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SUBJECT:    Fasting 

TITLE:  Is Fasting for 21
st
 Century Christians? 

PROPOSITION: To seek an answer for the question of 

whether or not Christians of today should 

fast by examining what the Scriptures 

reveal about the subject. 

OBJECTIVE: In order that we might have a Bible answer 

to this question, and thus respond in the 

proper way. 

 

Introduction: 

1. In Matthew 6:1-18 we find three related topics dealt with 

by Jesus… 

1) Verses 1-4 pertain to almsgiving—Jesus indicates 

that we must guard our motives in giving to others. 

2) Verses 5-15 deal with man expressing his heart 

toward God through prayer. 

3) Verses 16-18 deal with the subject of FASTING. 

2. In Matthew 6:16-18, Jesus neither commands nor forbids 

fasting. 

1) Actually His use of the word WHEN, shows that 

He assumes that at one time or another at least 

some of His disciples WOULD fast. 

1- There was a time when Jesus was asked 

why His disciples did not fast (Lk 5:33). 

2- He speaks of Himself as the 

BRIDEGROOM and says that when the 

bridegroom is taken away—THEN 

SHALL THEY FAST IN THOSE DAYS 
(Lk 5:35). 

2) Jesus DOES forbid ABUSING the fast! 

1- It is NOT acceptable to the Lord for us to 

use fasting hypocritically, as a means of 

impressing others with our “religiosity.” 

2- There is a caution here from the Lord—

FASTING CAN BE USED BY PLAY-

ACTORS. 

3. There IS a place in Scripture which seems to command 

ISRAEL to fast. 

1) Lev 16:29… And this shall be a statute for 

ever unto you: that in the seventh month, 
on the tenth day of the month, ye shall 
afflict your souls… 
plus 

Acts 27:9… Now when much time was 

spent, and when sailing was now 
dangerous, because the FAST was 
not already past…. 

2) The day mentioned by Luke in Acts 27:9 as being 

THE FAST, is commonly accepted as the Jewish 

DAY OF ATONEMENT (Yom Kippur), the 10
th

 

day of the 7
th

 month (Tishri). 

4. Other than this DAY OF ATONEMENT, fasting per se 

was never commanded as a regular religious practice. 

1) HOWEVER, in studying Scripture, it is clear to see 

that the people of God voluntarily fasted at 

various times and for various reasons. 

2) When this was done with the proper attitude and 

motive it was acceptable and pleasing to God! 

3) It seems that the nation of Israel had established 

NATIONAL days for fasting in the 4
th

, 5
th

, 7
th

, and 

10
th

 months (Zech 8:19). 

4) By the time Jesus came into the world, the 

Pharisees, in an attempt to impress their peers with 

their piety, fasted on Thursday and Monday of each 

week. 

5. BUT, what about today? 

1) Can fasting be of any benefit to Christians today? 
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2) One way to answer this question is to seek to find 

out the PURPOSES of the fasting we read about in 

Scripture. 

3) If the purposes and benefits of that fasting relate to 

21
st
 Century needs, and violate no scriptural 

principles, then WHY NOT FAST TODAY? 

4) Especially when we consider that Jesus said His 

disciples would fast when the bridegroom left 

them. 

6. The Scriptures record 78 usages of some form of the 

word FAST (plus at least 3 indirect references to fasting). 

1) I have examined each of the 82 passages. 

2) I have tried to categorize them according to the 

PURPOSE of the fast. 

7. Refer to S T P O. 

 

Discussion:  One way the Scriptures use the word FAST is-- 

 

I. DENYING SELF (Mt 4:2; 1 Cor 7:5, KJV; 

2 Cor 6:5; 11:27). 
1. Matthew 4:2… And when he had fasted 

forty days and forty nights, he was 
afterward an hungred. 

1) Then was Jesus LED UP OF THE SPIRIT 

into the wilderness TO BE TEMPTED OF 
THE DEVIL (Mt 4:1). 

2) Jesus was divinely led into temptation for a 

SPECIAL divine purpose. 

3) The fasting was a voluntary denying of self, 

of which Satan sought to take advantage. 

4) The outcome though, was a great victory 

for the Lord over Satan--Matthew 4:11… 

Then the devil leaveth him, and, 
behold, angels came and ministered 
unto him. 

2. 1 Cor 7:5—Paul says that a period of praying and 

fasting is the only acceptable reason for a marriage 

partner to deny sexual fulfillment of his/her mate. 

3. 2 Cor 6:5—One of the ways Paul proved himself to 

be a faithful minister of God was by denying 

himself through fasting. 

4. 2 Cor 11:27—In defense of his apostleship, Paul 

lists fasting as a part of his sufferings for Christ. 

 

II. SORROWING OVER SIN (1 Sam 7:6; 

Neh 9:1; Jer 36:9; Joel 1:14; 2:12, 15; 

Jonah 3:5). 
1. 1 Sam 7:6—When the ark of the covenant was 

returned to Israel, there was a great REVIVAL—

They fasted, saying: WE HAVE SINNED. 

2. Neh 9:1—After returning to Jerusalem following 

70 years of captivity in Babylon, and after hearing 

the Law read, the people FASTED and 

CONFESSED THEIR SINS. 

3. Jer 36:9—The purpose of the fast proclaimed in the 

9
th

 month of the 5
th

 year of Jehoiakim’s reign was 

that the Jews might—RETURN EVERY ONE 
FROM HIS EVIL WAY (v. 7). 

4. Joel 1:14; 2:12, 15—Speak of a time when Judah 

needed to be sorrowful over their great sins--Joel 

2:12-13… Therefore also now, saith the 
LORD, turn ye even to me with all your 
heart, and with fasting, and with weeping, 
and with mourning: 13And rend your heart, 
and not your garments, and turn unto the 
LORD your God: for he is gracious and 
merciful, slow to anger, and of great 
kindness, and repenteth him of the evil. 
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5. Jonah 3:5—The people of Nineveh listened to 

Jonah’s warning from God and they proclaimed a 

fast and put on sackcloth, sorrowing for their sins. 

 

 

III. HUMBLING SELF (1 Kings 21:27-29; Ps 

35:13; Mt 6:17-18). 
1. 1 Kings 21:27ff—After God’s judgment was 

pronounced upon wicked King Ahab by Elijah, 

Ahab FASTED, and the Lord said… 1 Kings 

21:29… Seest thou how Ahab humbleth 
himself before me? because he humbleth 
himself before me, I will not bring the evil 
in his days: but in his son's days will I bring 
the evil upon his house (v. 29). 

2. Psalm 35:13… David said—I HUMBLED MY 
SOUL WITH FASTING. 

3. Mt 6:17ff—Jesus teaches that in great contrast to 

the fasting of the Pharisees, fasting should be a 

PRIVATE, HUMBLING experience. 

 

IV. DISCERNING GOD’S WILL (Ex 34:28; 

1 Kings 19:8; Ezra 8:21, 23; Acts 10:30). 
1. Exodus 34:28—The word FAST is not used here, 

but this verse tells of Moses’ 40-day fast—This 

was the time Moses received the Ten 

Commandments. 

2. 1 Kings 19:8—The word FAST is not used, but 

this text tells of Elijah’s 40-day fast—He sought 

and received instruction from the Lord here. 

3. Ezra 8:21, 23—Ezra proclaimed a fast—That we 

might afflict ourselves before our God, TO 
SEEK OF HIM A RIGHT WAY for us (v. 21). 

4. Acts 10:30—Cornelius was fasting and the angel 

told him—Thy prayer is heard (v. 31).  Peter 

was sent to reveal God’s will to him. 

5. For us today, WE HAVE the completed written 

revelation from God.   

1) We certainly must not expect God to give 

us some special revelation; revelation is 

NOT being given today, but has BEEN 

delivered (Jude 3). 

2) BUT, what would be wrong with 

combining a serious and detailed study of 

some part of that written word with a fast. 

3) Is it possible that such would be an aid in 

focusing in on God’s truth in a better way? 

V. SOUL-SEARCHING (Daniel 9:3). 
 Fasting was a part of Daniel’s soul-searching (vv. 3-19). 

 

VI. FEELING UNITED WITH KINDRED 

SPIRITS (Esther 4:;1;6). 
Esther sent this message to Mordecai-- Esther 4:16… Go, 

gather together all the Jews that are 
present in Shushan, and fast ye for me, 
and neither eat nor drink three days, night 
or day: I also and my maidens will fast 
likewise; and so will I go in unto the king, 
which is not according to the law: and if I 
perish, I perish. 

 

VII. UNITING BEHIND A DECISION (Acts 

13:2, 3; 14:23). 
1. Acts 13:2-3... The Antioch church fasted and 

prayed about sending Barnabas and Saul into the 

mission field. 



Page 4 of 6       Page 4B of 6 

2. Acts 14:23… Prayer and fasting accompanied the 

selection and ordination of elders in the places 

where Paul had established congregations. 

 

VIII. DECEIVING AND TRAPPING 

ANOTHER (1 Kings 21:9, 12). 
Proclaiming a fast was part of the wicked Queen Jezebel’s 

plan to get rid of Naboth so that Ahab could have 

the vineyard he wanted. 

 

IX. PETITIONING (Judges 20:26; 2 Sam 

12:16, 21, 22, 23; 2 Chr 20:3; Neh 1:4; Ps 

69:10; Jer 14:12). 
1. Judges 20:26… When the rest of Israel was at war 

with the tribe of Benjamin and had suffered two 

devastating defeats in battle, they fasted and 

INQUIRED OF THE LORD (v. 27). 

2. 2 Samuel 12:16ff… David fasted when the Lord 

had struck the child born from his adulterous 

relationship with Bathsheba.  He hoped that his 

fasting might cause the Lord to save the child. 

3. 2 Chronicles 20:3…  

1) Jehoshaphat proclaimed a fast when he 

learned that Moab and Ammon and others 

were coming to do battle with Judah. 

2) 2 Chron. 20:3-4… And Jehoshaphat 

feared, and set himself to seek the 
LORD, and proclaimed a fast 
throughout all Judah. 4And Judah 
gathered themselves together, TO 
ASK HELP OF THE LORD: even out 
of all the cities of Judah they came 
to seek the LORD (vv. 3-4). 

4. Nehemiah 1:4… 

1) Nehemiah learned about the destruction of 

Jerusalem and the afflictions of the Jews. 

2) He responded by weeping, mourning, 

fasting, and praying (v. 4). 

3) He petitioned the Lord to hear him and to 

prosper him and to grant him mercy (v. 11). 

5. Psalm 69:10… David coupled fasting with his 

petitions to the Lord for deliverance. 

6. Jeremiah 14:12… Through Jeremiah, God says—

WHEN THEY FAST, I WILL NOT HEAR 
THEIR CRY… (NOTE: This was spoken 

concerning SINFUL Israel). 

 

X. MOURNING (1 Sam 31:13; 2 Sam 1:12; 

1 Chron 10:12; Est 4:3; Mt 9:14-15; Mk 

2:18-20; Lk 5:33-35). 
1. 1 Samuel 31:13 & 1 Chron 10:12—Men of Jabesh-

gilead recovered the bodies of King Saul and his 

sons, burned them, buried the bones, and FASTED 

7 days. 

2. 2 Sam 1:12… David and his men mourned over 

Saul and Jonathan’s death with FASTING. 

3. Esther 4:3… There was much mourning and 

FASTING over the decree of King Ahasuerus to 

kill the Jews. 

4. Mt 9:14-15; Mk 2:18-20; Lk 5:33-35… When 

asked why His disciples did not FAST, Jesus 

responded: CAN THE CHILDREN OF THE 

BRIDECHAMBER MOURN, AS LONG AS 
THE BRIDEGROOM IS WITH THEM? 
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XI. REMEMBERING (Lev 16:29; Esther 

9:31; Isa 58:6; Jer 36:6; Zech 8:19; Acts 

27:9). 
1. Esther 9:31… 

1) Fasting became a part of the festival called 

the “Feast of Purim,” which developed out 

of this historical event. 

2) Jews remembered during this feast their 

deliverance from Haman’s planned 

massacre of their fathers. 

2. Lev 16:29; Isa 58:6; Jer 36:6; Zech 8:19; Acts 

27:9… 

1) These are all references to the Day of 

Atonement, when Israel AFFLICTED 

THEIR SOULS (Lev 16:29) by FASTING. 

2) This was the holiest of the holy days—it 

was the day they REMEMBERED their 

sins. 

3) The reference in Zechariah also mentions 

three other fasts which the Jews had added 

to their calendars. 

XII. Play-acting (Isa 58:3, 4, 5; Zech 7;5; Mt 

6:16; Lk 18:12). 
1. All of these are references to people abusing the 

fast. 

2. Whenever God’s people fasted just to appear 

righteous before others, Jesus says the result of all 

such is—THEY HAVE THEIR REWARD (Mt 

6:16). 

 

XIII. FOCUSING ON SOME PROBLEM 

(Daniel 6:18). 

1. The princes, governors, and presidents of Babylon 

conspired against Daniel and passed a law that no 

one could petition any god or man except Darius. 

2. The penalty was to be cast into a den of lions. 

3. According to the Law of the Medes and Persians, 

no such decree could be changed. 

4. Of course, Daniel prayed to God 3 times each day. 

5. In doing so, he violated the decree. 

6. Because Darius loved Daniel, he was quite upset 

that Daniel would have to be cast to the lions. 

7. Darius FASTED—His thoughts were centered on 

Daniel’s predicament. 

 

XIV. NOT EATING (Psalm 109:24; Mt 15:32; 

Mk 8:3; Acts 27:33). 
These passages relate instances when people involuntarily 

were restrained from eating. 

 

XV. BUILDING FAITH (Mt 17:21; Mk 9:29). 
1. These parallel accounts tell about the apostles 

being unable to cast out a demon from a certain 

man’s son. 

2. Jesus, before rebuking the demon, rebukes the 

disciples for their lack of faith. 

3. When they questioned Jesus about why they were 

not successful, he answered—This kind cometh 
not out but by prayer and FASTING (Mt 

17:21). 

4. The prayer and fasting would have strengthened 

the disciples’ faith—implied here. 
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XVI. SERVING GOD (Luke 2:37). 
1. As part of the description of Anna, the prophetess, 

it is said that she served God with fastings 
and prayers night and day (v. 37). 

2. Thus, fasting is a form of serving God! 

 

Conclusion: 

1. What shall we conclude from this examination of some 82 

passages about fasting??? 

1) There is MUCH in the Bible about fasting! 

1- To fail to study and discuss it is not right 

(Acts 20:27). 

2- To fail to apply this teaching to our 

individual lives would be wrong (Js 4:17). 

2) There are many purposes and benefits of fasting 

seen in these texts. 

1- With the exception of PLAY-ACTING and 

DECEIVING, these purposes and benefits 

relate to needs of Christians in the 21
st
 

Century. 

2- Jesus DID say, after He left His disciples 

WOULD fast (Lk 5:35). 

3- Have we left out of our Christian living that 

which could greatly strengthen us, when we 

have left out fasting? 

2. Perhaps this is a subject which deserves more careful 

attention than it has received in the church today! 

 

  


