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Fasting
Fasting In The Old Testament

INTRODUCTION

1.

In a culture where the landscape is dotted with shrines to the “ Golden Arches’ and an assortment
of “Pizza Temples’, fasting seems out of place, out of step with the times - Richard Foster, The
Celebration Of Discipline, p. 47

As| begin to deal with subject like fagting, | do so with some hesitation for severd reasons...

a

Itisavery emotional and volatile subject
1) Viewsabout fagting usualy go to extremes
a) “Some have exalted religiousfasting beyond all Scripture and reason, and
othershave utterly disregarded it.” - John Wedey
b) Some congder fasting unnecessary, undesirable, and therefore to be ignored
c) Othersthink fasting is to be bound as a matter of faith (like baptism)
2) It touches upon a matter very persona to us. Food!
a) Many people are very dependent upon food
1/ Not just for surviva
2/ But for dedling with anxiety, depresson, boredom, etc.
3/ Rather than eating to live, they liveto eat
b) Itislike preaching on gluttony or smoking, it often touches on raw nerves
Itisan untraditional subject
1) Yourardy hear sermons on this subject
2) One person found in his research that not a single book was published on fasting among
some brethren from 1861 to 1954

But the Scriptures have so much to say about fasting...

a

b.
C.

Thelist of Biblical personswho fasted becomesa*“Who's Who” of Scripture;
1) Mosesthe lawgiver 5) Danid the seer

2) Davidtheking 6) Annathe prophetess

3) Elijah the prophet 7) Jesusthe Son Of God

4) Esther the queen 8) Paul the gpodtle

-- Richard Foster, p.48, ibid.
Thereis more teaching in the NT on fasting than repentance and confesson!
Jesus taught more on fasting than on baptism and the Lord' s Supper!

What would account for this almost total disregard for a subject so frequently mentioned in
Scripture?

a

b.

C.

Fir s, fasting has developed a bad reputation as aresult of the excessive ascetic practices of the
Middle Ages - Foster, ibid.

Second, many have smply concluded that fasting was a Jewish custom, of no vaue or need in
the Chrigtian age

Third, we have been convinced through constant propaganda thet if we do not have three large
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medls each day, with severd snacks in between, we are on the verge of starvation (we edt, not
because we need to eat. but because it’ s time to eat) - Foster, ibid.

5. Because the Bible has so much to say about fadting, it isonly right that we consider what it says. As

we do so, | have severd requests::

a. Please withhold judgment until you have heard dl the materid - cf. Pro 18:13
1) Let'sbe”spelunkers’ and not “ engineers’ with the Bible
2) l.e, explore and follow what isthere instead of rearranging whet is there to fit our designs

b. Don't be hasty in drawing conclusions or gpplying what you hear - cf. Pro 14:29

c. If you have any additiond information, questions or viewpoints, please fed free to share them
withme- cf. Pro 11:14

[In thislesson, then, we shall take alook at “ Fasting In The Old Testament”, beginning with... ]

I. OCCASIONSOF FASTING IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

A. THE “DAY OF ATONEMENT"...

1. Cf.Lev 16:29-31; 23:26-32; Num 29:7

2. Thiswasthe only fast commanded by the Law, to be observed on the tenth day of the
seventh month

3. Though not cdled “fagting”, the phrase “ afflicting one’ s soul” was understood to refer to
feding
a. Cf. Psa69:10 (“chastened my soul with fagting”)
b. Cf. Ac27:9 (wheretheterm “Fast” refersto the Day of Atonement)

4. Theuse of the phrase “aflict on€ s soul” to refer to fasting suggests a pur pose of fading:
a. To have an affect on the soul (not particularly the body)
b. Thegod of such &fliction or chastening we shdl notice later

B. OTHER FASTSIN THE OLD TESTAMENT...
-- People often fasted without specific commandment in time of distress, some were commund
affarswhile others were acts of the private individua
1. They fasted in war, or at thethreat of it
a |srad fasted at Bethd in the war againgt the Benjamites - Judg 20:26
b. Alsoa Mizpahinthe Philiginewar - 1 Sam 7:6
2. They fasted when loved oneswere sick
a. David fasted and wept for his son while the boy wasill - 2 Sam 12:16-23
b. The psamig dso mentions fagting for his enemies- Psa 35:11-13
3. They fasted when loved ones died
a. Themen of Jabesh-gilead fasted seven days for Saul - 1 Sa 31:13; 1 Chr 10:12
b. David and the people fasted for Saul and Jonathan - 2 Sa 1:12
4. They fasted when they sought God’ s for giveness
a. Mosesfasted forty days because of the sin of Isragl - Deu 9:15-18
Ahab fasted to be forgiven - 1 Ki 21:17-29
Nineveh fasted at the preaching of Jonah - Jon 3:4-10
Danid fasted as he confessed the sns of Isradl - Dan 9:3-5
e. Thegenerd fagt a the communa reading of the Law by Ezrawas an act of penitence
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- Neh 9:1-3
5. They fasted when faced with impending danger
a. Jehoshaphat fasted when threatened by Edom - 2 Chr 20:3
b. Ezraled afast when seeking the favor of God toward his return from exile (ajourney
fraught with danger) - Ezr 8:21
c. Nehemiah fasted when he heard of the dtate of Jerusdlem - Neh 1:4
d. The Jews fasted when they heard that Haman had obtained the king's decree against
them - Est 4:3
e. Esther and Mordeca fasted before she went before the king - Est 4:16
6. They set up faststo commemor ate certain calamities
--  During and after the Exile specid fasts were observed on the days the calamities had
befdlen Jerusalem
a. Thetenth of thefifth month was the burning of the Temple - Jer 52:12,13
b. The second day of the saventh month was the murder of Geddiah - 2 Ki 25:23-95;
Jer 41:1ff
c. Onthetenth day of the tenth month was the beginning of the Sege of Jerusdem - 2 Ki
25:1
d. Ontheninth day of the fourth wasitsfal - 2 Ki 25:3,4

II. ADDITIONAL INFORMATION ABOUT FASTING IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

A. THE PURPOSE OF FASTING...

1. Somefasting was anaturd reection to grief over the loss of aloved one (like the men of
Jabesh-gilead and David)

2. But more often, fasting was done to purposdly:
a “diflict thesoul” - Lev 23:26-32
b. “chasten the soul” - Psa 69:10

3. The purpose of such affliction or chastening wasto “humble’ the soul (Psa 35:13), and not
for any affect it might have on the body

4. Evidently, they fdt that by so humbling themselves they would more likely incur God' s favor
- cf. Ezr 8:21-23; 1sa 57:15; 66:1-2

5. Sothey would fast when they needed:
a. Forgivenessfor sn (Moses, Ahab, Danidl)
b. Ther loved ones restored to hedth (David)
c. Protection from danger (Ezrd)
d. Deiverance from their enemies (the Isradlites)

6. Because they were seeking God's favor, fasting would almost always be accompanied
with prayer

B. THE NATURE OF FASTING...
1. Thenormal means of faging involved abstaining from all food but not water
2. Sometimesthe fast was but partial - arestriction of diet but not total abstention - cf. Dan
10:2-3
3. Onrare occasions there was the absolute fast
a. Asinthe case of the people of Nineveh, who dso included the animdsin ther fast - cf.
Jon 3:5-10
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b. Asin the case of Queen Esther - Est 4:16 (cf. Paul, Ac 9:9)
c. The absolute fasts of Moses and Elijah must have had divine assstance - Deu 9:9;
1Ki19:8

C. THE LENGTH OF FASTS...

1.

2.
3.

o

A fast was often for one day, from sunrise to sunset, and after sundown food would be
taken - Jud 20:26; 1 Sa 14:24; 2 Sa 1:12; 3:35

A fagt might befor one night - Dan 6:18

Thefast of Esther continued for thr ee days, day and night, which seemsto have been a
specia case- Est 4:16

At the burid of Saul, the fast by Jabesh-Gilead was seven days - 1 Sa 31:13; 1 Chr
10:12

David fasted seven days when his child wasill -2 Sa 12:16-18

The longest fasts recorded in Scripture were the forty day fasts by Maoses, Elijah, and
Jesus - Exo 34:28; Deu 9:9; 1 Ki 19:8; Mt 4:2; Lk 4:2

D. WARNINGS CONCERNING FASTING...

1.

2.

Fadting can easly turn into an exter nal show and ceremonial ritualism; whenit did the
prophets spoke out againgt it
The most vigorous attack againg such fasting ismedein I saiah 58
a. The people complained that they had fasted and God had not seen - | sa 58:3a
b. But they had not been fasting for the right reason (to be heard by God) - 1 sa 58:3b-4
c. Incontrast to Imply an externd display of bowing on€e's head like a bulrush and
gpreading sackcloth and ashes, the Lord would prefer they:
1) Loose the bonds of wickedness
2) Let the oppressed go free
3) Share bread with the hungry
4) Bring the poor into one's house
5) Cover the naked
--  Then they should be heard in their prayers - I sa 58:6-9
d. l.e fasting without true repentance defeats the purpose of fasting: to have your prayers
heard by the Lord!
The same point was made about the ceremoniad fasts that had been added by the Israglites
to commemorate certain occasons - Zec 7:1-14
a. The people wanted to know if they should fast on the special occasions asthey had
done - Zec 7:1-3
b. The Lord responded that the fasts had not be done for Him - Zec 7:4-6
c. They should have insteed done the will of the Lord - Zec 7:7-10
d. But because they did naot, the fasting in the past was of no value - Zec 7:11-14

CONCLUSION

1. At thispoint we have not tried to establish whether fagting is for Chrigtians today

2. Rather, we have just considered the practice of fasting as found in the O.T., to have a better
understanding of why people of God fasted
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3. What have we |learned?
a. Only one fast was specificdly commanded in the O.T. (The Day Of Atonement)
b. But people often fasted when they wanted God to hear their prayers
1) The purpose of the fast was to humble themselves by “&fflicting their souls’
2) Bdieving such humiliation would be pleasing in God' s sight (and it often was)
c. However, fagting wasfruitless...
1) When it was done for the wrong reason
2) When it was done without true repentance
d. We have aso seen that there were no set principles concerning the length or nature of fasting

In our next lesson, we shdl look at fasting as found in the New Testament...
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Fasting
Fasting In The New Testament

INTRODUCTION

1. Inour previous lesson, we examined the subject of “ Fasting In The Old Testament”

2. Hereiswhat we found:
a. Only onefast was specificaly commanded in the 0. T. (on the Day of Atonement)
b. But people often fasted when they wanted God to hear their prayers.
1) Intimesof war or a the threet of it
2) When loved ones were sick
3) When seeking God's forgiveness
4) When faced with impending danger
5) When seeking God' s will
c. Thepurpose of such fadting:
1) To humble themseves by “&fflicting their souls’
2) Bdieving that such humiliation would be pleasing in God's Sght (and it often was)
d. However, fagting was fruitless when:
1) It wasgone ceremonidly
2) It was done without true repentance
e. Therewere dso no st principles governing the length or nature of fasting

2. Wedhdl now examine“Fasting In The New Testament”, as taught and exemplified by:
a Jesus
b. Hischurch
c. The gpostle Paul
...in an effort to determine whether Christians can or should fast today!

[We begin by consdering...]

I. FASTING IN THE LIFE OF JESUS

A. JESUSFASTED FORTY DAYSIN THE WILDERNESS - Mt 4:1-9; Lk 4:1-2
1. Hewasled into the wilderness “to be tempted” (M t)
2. Hewas"“tempted for forty daysby the devil” (Lk)
3. “inthose days He ate nothing” (Lk)
--  Throughout thisforty day period of temptation, Jesusfelt it appropriate to fast

B. JESUSTAUGHT ON FASTING IN HIS“SERMON ON THE MOUNT” - Mt 6:
16-18
1. Jesussad“when”, not “if”; assuming his disciples would fast
2. When done properly a person would be rewarded by the Father...
a.  Suggedting that fasting was like prayer and giving ams
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b. Il.e, anact of righteousness done to please the Father

-- Fasting appear sto have a place in the righteousness expected of those who would
be citizens of the kingdom of heaven

C. WHEN QUESTIONED BY JOHN'SDISCIPLES - Mt 9:14-17; Mk 2:18-20; Lk
5:33-39
1. Jesusdescribed atime when his disciples would fast
2. Butitisinappropriate to fast when the occasion does not cdl for it
-- Fasting would have a place in the disciples’ lives, but only on appropriate occasons
(not as a ceremonial rite)

D. THE COMBINED POWER OF PRAYER AND FASTING - Mt 17:14-21; Mk 9:
14-29
1. Therearetimes when fath doneis not enough
2. Atthesetimes prayer joined with fasting is necessary
-- Fadting joined with prayer may accomplish things which normal faith may not

[Now let’stake alook at...]

II. FASTING IN THE LORD’S CHURCH

A. THE CHURCH AT ANTIOCH - Ac13:1-3
1. They werefasting as a group while ministering to the Lord
2. They fasted and prayed in preparation to sending out Barnabas and Saul
-- Fasting, when accompanied with prayer, can done asa group when involved in
servingthelLord

B. THE CHURCHESIN GALATIA - Ac 14:21-23

1. Agan, an example of fasting and prayer as a group; thistime, in conjunction with the serious
task of gppointing elders

2. Noticethat thiswas done*”in every church”
a. Not just in one or two churches
b. Not just in what might be consider Jewish churches where fasting might be consdered

“just a Jewish custom”
-- Again, fasting can be a group activity in thework of alocal church

[Now let's examine...]

[11.FASTING IN THE MINISTRY OF THE APOSTLE PAUL

A. FASTING WASA MARK OF HISMINISTRY. ...
1. We have aready noticed where he fasted with saverd churches
2. But notice aso:
a 2C06:4-10(cf. verseb)
b. 2Co 11.:23-28 (cf. ver se 27 where fagting is mentioned separately from norma hunger
and thirst)
Fasting - A Special Study 9
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-- In both of these passages, Paul mentioned fasting asa mark of hisministry and of
his good standing as a minister of Chrigt!

HE ALSO TAUGHT THAT FASTING MIGHT HAVE A PLACE IN THE LIVES OF

OTHERS...

1. Cf.1Co75

2. Theonly time husbands and wives may deprive one another is when by consent they devote
themsdlves to fasting and prayer for a specific period of time

CONCLUSION

1. Though not actudly Chrigians at the time, we also have other examples of those who fasted and
were blessed by God...

a

b.

C.

Anna- Lk 2:36-38
Saul - Ac9:9
Corndius - Ac 10:30-31

2. Asasummary, then, here iswhat we have seen in this studly...

a

b
C.
d

™o

Our Lord fagted in time of temptation

. Hetaught His disciples about fasting on severa occasions

Heforetold of atime in which His discipleswould fast

. There are times when the combination of fasting and prayer might be more efficacious than

prayer done

The early church fasted in their service to the Lord

Paul regarded fasting as amark of hisministry

Prayer and fasting often go hand in hand, utilized whenever there was a strong desire for God's
blessng and guidance

In view of such things, | can only conclude that fast doesindeed have a placein the
livesof Christianstoday

In our third and find lesson on this subject, we will consder some thoughts concerning the why, when,
and how of fadting, asfound in the New Testament...
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Fasting
Fasting By Christians Today

INTRODUCTION

1. Our two previous lessons sought to educate us on the subject of fasting as found in the Old and
New Testaments

2. Inthisfind lesson, we shal directly address the questions that brought up this subject:

“Should Chrigtiansfast today? If so, why? When would they doit, and how?’

[Starting with the first of these questions...]

. SHOULD CHRISTIANSFAST TODAY?

A. YESI BECAUSE OF THE TEACHINGS OF JESUS...
1. Heassumed hisdisciples would fast (“when,” not “if”) - Mt 6:16-17
2. Hesaid they would fast when He was gone - Mt 9:14-15
3. Hetaught Hisdisciples...

a

ooo

How to fast so asto incur God' s favor - Mt 6:16-18

That when done properly, fasting would incur God' s good favor - Mt 6:18b

That fasting should be done only when the occasion properly cdlsfor it - Mt 9:14-17
That there would be occasions when prayer joined with fasting might be needed - M t
17.20-21

B. YES BECAUSE WE HAVE EXAMPLESOF THE CHURCH FASTING...
1. Thebrethren a Antioch - Ac 13:1-3

a

b.

Fadting in their service to Lord
Fasting and praying when they send out Paul and Barnabas on their missonary journey

2. Thechurchesin Gddtia- Ac 14:21-23
a. Therewasfagting in every church

b.

When gppointing elders to watch over the flock

C. YES BECAUSE PAUL FASTED ASA MINISTER OF CHRIST...
1. Heliged fasting among those things which proved him as aminister of Jesus Chrigt - 2 Co
11:23-28
2. Arewe not commanded to imitate him, even as he imitated Christ?- 1 Co 11:1 (and they
both fasted in their service to God!)

[At the very least, we can say that it would not be inappropriate for Christians to fast today. Unless
there are medica reasons not to fast, we have very good examples to motivate us to utilize fagting in our
service to the Lord!
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But to ensure that we fast for the right reason, consder our next question...]

. WHY SHOULD CHRISTIANS FAST?

A. PEOPLE FAST TODAY FOR VARIOUS REASONS...
1. Some purpossfully, for hedlth reasons
2. Some without thinking, in times of grief and sorrow
3. Others, in an effort to gain some kind of self-control
-- But thesearenot thereasons Christian should fast in their serviceto God - cf. Co
2:20-23

B. CHRISTIANS SHOULD FAST, FOR THERE ARE TIMESWHEN WE ARE NEED
OF DIVINE HELP...
1. Thisisconggent with the mgority of fasing in the O.T.; they fasted...
a. Intimesof war or a the threat of it (Israd)
b. When loved ones were sick (David)
c. When seeking God' s forgiveness (Ahab, Danidl)
d. When seeking God' s protection (Ezra)
2. Thisisconggent with the examples of fasting in the N.T.; they fasted...
a.  When deding with temptations (Jesus)
b. When sarving the Lord (Antioch)
c.  When beginning awork for the Lord (Antioch)
d. When sdecting and gppointing eders (Gdatia)
3. Suchfadting is should be done in conjunction with prayer
a. For fasting, when done properly...
1) Humblesthe soul - Psa 35:13
2) Chagtensthe soul - Psa 69:10
b. And the prayers of a humble person are more likely to be heard! - cf. Ezr 8:21-23

[If fasting does have a part in the Chridtian life, then let’ slook more closdly ...

[1I.WHEN SHOULD CHRISTIANS FAST?

A. WHENEVER OCCASIONS REQUIRING DIVINE HELP SHOULD ARISE...
1. Thesemay be occasonson anindividud leve
a.  When faced with difficult temptations
b. When faced with the seriousiillness of aloved one
2. These occasions might be on a congregationd level
a.  Aswhen gppointing elders
b. Aswhen sending out missonaries

B. WHATEVER OCCASIONS CALL FOR PERSISTENT PRAYERSMIGHT CALL
FOR FASTING JOINED WITH PRAYER...
1. Arewe not taught that God is more likely to answer our prayersif we are perastent? - cf.
Lk 18:1-8
2. And dsoif wefadt in the proper manner?- Mt 6:17-18
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[So whenever there is a matter requiring much prayer, fasting in conjunction with prayer would seem
appropriate. Findly, let’stake alook at...]

IV.HOW SHOULD CHRISTIANS FAST?

A. NOT TO BE SEEN OF MEN...
1. Cf.Mt 6:16-18
2. Whether fadting asindividuas or with others, it isimportant that we not do it “for show”

B. NOT ASSOME REGULAR RITUAL...
1. Cf.Mt9:14-17
2. It should be done only when the occasion cdlsfor it
3. Such as tuations where you would be spending much timein prayer

C. NOT WITHOUT TRUE REPENTANCE...
1. Cf.1sa58:3-9
2. All the praying, dl thefasting, isof no avail if not accompanied with penitent obedience

D. SOME PRACTICAL SUGGESTIONS...
1. Don't go out and fast just because it sounds like a negt thing to do
a. Takethe subject serioudy
b. Fast only when the occasion is a serious one
c. Oneinwhich you desperately desire God's help
2. If you have never fasted before...
a.  Stat dow, fasting only for brief periods of time
b. End dow, gradudly bresking your fast with fresh fruits and vegetables in amdl amounts
3. Fast when you have time to spend in prayerful meditation
a.  Remember the purpose for fasting
b. Tohumble onesdf in God's Sight
C. To seek favorable answer to prayer for some important plea

CONCLUSION

1. Thereis probably much more that could be said on the subject of fasting

2. But | hope that thisis enough to simulate our thinking on a subject which has often been neglected
in both study and practice

3. Aswith any subject, the Word of God isthe last word, and | hope that this study has shed some
light on what His Word says on the subject of fasting
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