A Few Thoughts on Fasting

Fasting, like prayer, Bible study, or church attendance should not be a “spiritual exercise” that is blindly practiced with no understanding of why it is important.  After a point, doing things simply because we’re told that we ought to, results in legalism and spiritual stagnation.  So, the question we really want to ask is, “why do we fast?”  When we understand the “why” question, most of the “how” questions will answer themselves.

A good place to start is Jesus’ response to the “why fast” question.

Matthew 9:14-17 (Mark 3:18-22, Luke 5:33-39)

14 Then John’s disciples came and asked him, “How is it that we and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?”  15 Jesus answered, “How can the guests of the bridegroom mourn while he is with them?  The time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; then they will fast.  16 No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch will pull away from the garment, making the tear worse.  17 Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins.  If they do, the skins will burst, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined.  No, they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are preserved.”

Jesus, in his usual roundabout way, is telling them a few different things about fasting.  The primary lesson is that there will be a profound difference between Old Testament fasting as practiced under the regulation of the Jewish law, and the New Testament fasting that is found in a world in which the Messiah has come and our sin is paid for.

In the Old Testament fasting, or abstaining from food and drink, is a part of the atonement ritual.  The priests would make sacrifices, the people would fast, and together these things counted as payment for the people’s sins.  Occasionally, people would fast for other reasons; take Moses (Exodus 34) or Elijah (1 Kings 19) for example.  But, for the most part, fasting was a time of repentance and mourning over sin, while desperately awaiting the arrival of the promised savior.

Leviticus 16:29-30 (read the whole chapter when you get a chance)

29 This is to be a lasting ordinance for you:  On the tenth day of the seventh month you must deny yourselves [fast] and not do any work – whether native-born or an alien living among you – 30 because on this day atonement will be made for you, to cleanse you.  Then, before the Lord, you will be clean from all your sins. 

1 Samuel 7:5-6 (read the whole story to get the context)

5 Then Samuel said, “Assemble all Israel at Mizpah and I will intercede with the Lord for you.”  6 When they had assembled at Mizpah, they drew water and poured it out before the Lord.  On that day they fasted and there they confessed, “We have sinned against the Lord.”  And Samuel was leader of Israel at Mizpah.

The Israelites are in trouble… as usual.  The Philistines stole the arc of the covenant and the Israelites have been worshiping foreign gods, again. God wreaks havoc in the Philistine city where the arc is being kept, so eventually they bring it back and now all of Israel is mourning and repenting before God.
2 Samuel 12:16-17 (again, read the whole story to get the context)

16 David pleaded with God for the child.  He fasted and went into his house and spent the nights lying on the ground.  17 The elders of his household stood beside him to get him up from the ground, but he refused and he would not eat any food with them.

Nathan the prophet has just busted David for committing adultery with Bathsheba and murdering her husband Uriah.  David has been told that because of his sin, his son is going to die.  He is fasting, hoping to atone for his sin so that God will spare his son.
Jonah 3:4-5 (this time read the whole book, it’s only four chapters)

4 On the first day, Jonah started into the city.  He proclaimed: “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned.”  5 The Ninevites believed God.  They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth.

You know the story.  After the whale throws him up, Jonah finally goes to Nineveh and tells them, “straighten up or you guys are in big trouble!”  They are fasting to repent of their sin and show God that they are turning from their evil ways.
This is the tradition that John’s disciples are coming from of when they ask Jesus why his disciples don’t fast.  The first thing he tells them is that now is not a time for weeping and mourning, the long awaited savior is standing right in front of them and it’s time to celebrate – of course he doesn’t say this directly, but when does he ever just come out and say what he means.  Throughout the Old Testament, which the disciples would have been very familiar with, Israel is referred to using bride-like images.  When Jesus refers to himself as a bridegroom he is saying – to those who are paying attention – that he is the messiah they have been waiting for.  

What about the wineskins?  If the old practice of fasting is built around ritualized atonement for sin and longing for the coming savior, in a world where Jesus has come and atoned for all sin, for all time, fasting has to change.  The believer, post-resurrection, is the new wineskin.  Fasting is the wine.  He does say that there will come a day when they will fast again, so he is not saying that fasting is no longer necessary, just that it has to change to fit in a world where the Messiah has come and lives among us.

Here’s the difference.  Old Testament fasting comes from a place of mourning over sin and hoping for a savior that has been promised, but not yet seen.  In the New Testament, fasting is the result of having tasted the goodness of God through Jesus, and now having an insatiable hunger for more.  

The heart of fasting is not one of self-deprivation, but of worship and quieting the appetites that compete with our hunger for God.  Here’s a novel idea… fasting is not about not eating food.  Rather, fasting begins with putting God’s gifts in proper perspective, making sure that they are thankfully received but not exalted above the giver.  We’ll go ahead and look at food since that’s probably the obvious example.  This next set of scriptures doesn’t deal specifically with fasting.  I realize this… I’m not trying to trick you, just go with me.

1 Timothy 4:3-5

3 They forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods, which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and who know the truth.  4 For everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, 5 because it is consecrated by the word of God and prayer.

Paul is warning Timothy about the dangers of false teachers who will try to lure people into a place of legalism.


1 Corinthians 8:8

But food does not bring us near to God; we are no worse if we do not eat, no better if we do.


1 Corinthians 10:31



So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.

Chapters 8-10 is a long passage dealing with the idea that all things are permissible for believers but not everything is good for either the believer or the person watching her.
Food is not bad.  God created food.  He made it taste good.  He gives it to us and wants us to enjoy it. The problem comes when we find ourselves in a place where we either despise food, or we love it so much we forget who gave it to us.  If we have the right perspective on food, we will do two things with it: we will joyfully receive it and tell God thanks, and sometimes we will hold it at a distance and say, “God thanks for the food, but I want you more,” both are an act of worship. The point is not whether you eat, or don’t eat.  Paul says that it doesn’t really matter as long as you are doing it for the glory of God.  Fasting is about being in a place where we recognize the goodness of God’s gifts and remind ourselves that we love God more by putting those gifts in proper perspective so that hunger for them doesn’t overpower our hunger for Him.


1 Corinthians 7:4-5

4 The wife’s body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband.  In the same way, the husband’s body does not belong to him alone but also to his wife.  5 Do not deprive each other except by mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer.  Then come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.

They are not told to fast sex because it is a bad thing, but because it allows them to refocus their desires on God.  

The same idea applies to any of the gifts that God gives us: food, time, money, relationships, talents, hobbies, anything.  Waking up early to pray can be a type of fast.  Not because sleep is a bad thing, but because you are saying, “sleep is a good thing, and I’m thankful for it but I want to want You more than sleep.”  Our talents are gifts from God.  Finding a way to use them for the Kingdom silences our own ambition and puts that gift in a place where we are not exalting it above God.  Fasting isn’t about not doing things.  Fasting is about quieting any hunger that is greater than our hunger for God. 

How does quieting one hunger increase another?  Well, don’t eat for a day or two and you’ll discover just how much of your time and attention are occupied by food.  Avid T.V. watchers will find the same time issues, and may also discover that T.V. becomes a pasifyer that keeps us from having to deal with things.  Waking up two hours early to pray will quickly show you how dependent you are on your physical body for strength.  In all of these cases, denying our not-for-God hungers helps us see where we are looking to other places for things that God wants to provide.  Fasting show us what we are really being controlled by.  We respond by saying, “Father, I desperately want You more!”

Be aware that there are dangers to fasting.  One is that if we loose sight of the heart of fasting, we may begin to despise God’s gifts.  Remember, if I abstain from listening to music, it’s not because music is bad, but rather that I am quieting my hunger for music so that my hunger for God can grow.  If you already despise one of God’s gifts, a good fast might be finding a way to be consciously thankful for that gift.  Another danger is that we begin to idolize our own self-discipline.


Colossians 2:20-23

20 Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules:  21 “Do not Handle!  Do not taste!  Do not touch!”?  22 These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on human commands and teachings.  23 Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.

Fasting is this strange dichotomy of self-discipline and dependence on God, and it has to be both at the same time.  The discipline part happens when we continually choose to sacrifice our own desires for the sake of knowing God.  That denial of our selves is what makes fasting an act of worship.  The dependence happens when we allow our hunger to drive us closer to God.  If I’m fasting food, but not continually asking God to replace that hunger for food with hunger for Him, I’m not accomplishing anything… I’m just hungry and probably cranky.  In reality, pride in my own self-discipline is growing and my relationship with God suffers rather than being built up.  As we deny ourselves, we have to turn to God to fill that hole, or we’re not really fasting.


Luke 18:10-12 (Read the whole story)

10 Two men went to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.  11 The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men – robbers, evildoers, adulterers – or even like this tax collector.  12 I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.

Just a thought… his brand of fasting might have been doing him more harm than good.  When you fast, ask God to help you keep your pride in check.
Fasting is not an end in itself, but it is a means to an end.  Self-denial must be bathed in prayer and humility or what was a beautiful sacrifice becomes very dangerous to your spirit.  

Whatever you fast, however you fast it, keep the heart of fasting central in your thoughts.  “I have tasted and seen the goodness of God, and I am desperately hungry for more!”

Here are some other helpful scriptures on fasting:

