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Fasting - Joss Bray

Over the years I have come across a lot of different questions
about fasting:

Should we be doing it regularly - or at all?

How often should we do it?

How long should we fast for?

What should we be fasting from?

Should we do it all together as a church?

Should we tell others we are doing it?

And - perhaps most importantly -

What is fasting all about?

Many people have different views about this - and we in this room 
are no different.

So how do we try and get to the bottom of these questions? The 
most important way is to see what the bible says about it. After all 
it is the word of God. And when we are reading it - as always - we 
need to ask the Holy Spirit to help us understand what God is 
saying to us. 

What does the Jesus say about it?

Not a huge amount actually. But what he does say strongly 
suggests that he expects that his disciples will fast:

MT 9:14 Then John's disciples came and asked him, "How is it that we and 
the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?" 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.
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It is interesting though that they didn’t fast when Jesus was living 
with them bodily. This suggests that Jesus was more interested in 
feasting than fasting at that point. 

It seems that fasting represented a sort of mourning that was not 
appropriate when Jesus was actually physically present. Rejoicing 
was more the order of the day. The time for mourning would be 
later - then they would fast. 

And then Jesus said to his followers in Matthew 6:

MT 6:16 "When you fast……

In fact, Jesus has three “when you” statements that he uses in 
Mathew 6. This passage is part of the Sermon on the Mount. 
These are practical instructions to his disciples - so that’s us -

So we have “When you give to the needy...” and “When you 
pray...” and “When you fast...” It’s interesting that he instructs them 
in this order - it may or may not be significant, but Jesus was 
setting out what was important and how they should do it.

MT 6:16 "When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they 
disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they 
have received their reward in full. But when you fast, put oil on your head and 
wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but 
only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in 
secret, will reward you.

The other “when you” statements are very similar. It is about the 
attitude you have when you do these things that is all important. 
Giving, praying and fasting were not to be done with a fanfare of 
trumpets and a “look at me” mentality. It’s clear that these are 
personal activities primarily between us and God. It is about our 
relationship with him. 

We will remember what he said about the Pharisee in the parable 
in Luke 18:

LK 18:9 To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked 
down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable: "Two men went up to the 
temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 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. I fast twice 
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a week and give a tenth of all I get.'  "But the tax collector stood at a distance. 
He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, `God, 
have mercy on me, a sinner.' "I tell you that this man, rather than the other, 
went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be 
humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted."

So the Pharisee gave to the needy, he prayed, he fasted - even 
twice a week! This was all useless to God - and to the Pharisee.

It is not about showing how holy or spiritually superior we are - that 
counts for nothing at all in the kingdom of God. Jesus is very clear 
about it. It seems that fasting, praying and giving can even be 
counterproductive if done with the wrong attitude. It is not about 
the doing - it is about the heart. 

However, here is a promise. Did you spot it? “Your Father, who 
sees what is done in secret will reward you”. Well - we can 
speculate about what the rewards may be - but clearly they are 
there for those who are humbly obedient. 

What did Jesus do?

MT 4:1 Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the 
devil. After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter 
came to him and said, "If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become 
bread." Jesus answered, "It is written: `Man does not live on bread alone, but 
on every word that comes from the mouth of God.' "

Jesus did a mega fast. He didn’t eat for 40 days and nights. Then 
he was hungry. I think we can assume that he did drink during this 
time. First of all, it would be pretty much impossible to go that long 
without drinking - and secondly, it doesn’t say he was thirsty. When 
the devil tempted him - it was to eat - not to drink. This episode is 
so reassuring for us - Jesus was fully man as well as fully God - he 
got hungry - just as we would! 

He was led by the Spirit - he was obedient to God in this fast. And 
that fast had a purpouse. It was the inauguration, the start of his 
public ministry. He needed to go through this to demonstrate that 
his foundation was rock solid. His commitment to his Father was 
absolute. His attitude was of humility and obedience. Fasting was 
a vital important part of this - “man does not live on bread alone” -
is an important principle for us too. Fasting demonstrates this in a 
literal, visceral and practical way.
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What about the early church?

There again - there is very little in Acts about fasting and nothing at 
all in any of the letters. None of the churches in Revelation were 
criticised for not fasting enough - it wasn’t even mentioned.

The two references in Acts are around the same series of events -
here they are, starting in Acts 13:

AC 13:1 In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: 
Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen (who had been 
brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul. While they were worshiping the 
Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for 
the work to which I have called them." So after they had fasted and prayed, 
they placed their hands on them and sent them off.

So off went Barnabas and Saul and they had an event filled and 
generally very fruitful trip. We see them return later in Acts 14
when Saul had started being referred to as Paul:

AC 14:21…. Then they returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, strengthening 
the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith. "We must go 
through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God," they said. Paul and 
Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church and, with prayer and 
fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put their trust. After 
going through Pisidia, they came into Pamphylia, and when they had 
preached the word in Perga, they went down to Attalia.

So what was the fasting about here then? When this group of 
believers were worshipping and fasting, God spoke to them and 
gave them specific directions. They heard from God something 
which was fundamental to the church being built all over the 
region, and then the world. Then they fasted and prayed some 
more - just to make sure - and sent off Barnabas and Saul. 

Then they appointed elders with prayer and fasting. These men 
had to be the right ones. The apostles had to make sure they 
heard from God. And they committed them to God with fasting - it 
must have been an intense time and again very important for the 
church’s future. 
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What about fasting in the Old Testament and Jewish 
traditions?

There isn’t enough time to go into detail here about fasting in the 
OT. There were regular fasts, and special fasts. The large majority 
of special fasts called were about mourning, repentance, grief and 
people humbling themselves. Some were called to enquire of God 
and ask what to do, and in a minority of cases, part of fasting was 
to ask the Lord for something.

One of my favourite passages is in Isaiah 58 - well worth a read 
later. It describes a nation fasting but at the same time oppressing 
the poor and needy. They were going through the motions but at 
the same time quarrelling with and fighting each other. They spent 
a day supposedly humbling themselves before God - then the rest 
of the time ignoring His requirements of them. 

True fasting is what God wanted. These were to feed the hungry, 
release the oppressed, to loose the chains of injustice and stop 
pointing the finger at each other. God promises them strength, and 
satisfaction and a future - which brings us back to what Jesus 
promised us as well - “Your heavenly father will reward you”

In summary

At the beginning we had questions about fasting - so have we got 
any answers?

Fasting seems to be a normal part of Christian life - as Jesus said
and expected. But there is no set formula for how we should do it -
for how often or for how long for or even when is the right time.

In terms of what should we be fasting from, the bible assumes that 
fasting is abstaining from food and occasionally drink (see the 
book of Esther). People also fast from things that are not food and 
that may also be helpful. This may be from things that tend to 
distract from spending time with God - not bad things in 
themselves - but distracting.

Should we fast all together as a church or individually? Well even 
though this means others will know - the early church certainly 
seemed to do it together at times. But Jesus was also clear that it 
is for individuals to do themselves on their own.
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But the most important thing is to realise what fasting is all about. It 
is putting time aside to focus on God and hear from Him. It is about 
humbling ourselves before God. It is about demonstrating that we 
“do not live by bread alone - but on every word that comes from 
the mouth of God”. It is about getting our nourishment and feeding 
from God rather than earthly things.

It is not about being super spiritual and proud. It is not about trying 
to force God to do something. It is no good if we don’t follow God 
the rest of the time. It is no good if our lives do not reflect him when 
we are not fasting. It is no good if we do it in a formulaic way 
because that is what we are supposed to do - rather than it coming 
from the heart, because we are responding to his love and plan for 
us. 

The challenge

So there it is - we need to work out for ourselves how and when we 
fast. There will be times on our own and times when we do it as a 
church - especially when we really need to humble ourselves 
before God and pray. Let’s ask him to guide us in this, and to 
actually be doers of the word - not just hearers.
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