to forget God 

when they went into the Promised Land. The verses state, “
11 

Beware 
that you do not forget the Lord your God by not keeping His 

commandments and His ordinances and His statutes which I am 

commanding you today; 
12 

otherwise, when you have eaten and are 
satisfied, and have built good houses and lived in them, 

13 
and when your 

herds and your flocks multiply, and your silver and gold multiply, and 

all that you have multiplies, 
14 

then your heart will become proud and 
you will forget the Lord your God who brought you out from the land of 

Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” It is apparent that when people are 

physically satisfied, they often forget God. 
 

Fasting was also connected with the Day of Atonement.  It was to be a 

permanent ordinance for the Jewish people. Leviticus 16:29-31 states, 
“

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; 
30 

for it 
is on this day that atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you; you 

will be clean from all your sins before the Lord. 
31 

It is to be a Sabbath of 
solemn rest for you, that you may humble your souls; it is a permanent 

statute.”  

 
The New American Standard version of the Bible translates the word 

fasting in this passage humbling your souls. The King James version 

translates it afflicting your souls. The New International Version 
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translates it denying yourselves. Indeed, fasting involves humbling, 

afflicting, and denying oneself! Fasting makes a person realize how 
fragile he is, and how much he needs God’s daily provision. Perhaps this 

is one reason why Jesus taught His followers to pray, “Give us this day 

our daily bread” (Mt 6:11). 
 

2. To discipline (buffet) the body 
A second reason why people fasted in Scripture was to discipline the 

body. In the New Testament 1 Corinthians 9:24-27 the apostle, Paul, 

states, “
24 

Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but only 
one receives the prize? Run in such a way that you may win. 

25 
Everyone 

who competes in the games exercises self-control in all things. They 

then do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable.           
26 

Therefore I run in such a way, as not without aim; I box in such a way, 

as not beating the air; 
27 

but I discipline my body and make it my slave, 
so that, after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified.  

 

The word discipline in verse twenty-seven is also translated buffet. To 
buffet means to strike or slap. It carries the idea of disabling an 

antagonist or an opponent by hitting, much like one boxer subdues his 

opponent with a punch. The idea of buffeting the body means to bring 
the body under subjection. Buffet does not mean to buffet the body like 

at a restaurant. It is not a matter of feeding the body, but of disciplining 

it. I do not believe that Scripture says we are to physically abuse our 
bodies by beating them, but I do believe we are to keep them in 

subjection so that they do not fulfill the lusts of the flesh.  

 
One way of disciplining the body is through regular workouts. Another 

way is through fasting. Fasting lets the body know just how much it 

needs to be holy and to depend on God. Like with anything else, fasting  
can be overdone. We must remember that all things, including fasting, 

should be done in moderation. 
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Although we need to discipline the body we also need to realize that our 

bodies are the temple of the Holy Spirit and care for them diligently. 
Romans 13:14 puts it this way, “But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and 

make no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts.” Fasting can help 

us keep our fleshly desires in check. 
 

A third reason to fast is to draw close to God. 

 

3. To draw close to God  
While Moses was on Mount Sinai with 
God he fasted. Exodus 34:28 states, “So he 

was there with the Lord forty days and 

forty nights; he did not eat bread or drink 
water. And he wrote on the tablets the 

words of the covenant, the Ten 
Commandments.” As Moses drew close to 

God and fasted on the mount, God 

miraculously kept him alive.  
 

Daniel also fasted in order to draw close to God. Daniel 9:3-5 states,     

“
3 
So I gave my attention to the Lord God to seek Him by prayer and 

supplications, with fasting, sackcloth and ashes. 
4 

I prayed to the Lord 

my God and confessed and said, ‘Alas, O Lord, the great and awesome 

God, who keeps His covenant and lovingkindness for those who love 
Him and keep His commandments, 

5 
we have sinned, committed 

iniquity, acted wickedly and rebelled, even turning aside from Your 

commandments and ordinances.’” Notice how fasting is connected with 
prayer. Daniel fasted as he prayed. 

 

As seen earlier, Jesus fasted in Luke chapter four to draw close to the 
Father as He prepared for public ministry. 
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Do you desire to draw closer to God? Why not fast for a meal in order to 

seek Him in study and prayer? Perhaps do this as you set goals for the 
new year. 

 

A fourth reason to fast is to better serve or minister to God. 
 

4. To better serve or minister to God 
Anna the prophetess fasted in order to better minister to God. Luke 

2:36,37 states, “
36 

And there was a prophetess, Anna the daughter of 

Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was advanced in years and had lived 
with her husband seven years after her marriage, 

37 
and then as a widow 

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

day with fastings and prayers.” Undoubtedly Anna’s service was 
enhanced as she fasted and prayed to God.  

 
When a person fasts, he doesn’t need to stop and prepare food, eat, or 

clean dishes after he eats. He can focus on the ministry at hand, even 

though he may do it amidst hunger pangs. Because fasting sharpens the 
mind and makes a person feel more alert, it will aid him as he serves and 

ministers.  

 
Barnabas and others fasted as they ministered. Acts 13:1,2 states, “

1 
Now 

there were at Antioch, in the church that was there, prophets and 

teachers: Barnabas, and Simeon who was called Niger, and Lucius of 
Cyrene, and Manaen who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch, 

and Saul. 
2 
While they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy 

Spirit said, ‘Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I 
have called them.’”  

 

Do you want to better serve or minister for God? Perhaps skip a meal 
and use that time to evaluate your ministry and ask God how you can 

improve it. Have a pencil and pad of paper ready to write down what He 

prompts your heart to do!   
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A fifth reason for fasting is to remember special days. 

 

5. To remember special days 
After the Exile, certain fasts were instituted to remember the calamities 
that had happened to Israel. On the tenth day of the fifth month there 

was a fast commemorating the burning of the temple as described in 

Jeremiah 52:12-13. On the second day of the seventh month there was a 
fast to remember the murder of Gedaliah (2 Kings 25:23-25).  As 

mentioned earlier, the children of Israel were called to fast on the Day of 

Atonement when the priests offered sacrifices for the entire Jewish 
nation.  

 

As a person fasts on a special day he can be reminded of the day’s 
significance.  

 
Do you want to remember an important day in your own life – the day 

you were saved, the day God revealed something important to you, the 

day you were married, the day you made a particular commitment? Then 
why not skip a meal and spend time thinking about it? God can use that 

time to encourage and bless your heart! 

 
A sixth reason for fasting is to seek God’s favor. 

 

6. To seek God’s favor  
 

 During times of war  
In Judges 20:26, the other tribes of Israel went up to fight against the 

tribe of Benjamin because the Benjaminites would not cleanse the sin 
from their land. Upon being defeated after attacking the Benjaminites 

twice, verse twenty six states, “Then all the sons of Israel and all the 

people went up and came to Bethel and wept; thus they remained there 
before the Lord and fasted that day until evening. And they offered burnt 

offerings and peace offerings before the Lord.”  
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Jehospaphat proclaimed a fast 

throughout all Judah when he 
received news that the sons of 

Ammon, together with some of the 

Meunites were coming to fight 
against the Jews. 2 Chronicles 

20:1-4 states, “
1 
Now it came about 

after this that the sons of Moab and 
the sons of Ammon, together with 

some of the Meunites, came to 

make war against Jehoshaphat. 
2 

Then some came and reported to 

Jehoshaphat, saying, ‘A great 

multitude is coming against you from beyond the sea, out of Aram and 
behold, they are in Hazazon-tamar (that is Engedi).’ 

3 
Jehoshaphat was 

afraid and turned his attention to seek the Lord, and proclaimed a fast 

throughout all Judah. 
4 
So Judah gathered together to seek help from the 

Lord; they even came from all the cities of Judah to seek the Lord.”  

 

When our country is at war or in the threat of war, it is good to fast and 
pray to seek God’s help and a speedy resolution to the conflict. 

 

  During times of repentance  
During a significant portion of Israel’s history the Jews were dominated 

by the Philistines. God allowed the Philistines to dominate Israel 
because of Israel’s sin. In 1 Samuel 7:3-6 Samuel spoke to the Israelites 

and said, “… ‘If you return to the Lord with all your heart, remove the 

foreign gods and the Ashtaroth from among you and direct your hearts 
to the Lord and serve Him alone; and He will deliver you from the hand 

of the Philistines.’ 
4 
So the sons of Israel removed the Baals and the 

Ashtaroth and served the Lord alone. 
5 
Then Samuel said, ‘Gather all 

Israel to Mizpah and I will pray to the Lord for you.’ 
6 
They gathered to 

Mizpah, and drew water and poured it out before the Lord, and fasted on 



19 
 

that day and said there, ‘We have sinned against the Lord.’ And Samuel 

judged the sons of Israel at Mizpah.”  
 

In Jonah 3:4-5 the people of Nineveh repented. The verses state, “
4 
Then 

Jonah began to go through the city one day's walk; and he cried out and 
said, ‘Yet forty days and Nineveh will be overthrown.’ 

5 
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.” Jonah 3:10 goes on to state, 
“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.”  
 

Is there sin in your life? Fast and ask for God’s forgiveness and for Him 

to help you break free! There is power in fasting. 
 

 When praying for the healing of others  
In 2 Samuel 12:15-23 David fasted for his illegitimate son who was sick. 

When his son died, David broke his fast. Sometimes fasting brings the 

results we want, and sometimes it does not. The passage states, “
15 

So 
Nathan went to his house. Then the Lord struck the child that Uriah's 

widow bore to David, so that he was very sick. 
16 

David therefore 

inquired of God for the child; and David fasted and went and lay all 
night on the ground. 

17 
The elders of his household stood beside him in 

order to raise him up from the ground, but he was unwilling and would 

not eat food with them. 
18 

Then it happened on the seventh day that the 
child died. And the servants of David were afraid to tell him that the 

child was dead, for they said, ‘Behold, while the child was still alive, we 

spoke to him and he did not listen to our voice. How then can we tell 
him that the child is dead, since he might do himself harm!’ 

19 
But when 

David saw that his servants were whispering together, David perceived 

that the child was dead; so David said to his servants, ‘Is the child 
dead?’ And they said, ‘He is dead.’ 

20 
So David arose from the ground, 

washed, anointed himself, and changed his clothes; and he came into the 

house of the Lord and worshiped. Then he came to his own house, and 
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when he requested, they set food before him and he ate. 
21 

Then his 

servants said to him, ‘What is this thing that you have done? While the 
child was alive, you fasted and wept; but when the child died, you arose 

and ate food.’ 
22 

He said, ‘While the child was still alive, I fasted and 

wept; for I said, 'Who knows, the Lord may be gracious to me, that the 
child may live.' 

23 
But now he has died; why should I fast? Can I bring 

him back again? I will go to him, but he will not return to me.’”  

 
In Psalm 35:13 David states, “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.” 

 

When my wife was recently very sick, 

I was so appreciative for those who 
not only prayed for her, but for some 

who fasted for her. I believe the 

“prayer and fasting” was a key 
element in the emergency room 

doctor coming to the correct 

diagnosis. When we were checking 
out of emergency after seven hours, 

one of the nurses came up to us and 

said, “That doctor did in seven hours 
what might have taken a few weeks to 

accomplish. With all the various tests, the doctor threw a dart into the 

unknown and hit the bull’s-eye.” As I listened to the nurse, I prayed 
quietly inside myself, “God, thank You for the doctor, and thank You for 

all of those dear people who have fasted and prayed. Lord, I give You 
the credit, for I believe that because of all the prayers and fasting of 

Your people, You led the doctor to find the correct diagnosis.” 

 

   During times of mourning 
The men of Jabesh-gilead fasted for seven days after the death of Saul (1 

Samuel 31:11-13). David and the people also fasted after hearing that 
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Saul and Jonathan had been killed (2 Samuel 1:12). Nehemiah fasted 

and prayed when he received word that the remnant of Israel was in 
great distress. In Nehemiah 1:3,4 Nehemiah states, “

3 
They said to me, 

‘The remnant there in the province who survived the captivity are in 

great distress and reproach, and the wall of Jerusalem is broken down 
and its gates are burned with fire.’ 

4 
When I heard these words, I sat 

down and wept and mourned for days; and I was fasting and praying 

before the God of heaven.”  

 

 During times of danger  
In Ezra 8:21-23, the priest Ezra says, “

21 
Then I proclaimed a fast there 

at the river of Ahava, that we might humble ourselves before our God to 

seek from Him a safe journey for us, our little ones, and all our 
possessions. 

22 
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.’ 
23 

So we 
fasted and sought our God 

concerning this matter, and 

He listened to our entreaty.”  
 

Queen Esther fasted for three 

days and nights and instructed the rest of the Jews to do the same when 
the Jewish people were threatened with annihilation (Esther 3:13-4:17). 

 

Are there times when you need special protection and safety? Certainly! 
Then why not fast? 

 

Types and Lengths of Fasts 
There seem to be three types of fasts in Scripture – The regular fast, the 

total fast, and the limited fast. 
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Regular Fast 
Although there are examples in Scripture of those who went without 

food and water during a time of fasting, the regular fast was one in 

which people abstained from food only. Jesus did such a fast. A regular 
fast could be for different lengths of time. Jesus fasted for forty days, but 

most people fasted only one day. The Day Of Atonement was the only 

required regular fast in Scripture. 
 

Total Fast 
The second type of fast was the total fast where a person went without 

food and water. This fast normally lasted three days.   
 

A person can go without food for many days without physical harm, but 

he cannot go much beyond three to five days without water. There are a 
number examples in Scripture of those who did total fasts: 

 

 Ezra voluntarily neither ate food nor drank water for three days 
because he mourned the unfaithfulness of the Jews (Ezra 9:3). 

 

 Queen Esther fasted for three days and nights and instructed the rest 

of the Jews to do the same when the Jewish people were threatened 

with annihilation (Esther 3:13-4:17). 
 

 Saul of Tarsus (who became Paul) ate and drank nothing for three 
days after arriving at Damascus following his encounter with the Lord 

(Acts 9:9). 

 
Some total fasts went longer than three days. Moses did back-to-back 

total fasts of 40 days each when he was up on Mt. Sinai in the presence 

of God (Deut9:9,18; Exodus 34:28). It would have been impossible for 
him to do these fasts without divine help. 
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Limited Fast 
The third type of fast was the limited fast where a person did not abstain 

from all food, just certain types of food. Daniel did a limited fast in 

Daniel 10:2-3 states, “
2 

In those days, I, Daniel, had been mourning for 
three entire weeks. 

3 
I did not eat any tasty food, nor did meat or wine 

enter my mouth, nor did I use any ointment at all until the entire three 

weeks were completed.”  
 

During his fast, Daniel gave up what some might consider things that 

tasted really good – meat, wine, and perhaps dessert. He put himself on a 
simple diet for the purpose of seeking God. Earlier in the book of 

Daniel, Daniel had requested that he and the three other Hebrew young 

men being groomed to serve the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar, be 
allowed to only eat vegetables in preparation for their service. The 

Commander of the king’s guard agreed to Daniel’s request.  
 

Key Principles on Fasting 
 

In Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, He 
made some profound statements 

related to fasting. In Matthew 6:16-

18 He said, “
16 

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. 
17 

But 
you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face 

18 
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.”  
 

In these verses there are many key principles about fasting.  
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1. Fasting is a matter of “when” not “if” 
Notice that Jesus says, whenever you fast, not if-ever you fast. Some 

Christians might feel they don’t need to fast, but they do. Fasting is one 

of the Christian disciplines just like worshipping at Church, reading the 
Bible, or praying.   

 

Matthew 9:14,15 records an exchange between Jesus and the disciples of 
John the Baptist, “

14 
Then the disciples of John came to Him, asking, 

‘Why do we and the Pharisees fast, but Your disciples do not fast?’  
15 

And Jesus said to them, ‘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.’”  
 

Jesus was saying that while He was on the earth, His followers would 
not fast, but once He left, they would. That time for fasting has come! 

 

2. While fasting, don’t do the “poor me” routine  
Fasting is unpleasant from a physical standpoint. When a person fasts 

for a day, his body cries out for food. He often feels his energy level 
decline. Fasting may make him grumpy or on edge. It would be easy to 

put on a gloomy face, be miserable and say, “Woe is me, I’m fasting.” 

But Jesus says, don’t put on a gloomy face or neglect your appearance. 
The goal is not to let everyone know you are fasting. Instead wash your 

face and be your normal, cheery self. This ties in with the next key 

principle. 
 

3. Fasting is between a person and God  
Fasting is primarily a private thing between the person and God. A 

person is not to fast to impress others, but to draw close to God. Because 

misery loves company it is easy for a person to want to let everyone else 
know just how miserable he is, but he must avoid this temptation. That’s 

not to say a person can’t ask another person to hold him accountable 

when he fasts (like a spouse or close friend), but fasting must be 
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primarily private. I personally tell my wife when I fast so she can pray 

for me and won’t be offended if I don’t eat a meal she prepares. If I am 
fasting for a person who needs a job, requires healing, or has some other 

need, I often tell them simply to give them encouragement and to let 

them know that I care about their need. When fasting, common sense 
prevails. 

 

4. Fasting has its rewards 
Notice the last phrase of Matthew 6:16-18,                  

“
16 

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. 

17 
But you, when you 

fast, anoint your head and wash your face 
18 

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.” 

 

Fasting has its rewards. What is the reward for 
fasting? It may be that you get what you fasted 

for! In Scripture, Queen Ester fasted for 

deliverance for the Jews and they were 
delivered.  

 

- If a person fasts to humble and purify his soul, his reward may be 
that he is humbled and purified. 

 

- If a person fasts to discipline his body, his body may be brought under 
subjection. 

 

- If a person fasts to draw close to God, he may find that at the end of 
his fast he is much closer to God. 
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- If a person fasts to better serve or minister to God, he may find that 
his serving and ministry are enhanced. 

 

- If a person fasts to remember an important day, his awareness of that 
day undoubtedly will be heightened. 

 

-  If a person fasts to seek God’s favor during a time of war, he may 
find that God gives his side favor, key victories, and peace. 

 

- If a person fasts to seek God’s favor during a time of repentance, he 
may feel forgiven and strengthened. 

 

- If someone fasts to seek God’s favor regarding the healing of 

another person, he may discover that God heals that person (This is the 

one example in Scripture where David fasted for the healing of his son, 

but God still chose to have his son die). 
 

- If a person fasts to seek God’s comfort during a time of mourning, 

he may be comforted. 
 

- If a person fasts to seek God’s favor during a time of danger, he may 

clearly see that he has been protected.   
 

Again, the rewards of fasting are connected with the reason for the fast. 

 

5. Fasting can become a prideful thing 
Another key principle of fasting is found in Luke 18:10-14 which states, 

“
10 

Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the 

other a tax collector. 
11 

The Pharisee stood and was praying this to 
himself: ‘God, I thank You that I am not like other people: swindlers, 

unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 
12 

'I fast twice a week; I 

pay tithes of all that I get.' 
13 

But the tax collector, standing some 
distance away, was even unwilling to lift up his eyes to heaven, but was 
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beating his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, 

the sinner!’ 
14 

I tell you, this man went to his house 
justified rather than the other; for everyone who 

exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles 

himself will be exalted.”  
 

The Pharisee’s next fast probably should have been 

to humble his soul.  Fasting is not an end in itself, it 
is simply a means to an end. When it becomes 

mechanical or a habit with no purpose, it then 

becomes an end in itself and loses its value. It can 
become a point of pride as in the case of Pharisee. 

This is similar to the person who thinks in his heart, 

“I bet I know more about the Bible than those other 
people. I bet they have never read through the Bible in a year. I bet they 

don’t pray thirty minutes a day like I do.” It is very possible for all the 

good things we do to become points of pride if we are not careful. 
 

Be careful not to allow your fasting, Bible study, church attendance, 

Scripture memory or anything else, to become a point of pride! 
 

6. Fasting must be linked with prayer 
Over and over again, fasting and prayer are inseparably linked. All of 

the reasons given for fasting imply the presence of prayer. If a person is 
seeking God for anything, the assumption is that he is praying. There are 

also many places in Scripture where prayer is specifically mentioned 

with fasting. 
 

Luke 2:36,37 states that Anna the prophetess prayed and fasted. Luke 

13:1-3 states that early church leaders sought God through fasting and 
prayer. Acts14:23 states that Paul and Barnabas fasted and prayed in the 

process of appointing church leaders.   
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Fasting and prayer are like ebony and ivory keys on the piano. They go 

together in order to make full use of the instrument. 
 

7. God prefers obedience, justice and kindness more than fasting 
In Zechariah 7:4-10 Zechariah said that God preferred obedience, 
justice, and kindness rather than fasting. Fasting is good, but the other 

things are better! Better yet, fast as you practice these other things. The 

verses state, “
4 
Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying,   

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? 
6 
When you eat and drink, do you not 

eat for yourselves and do you not drink for yourselves? 
7 

Are not these 

the words which the Lord proclaimed by the former prophets, when 

Jerusalem was inhabited and prosperous along with its cities around it, 
and the Negev and the foothills were inhabited?’ 

8 
Then the word of the 

Lord came to Zechariah saying, ‘
9 
Thus has the Lord of hosts said, 

'Dispense true justice and practice kindness and compassion each to his 
brother; 

10 
and do not oppress the widow or the orphan, the stranger or 

the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another.'’”  

 
Just like the children of Israel it is possible for us to go through religious 

disciplines like fasting, prayer, and Bible study, and to forget the more 

important things: obedience, justice and kindness. Don’t let this happen 
to you! 

 

Some “How To’s” Regarding Fasting 
If there is any question whether or not you are healthy enough to fast, 

talk to your doctor first. Some people have physical conditions or need 

to take medications with food that make it difficult for them to fast. If 
you are healthy enough to fast, here are some further suggestions: 

 

- Talk to God about fasting - when to do it, for how long, etc. 
- Be sure to have a reason to fast. It may be simply to humble your soul. 

- Start with a short fast - perhaps a meal, two meals, or a full 24 hours. 
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- When you fast, try to slow down your schedule, or even get away 

where you can spend time in study and prayer. 
- Perhaps tell one other person who can pray for you as you fast. 

- Drink plenty of water especially when you feel hungry. It will help 

curb your appetite. Drink warm water which will keep you from getting 
cold as your body craves calories to warm itself. 

- Break the fast carefully. Don’t pig out! Eat slowly. 

- Make fasting one of your Christian disciplines, but always decide on 
your purpose before you start so that it doesn’t become mechanical. 

 

One last thought. Again, Zechariah 7:5,6 states,
 “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? 
6 
When you eat and drink, do you not eat for yourselves and do 

you not drink for yourselves?’” 

 

The Jews were guilty of mechanical, selfish fasting that was displeasing 
to God. We must be sure that fasting never becomes an end in itself or a 

discipline we use to try to get our own selfish desires. We must be sure 

that we fast for biblical reasons.   
 

May God richly bless you as you practice the important spiritual 

discipline of fasting. 
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Reflection/Discussion Questions 
 
1. Have you ever fasted? Why did you do it and what were the results? 

 

 
 

 

2. Do you think that fasting is still a valid Christian discipline? Why are 
why not? 

 

 
 

 

3.  What are other Christian spiritual disciplines besides fasting? 
 

 

 
 

4.  How does this book define biblical fasting? 

 
 

 

5.  What are some of the reasons why people choose not to fast today? 
Which ones do you think are valid? 
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6.  What are the key reasons given in this book why people fasted in the 

Bible? Have you ever fasted for any of these reasons? 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

7.  What were the three types of fasts mentioned in the Bible. Describe 

each one.  
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8.  What are some of the key principles about fasting that can be learned 

from Matthew 6:16-18? 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

9.  Why are prayer and fasting so closely linked in verses like Luke 

2:36,37, Luke 13:1-3, and Acts14:23?  
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
10. What can be learned about fasting from Zechariah 7:4-10? 
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11.  List some practical “How To’s” regarding fasting? 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
12. How can you integrate the discipline of fasting into your life? 

Perhaps make plans this week to try a short fast by skipping a meal 

(like lunch). As you skip the meal, spend part of the time in prayer 
that you would have spent eating. 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
13. Spend time in prayer regarding fasting and how God might use it 

in your life to help you draw closer to Him. 
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Notes: 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 


