Common Questions

About Fasting
Is fasting something that is taught in the Bible?

Absolutely.  It is taught in both the New Testament as well as the Old Testament.  In fact, Jesus assumed fasting would be a normal, spiritual discipline.  In Matthew 6 He lists a number of spiritual disciplines.  In vs. 2 He says, “So when you give to the needy…” --  He does not say if you give to the needy.  In vs. 5 He states, “When you pray…” -- He does not say if you pray.  And then in vs. 26 He says, “When you fast…”  leaving no doubt that His disciples would be expected to fast just as they would be expected to give and pray.

But isn’t fasting more of an isolated practice rather than a typical activity?

Not at all.  There are nearly 100 references in the scriptures regarding fasting.  Among the Bible saints who fasted were Moses the lawgiver, David the king, Elijah the prophet, and Daniel the administrator.  Women such as Hannah in the Old Testament and Anna in the New Testament fasted. In the gospels we have the example of Jesus as well as the apostles.  Fasting clearly had a place in the early church throughout the book of Acts.  Throughout church history we find the great reformers such as Martin Luther, John Knox, John Wesley, and John Calvin fasted.

But aren’t we going a little “overboard,” taking an outdated practice and interpreting it literally?

It would appear that the burden of proof is upon the naysayers of fasting.  In the Great Commission Jesus told His disciples to teach others “to obey everything I have commanded you.”  This doesn’t just include the doctrines and teachings we prefer or the ones that make us comfortable.  They also include the passages on issues that are harder such as fasting, financial giving, suffering, and self-denial.

Practicing the discipline of fasting before the Lord isn’t going “overboard” but is simply being true to what the Bible clearly teaches.  It is an issue of complete discipleship.

So why should one fast?  What do I have to gain?


First, it is an issue of obedience before the Lord.  As with the case of baptism, prayer, or any other spiritual discipline, simple obedience demands that I follow the teaching of scripture.         

To be sure, there are a number of personal and spiritual benefits from fasting.  However, our underlying intent must be right and our desire to please God must be the prime motivation.   God is not merely concerned with what we do but why we do it.  Zechariah 7:5 reads, “When you fasted and  mourned…was it really for Me that you fasted?”  Doing the right thing for the wrong reason is legalism.  Our purpose in fasting should be to honor God, more fully accomplish His desires, and accomplish spiritual breakthroughs in people’s lives.

How does fasting affect my own relationship with God?


Fasting can diminish the power of pride in one’s life.   It is a divine corrective to the pride of the human heart.  Fasting is a discipline of the body that has a tendency to humble the soul.  

But how can going without food minimize pride?


Throughout scripture pride and a too-full stomach go hand-in-hand.  The primary sin of Sodom and Gomorrah was not sexual sin.  The primary sins were being overfed.  (Ezekiel 16:49)


We are told in Deuteronomy 8:2-3;8-14 that humility can come through hunger and that purposely denying one’s self can strip away our defense mechanisms and cause us to become broken, open, and honest before the Lord.  Ezra wrote, “I proclaimed a fast, so that we might humble ourselves before our God.”  


As Americans, as busy as we are we always seem to find time to eat.  Rarely do we go for long without eating.   But is the same true in the spiritual realm?  Isn’t it pretty easy to be so busy so as not to have time to pray, read the Word, or spend time with God?


Fasting is a tangible way to say to one’s self and to the Lord, “I am choosing to withhold a bodily issue (eating) in order to more fully concentrate on spiritual issues (prayer).”

Certainly skipping a meal and going without food isn’t the secret.  Doesn’t fasting involve more?


You’re right.  There isn’t anything particularly noble about skipping a meal.  However, if our motive is to take that time to humble myself before the Lord, seek His face, and spend the time in prayer, now we are coming nearer to the heart of the issue.


Fasting is an expression of wholehearted devotion to the Lord.  It is an intense earnestness and sincerity to make a spiritual difference.  The Bible says in Joel 2:12, “ ‘Even now,’ declares the Lord, ‘return to Me with all your heart, with fasting and weeping and mourning.’ ”  


God honors those who honor Him.  It enables us to pray more intensely and defeat enemy resistance in the spiritual realms through our praying.

What do you mean that fasting can “defeat enemy resistance?”


Fasting is a God-ordained means by which bonds can be broken and spiritual strongholds destroyed.  Isaiah 58:6 states, “Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen:  to loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke?”


Part of what God wants to do through our fasting is to tear down enemy strongholds in our lives and in the lives of others.  So many Christians have addictive behaviors and are bound by resentment, bitterness, fear, depression, worry, and other besetting attitudes.  In fact, all of us have tendencies to be captive to some habit, attitude, or behavior – either through practice or through an inborn weakness.  Fasting becomes spiritual leverage by which Satan’s clutches can be weakened and broken.

Is that the only reason why people fasted in the Bible?


No.  Fasting is also used to sensitize us to God’s voice, give us divine insight, and provide us with spiritual understanding.  In situations where we desperately need to know the mind of the Lord, fasting is one way to seek God for direction.

            I, Daniel…turned to the Lord God and pleaded with Him in prayer and petition, with fasting, and while I was still in prayer, Gabriel said to me, ‘Daniel, I have now come to give you insight and understanding.’ ”  (Daniel 9:2, 3, 21, 22)


In that same book of Daniel, we read concerning Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego who refused to eat certain foods but instead chose vegetables and water, the result was that  “to these four young men God gave knowledge and understanding of all kinds of literature and learning. And Daniel could understand visions and dreams of all kinds.”   (Daniel 1:17)


In the New Testament we see Peter and Paul both having unique sensitivity to the voice and direction of God when they went without food.

Isn’t fasting physiologically dangerous?

Certainly one would have to exercise good judgment and consult with a doctor if there are medical limitations taking place.   However, the reality is that fasting is actually healthy for most people.  It purges the system of toxins and impurities that tend to build up.  When there is no intake of food and the body does not need to work at assimilation, it can concentrate on the work of elimination.  During a fast, the body acts like an internal incinerator, burning up waste, excess fat, and decaying tissues of the body.

Are there different kinds of fasts?


Yes.  There are partial fasts for one meal or one day.  There are longer fasts lasting 3 days or even more.   Perhaps beginning with a shorter fast is the best way to begin.  Because fasting is spiritual warfare, expect enemy resistance, discouragement, and varied emotions.  Don’t make the mistake of judging the effectiveness of your praying by your feelings.  Spend the time in praise, prayer, and meditating on God’s Word.  He will honor your commitment and accomplish His sovereign purposes through your obedience. 

