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“A Biblical Guide to Fasting”

(A follow-Up Resource from a Message Preached by Pastor Charlie on Jan. 30th)
INTRODUCTION

     In a culture that is bombarded with food advertising and fast food restaurants

on every corner, fasting seems out of place and step with our times.  We have been ‘duped’ into the belief that unless we have three large meals each day, with several snacks in between, we are on the edge of starvation.  We also hear such comments like; “fasting is injurious to your health, it will sap your strength so you can’t work and it will destroy healthy body tissue”, all utter nonsense.  This

document is an attempt to provide concise biblical understanding regarding a Christian and fasting.   

FASTING IN THE BIBLE

     People who fasted in the Bible include; Moses the lawgiver, David the king, Elijah the prophet, Esther the queen, Daniel the seer, Anna the prophetess, Paul the apostle and Jesus Christ the Son of God.  These persons all abstained from food for spiritual purposes; that is fasting.
    The primary requirement for fasting is a deeper longing for God.  The Psalmist writes, “deep calls unto deep” (42:7).   Fasting is one of the spiritual disciplines that helps move us beyond the surface of spiritual living and into the depths of knowing God.  “As the heart longs for flowing streams, so longs my soul after thee, O God.  My soul thirsts for God, for the living God” (Psalm 42:1 – 2).  The spiritual discipline of fasting helps to free us from the stagnant slavery of self interest and fear to one of true joy in our relationship with God.  Fasting is a way of placing ourselves before God so that He can change us. The needed change within us is God’s work and not ours; spiritual transformation only occurring from the inside out.  
     When reading the Bible, the normal means of fasting involved abstaining from all food (solid and liquid) but not from water.  When Jesus fasted for forty days, we are told that “he ate nothing” and that toward the end of the fast “he was hungry” (Luke 4:2).  So, fasting is taking in water without any other forms of food.

     There is also a biblical example of a ‘partial fasting,’ where the diet (food) is restricted or limited but not total abstention.  For example, there was a three week period where Daniel “ate no delicacies, no meat or wine entered his mouth” (Daniel 10:3), but he did eat on a somewhat limited basis, perhaps some vegetables and fruit.
      Further, there are a few examples in Scripture of the ‘absolute fast’ where the person abstains from both food and water (see Esther 4:16 and the apostle Paul after encountering Christ, Acts 9:9).  This type of fasting is where there is a desperate spiritual need in a situation of dire emergency.

     In most cases fasting is to be a private matter between the individual and God.  That is not to say that no one else can know that you are fasting, but your motives for fasting should be pure and not for the purpose of impressing others (see Matt. 6:16 – 18).  

     However, there are also times of corporate or public fasts (Lev. 23:7; Joel 2:15; 2 Chron. 20:1 – 4; Ezra 8:21 – 23).  These corporate fasts were conducted by God’s people when they prepared and were of one mind regarding a spiritual purpose.  Such spiritual purposes could include; needed times of special protection and provision from God,  when times of healing and unity are necessary and when divine direction is a must.  

      It should be noted that while fasting is an assumed spiritual discipline by all Christians, for Jesus repeatedly said “when you fast” (Matt 6:17; Matt. 9:15) and He includes fasting in the same teaching on prayer and giving (Matt. 6:5 – 21), it should also be noted that there are no commands in the Bible prescribing the specifics of when to fast and how frequently.  However, I believe our freedom in the gospel does not mean license but opportunity.  After Jesus answered John’s disciples question about fasting (Matt. 9:14), and He says “the days will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast (Matt. 9:15), He goes on to speak about “new wineskins and new wine” (Matt. 9:16 – 17),  The most natural interpretation of the days that Jesus is referring to is the present Church age.  Jesus expected His disciples to fast after he was gone, which I believe includes us.  Further, on several occasions Jesus mentions prayer and fasting as being closely connected when doing ministry (Matt. 17:21; Mark 9:29).  Finally, the apostle Paul said he was engaged in “fastings often” (2 Cor. 11:27).  Like the prophetess Anna, we need to be “worshiping with fasting” (Luke 2:37). 
     I wonder why the giving of money has been unquestionably recognized as an element in Christian devotion and fasting so discounted?  Perhaps in our affluent society fasting involves a far larger sacrifice than the giving of money. 
THE PURPOSE OF FASTING

     It is of particular interest that the first recorded statement Jesus made about fasting dealt with the question of motive (Matt. 6:16 – 18), that is, why were people fasting to begin with?  Using something good for our own ends is always a sign of religion ‘gone bad.’  An example of such false religion is making the decision to fast in order to get God to do what we want; as if we could get God ‘eating out of our own hands.’
     However, fasting should always be initiated by God and should center on Him.  Like the church at Antioch, “fasting” and “worshiping the Lord” should be said in the same breath (Acts 13:2).  God questioned the people in Zechariah’s day, “When you fasted . . . . did you fast unto Me, even to Me?” (Zech. 7:5).  John Wesley said; “physical benefits, success in prayer, the enduing with power, spiritual insights, etc. . none of these must ever replace God as the center of our fasting.”  So, fasting is to be done unto the Lord with our eyes singly fixed on Him.  We should always desire being saved from loving the blessings more than the ‘Blesser.’  
      It also needs to be noted that there are some secondary purposes in fasting.  One such purpose is, more than any other spiritual discipline, fasting reveals the things that control us.  Since we all long to be transformed into the image of Jesus Christ it is a great benefit to be made aware of what those controlling things are.  We have a tendency to cover up what is inside us with food and other good things, but in fasting these things begin to surface.  Anger, bitterness, jealousy, strife, fear, if they are within us, they will surface when we fast.  

     Fasting also reminds us that we are sustained “by every Word that proceeds from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4).  For the Christian, food does not sustain us; God sustains us.  When we fast we need to consider, we are not so much abstaining from food as we are feasting on the Word of God.  Retain this thought, ‘Fasting is Feasting.’  When Jesus’ disciples brought Him lunch, they assumed that He was really hungry, but Jesus declared, “I have food to eat of which you do not know . . . My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me and to accomplish His work” (John 4:32 – 34).  

     Through fasting we also discover a sense of needing balance in life.  It is too easy to allow nonessential stuff to take precedence  in our lives.  We can begin craving things we do not need until we are enslaved by them. Paul writes, “All things are lawful for me, but I will not be enslaved by them” (I Cor. 6:12).  “I pommel my body and subdue it” says Paul (I Cor. 9:27).  

      Many other people have written much more extensively on the other secondary values of fasting such as increased effectiveness in intercessory prayer, guidance in decisions, increased concentration, deliverance for those in bondage, physical well being, revelations, and so on.  The bottom line is that God is a “rewarder of those who diligently seek Him” (Heb. 11:6).

THE PRACTICE OF FASTING  -  Spiritual and Physical Suggestions 

(These suggestions are found in a book entitled, “The Power of Prayer and Fasting” by Ronnie Floyd, Broadman & Holman Press, 1997;  pages 200 - 204)
Spiritual Suggestions

1.  If God does not call you to fast, don’t fast!  However, most people don’t have a call to fast because they are either not totally open to God’s leadership, have not been taught the biblical foundation for fasting, or are caught up in other types of sin that interfere.

2.  Determine in advance the length of the fast God is calling you to undertake.  Observe this progression, it is wise to walk before we try and run.  Begin with a partial fast of twenty-four hours, once a week for several weeks.  Then proceed to longer fasts of two to three days and eventually for five to nine days.
3.  Before you fast, seek God’s direction for the purpose and reasons He has for you.  Write them down.

4.  Identify, confess and repent of all revealed sin before and during your fast.  Continue asking the Holy Spirit to search your heart and reveal any concealed areas where you may feel separated from God.  Unconfessed sin and disobedience will hinder your prayer and fasting.

5.  Be sensitive to the Holy Spirit’s prompting in all areas of your life, since God will often require you to seek reconciliation or restoration in broken relationships.

6.  Pray fervently and continually.

7.  Absorb large quantities of Scripture into your life through hearing, reading, studying, memorizing and meditating on God’s Word.  

8.  Always reserve time to be quiet and still before the Lord.

9.  Keep a journal of your purposes for the fast.  Write down your thoughts, ideas, prayer requests, actual prayers, whatever God is teaching or revealing to you, etc.

10.  Skipping meals alone will not result in a meaningful fast. You must set aside time to pray and seek spiritual insight from the Bible.
11.  Include time for praise as you fast.

Physical Suggestions

1.  Check with a doctor if you have health questions before you fast.
2.  Eat healthy foods and drink plenty of water before you fast.

3.  Decrease the size and frequency of meals before you fast.

4.  Determine in advance the kind of fast you will undertake; total fast, water only, water and juice or partial (see above for an explanation on types of fasts).

5.  Avoid chewing gum when fasting since chewing activates the digestive process.

6.  Days two through four are usually the most difficult for longer fasts.

7.  When drinking juice on a fast, nonsweetened and non-acidic juices seem best.

8.  You may need to restrict some of your physical activities during the fast, especially rigorous exercise.

9.  Sudden movements, especially standing up quickly, may cause temporary dizziness or lightheadedness.

10.  Expect some physical, mental and emotional discomfort.  

11.  It is always important to consider the feelings and condition of others, particularly family members, when planning a fast.  For example, don’t plan a fast during a holiday, family reunion, etc..

12.  Be aware, some people who have good intentions, may try and keep you from fasting.  Anticipate this and be prepared with a kind, yet resolved, response.
13.  End the fast, especially an extended one, gradually.  Begin with soft foods and small portions (baked potato, soup, yogurt, etc.) and gradually increase back to your normal intake.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

     Note; if anyone can secure a copy of Thomas Cartwright’s book, “The Holy Exercise of a True Fast” penned in 1580, it is a classic and I would highly recommend it for study.  In the last 20 years, most books written about fasting all refer to Cartwright’s work.       

Books;  “Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life” by Donald Whitney, Navpress;
“The Power of Prayer and Fasting” by Ronnie Floyd, Broadman & Holman Press;  “Treasury of Christian Discipline” by Richard Foster, Harper Collins Press.
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