Sermon 145






September 9th, 2006

Today I want to talk about Fasting however I would like to invite the Holy Spirit into our hearts first.

Dear Heavenly Father, 

We come before You today with love and an eagerness to learn please Father fill us with the Holy Spirit that we might better understand Your will in Jesus’ name we pray Amen.

Is it biblical and are we suppose to be Fasting in today’s world. We will see the answer to those questions as we proceed. However first I’d like to ask a couple questions and see if I can get an answer. I want to know if anyone knows who was the first person in the bible to Fast? Yes, you brother. “Moses” Very good. Now can anyone tell me who the three people were that Fasted 40 days each? Yes, sister. Moses. Elijah, and Jesus. Very good, now one more question, do you fast on a periodic basis? Well, I see a lot of you looking around on that question. Not to worry though for the last question is a bit different from the other two. It may even be a little threatening to some for it involves an evaluation of our life and not just accumulated knowledge of Biblical facts. Are you one of those who try and squirm out of it by asking what I mean by "a periodic basis." Well, either way we should not avoid the question. I feel this last question to be much more important then the first two. As I have studied different churches in the various cities and states I have visited I have found that very few practice Fasting. Some Pastors or Reverends say it is because of health reason others just said it was a thing of the past however we are going to look at what God’s word says about Fasting in a Believers life. 

If we were to make a study of fasting in the Bible most of us would find ourselves very challenged about this neglected area of a Believers life and practice. I'd like to encourage you to do something about that problem. However before you do I want to talk to you about what fasting really is, some of the principles of biblical fasting as well as some of the appropriate occasions for fasting according to Scripture? Now I do not know just how many of you have even thought about the biblical perspective on food or even if there is one. Nonetheless let me assure you there is one and it is all through the bible. It answers questions like “Why did God give us food?” “How are we to think about food?” and yes even “Can we enjoy eating?” The Bible gives us answers to these questions. According to Scripture, food is given to us as a gift from God for four reasons. Food is given to us for:

Sustenance, Even in the garden of Eden, Adam needed food to sustain his life and give him energy to do the tasks God had assigned him. Plants were given to Adam and Eve for this purpose: Genesis 1:30 “And to every beast of the earth, and to every fowl of the air, and to every thing that creepeth upon the earth, wherein [there is] life, [I have given] every green herb for meat: and it was so.” Later on animals were given for the same purpose: Genesis 9:3.” Every moving thing that liveth shall be meat for you; even as the green herb have I given you all things.”                                         

Worship, Food also is a source of worship. We should be very conscious of the fact that food is a gift from God. Matthew 6:11 “Give us this day our daily bread.” And  1 Timothy 4:3&4 “Forbidding to marry, [and commanding] to abstain from meats, which God hath created to be received with thanksgiving of them which believe and know the truth. 4 For every creature of God [is] good, and nothing to be refused, if it be received with thanksgiving:” In fact, Paul says that every bit of food "should be received with thanksgiving" Therefore every meal becomes an occasion for thanksgiving. When we accept food at the beginning of a meal we should give thanks. Acts 27:35 “And when he had thus spoken, he took bread, and gave thanks to God in presence of them all: and when he had broken [it], he began to eat.”  And when we sit back in our chair with satisfaction Deuteronomy 8:10 “When thou hast eaten and art full, then thou shalt bless the LORD thy God for the good land which he hath given thee.” So we see our natural reaction should be gratitude to God. According to scripture food was created to be a source of thanksgiving and worship.

Scripture tell us that God has created food for the purpose of fellowship, enjoyment, worship and enjoyment, however God also has a place for fasting in our lives that we will find out about later.                                                                                               Fellowship, God made food for fellowship. He even commanded that some of the sacrifices offered to Him at the temple were to be shared with others. These were communal meals; meals in which the whole community sat down and ate together. Please turn with me to Deuteronomy 12:6-7&18 “And thither ye shall bring your burnt offerings, and your sacrifices, and your tithes, and heave offerings of your hand, and your vows, and your freewill offerings, and the firstlings of your herds and of your flocks: 7 And there ye shall eat before the LORD your God, and ye shall rejoice in all that ye put your hand unto, ye and your households, wherein the LORD thy God hath blessed thee. 18 But thou must eat them before the LORD thy God in the place which the LORD thy God shall choose, thou, and thy son, and thy daughter, and thy manservant, and thy maidservant, and the Levite that [is] within thy gates: and thou shalt rejoice before the LORD thy God in all that thou puttest thine hands unto.” Families still find a resource of love, fellowship, discussion, and understanding when they come together to eat.

Enjoyment, The variety of tastes found in creation is not an accident God gave us such a wide variety of eatable types of food and highly developed taste buds, so that man would find pleasure in eating. Food is meant to be a source of joy we find this truth in Ecclesiastes 2:24-25 “[There is] nothing better for a man, [than] that he should eat and drink, and [that] he should make his soul enjoy good in his labour. This also I saw, that it [was] from the hand of God. 25 For who can eat, or who else can hasten [hereunto], more than I?” And now Ecclesiastes 5:18 “Behold [that] which I have seen: [it is] good and comely [for one] to eat and to drink, and to enjoy the good of all his labour that he taketh under the sun all the days of his life, which God giveth him: for it [is] his portion.” And just as a lot of other things in God's creation, we are allowed to enjoy our food.

In fact at my house the dining table is one of the few times that we all get together as a family. The meal became a focal point for conversation, discussion, and learning in my household. I do believe that's the way God intended it.

The Family of Christ still breaks bread together in the Lord's Supper and one of the purposes is for fellowship 1 Corinthians 10:17 “For we [being] many are one bread, [and] one body: for we are all partakers of that one bread.” In Revelation 3:20“Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me.” Jesus Christ's fellowship with believers is described as a meal. And at Christ's second coming we all get invited to a banquet Revelation 19:9 “And he saith unto me, Write, Blessed [are] they which are called unto the marriage supper of the Lamb. And he saith unto me, These are the true sayings of God.” Food was made by God to bring us together

Now before we learn to fast we must learn what is not fasting. Fasting is one of those religious acts that people have often misunderstood and misused. So let's be sure that we are clear on what Biblical fasting is not:

First off it is not a physical or psychological discipline. God never tells people to fast as a purely physical discipline, such as dieting for the purpose of making the body shapelier or for some other physical benefit. I'm not saying that dieting is wrong, I do it regularly; still it is not found in the Bible. Dieting may or may not be helpful to you personally, but the Bible never encourages "fasting" for that reason alone. When the Bible uses the term "fasting" it has spiritual goals in mind, not your weight 

Additionally, many Christians testify to possessing a greater amount of discipline in their lives once they began fasting on a regular basis. The discipline of conquering the desire to eat transfers over to other areas, however this is only a helpful by-product of fasting, but should not be the end in itself. God never encourages fasting for solely discipline or self-denial reasons. It is said that some of the monks and spiritual hermits of the past used fasting in this manner, although that is not a Biblical reason for fasting. God has a higher purpose in mind for fasting. Next fasting is not a to be a manipulative tool. Sometimes fasting is viewed as an attempt to twist God's arm or to win His approval. But God doesn't respond to pressure. The people tried using fasting in a manipulative way in Jeremiah's day too. We see this in Jeremiah 14:12 “When they fast, I will not hear their cry; and when they offer burnt offering and an oblation, I will not accept them: but I will consume them by the sword, and by the famine, and by the pestilence.”  Fasting didn't move God at all.

One group of people in the book of Acts tried to get God on their side by manipulative fasting we see this in Acts 23:12-14 “And when it was day, certain of the Jews banded together, and bound themselves under a curse, saying that they would neither eat nor drink till they had killed Paul 13 And they were more than forty which had made this conspiracy.14 And they came to the chief priests and elders, and said, we have bound ourselves under a great curse, that we will eat nothing until we have slain Paul.”  Yet God did not listen their prayer and their plan did not work.

 We must never think of fasting as a hunger strike designed to force God's hand and get our own way! We don't need to strong arm God. God is good and eager to answer our prayers. He is generous and eager to give us 'good things' we see this in James 1:5 “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all [men] liberally, and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him.” Don't use fasting to try to push God into a corner. Finally we are not to make fasting a phony religious exercise. By Jesus' time fasting had become a very important part of the Jewish life. Perhaps overly important would be a better way of saying it. We know the Pharisees fasted twice a week based on Luke 18:12 “I fast twice in the week, I give tithes of all that I possess.”  The Talmud tells us that this was on the 2nd and 5th day (Monday and Thursday), you maybe wondering why those days? According to the Pharisees it was because Moses went up on Mt. Sinai to get the Law on the 5th day and returned on the 2nd. At least that's what they said. However if we look closely at Jewish history, we will find another possible reason for the Pharisees fasting on Monday and Thursday. Market day in the city of Jerusalem was on the 2nd and 5th day! Everyone from the countryside came to town on those days. It was on these two days that the Pharisees chose to hold their fasts. They would walk through the streets with their hair disheveled; they would put on old clothes and cover themselves with dirt; they would cover their faces with white chalk in order to look pale; and they would dump ashes over their head as a sign of their humility! Fasting had become a "look-at-how-spiritual-I-am" exercise. It was a great show but nothing more.

Biblical fasting is not a physical discipline. It is not a manipulative tool. It is not be a hypocrisy. Now I am going to attempt to tell you what biblical fasting is.                     First of all, let's look at the root word that is used for "fasting." The Greek word for fasting is nesteia  a compound of ne (a negative prefix) and esthio, which means, "to eat." So the basic root meaning of the word simply means "not to eat."

Now what does this "not eating" food mean? Why did people in the Bible "not eat?" We find a clue in Leviticus 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, and do no work at all, [whether it be] one of your own country, or a stranger that sojourneth among you:” This verse says that fasting is synonymous with "afflicting one's soul." We gain some insight here about how the Hebrews viewed fasting. Fasting is more than just "afflicting one's body". It is "afflicting one's soul." In other words, fasting in the Hebrew mind is something ones soul participates in. Fasting is denying ones self. It is denying not only ones own body, but also ones own wants. It is a way of saying that food and desires are secondary to something else. Fasting is "afflicting one's soul" an act of self-denial. But it is not only an act of self-denial and here is where the monks and hermits went wrong. Biblical fasting is "not eating" yes however when fasting one is suppose to have spiritual communication in mind. You may ask how do you know this? I’d have to say for the same reason that Biblical fasting always occurs together with prayer in the Bible. You can pray without fasting, but you cannot fast (Biblically speaking) without praying. Biblical fasting is a deliberate abstaining from food for a spiritual reason: communication and relationship with the Father. Did you know that there are various types of fasting? Well there are so let’s look at the different types of fasting in the Bible, because I don't want you to feel overwhelmed by the thought of going without food for days and days. There are types of fasting that don't involve such a radical commitment. The Bible gives examples of many different kinds of fasting. The terms "Usual fast," "limited fast," and "Extreme fast" are not Biblical terms, however I use them to categorize the different fasts we see in the Bible. The Usual Fast: There are very few rules when it comes to fasting. What you do is really between you and the Lord. There is only one fast command in the Bible and that was the fast on the Day of Atonement. This fast was from sunset of one day to sunset of the next Leviticus 16:29-32 “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, and do no work at all, [whether it be] one of your own country, or a stranger that sojourneth among you: 30 For on that day shall [the priest] make an atonement for you, to cleanse you, [that] ye may be clean from all your sins before the LORD. 31 It [shall be] a sabbath of rest unto you, and ye shall afflict your souls, by a statute for ever. 32 And the priest, whom he shall anoint, and whom he shall consecrate to minister in the priest's office in his father's stead, shall make the atonement, and shall put on the linen clothes, [even] the holy garments:” Since, people usually don't eat during the night that makes the fast fairly easy, since you can eat again in the evening before retiring to bed. So in this type of fast the person abstained from food and liquid for a period of one day (sunset to sunset). This is a usual type of fast.                                                    The Limited Fast: In this type of fast, the emphasis is placed on restriction of diet, rather than abstaining completely from eating. A good example would be: Daniel, Shadrack, Meshach and Abednego eating only vegetables and drinking only water. We find this in  Daniel 1:11-15 “Then said Daniel to Melzar, whom the prince of the eunuchs had set over Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, 12  Prove thy servants, I beseech thee, ten days; and let them give us pulse to eat, and water to drink. 13 Then let our countenances be looked upon before thee, and the countenance of the children that eat of the portion of the king's meat: and as thou seest, deal with thy servants. 14 So he consented to them in this matter, and proved them ten days. 15 And at the end of ten days their countenances appeared fairer and fatter in flesh than all the children which did eat the portion of the king's meat.” and later on when Daniel alone practiced a limited diet for three weeks Daniel 10:2&3.” In those days I Daniel was mourning three full weeks. 3 I ate no pleasant bread, neither came flesh nor wine in my mouth, neither did I anoint myself at all, till three whole weeks were fulfilled.” Some people may argue that this isn't really a fast at all, but Daniel 10:2 uses the word “mourning " which is a Biblical occasion for fasting and a common term for fasting.                          

An Extreme Fast: This type of fast is one in which the person refrains from both food and water or simply food (but not water) for an extended period of time. An extreme fast can be harmful to your health and in most cases should not exceed three days. An example of an extreme fast can be found with Esther and her household. Esther decided to fast for three days abstaining from both "food and water" both "day and night" Let’s look at Esther 4:15-16 “Then Esther bade [them] return Mordecai [this answer], 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.” 
Ezra the priest and the apostle Paul also went without food and water for three days we find this in Ezra 10:6-9 “Then Ezra rose up from before the house of God, and went into the chamber of Johanan the son of Eliashib: and [when] he came thither, he did eat no bread, nor drink water: for he mourned because of the transgression of them that had been carried away. 7 And they made proclamation throughout Judah and Jerusalem unto all the children of the captivity, that they should gather themselves together unto Jerusalem; 8 And that whosoever would not come within three days, according to the counsel of the princes and the elders, all his substance should be forfeited, and himself separated from the congregation of those that had been carried away. 9 Then all the men of Judah and Benjamin gathered themselves together unto Jerusalem within three days. It [was] the ninth month, on the twentieth [day] of the month; and all the people sat in the street of the house of God, trembling because of [this] matter, and for the great rain.” And about Paul in Acts 9:9 “And he was three days without sight, and neither did eat nor drink.” Another example of an extreme fast is David. He went seven days without food as a plea to God to save the life of his child 2 Samuel 12:15-20 “And Nathan departed unto his house. And the LORD struck the child that Uriah's wife bare unto David, and it was very sick. 16 David therefore besought God for the child; and David fasted, and went in, and lay all night upon the earth. 17 And the elders of his house arose, [and went] to him, to raise him up from the earth: but he would not, neither did he eat bread with them. 18 And it came to pass on the seventh day, that the child died. And the servants of David feared to tell him that the child was dead: for they said, Behold, while the child was yet alive, we spake unto him, and he would not hearken unto our voice: how will he then vex himself, if we tell him that the child is dead? 19 But when David saw that his servants whispered, David perceived that the child was dead: therefore David said unto his servants, Is the child dead? And they said, He is dead. 20 Then David arose from the earth, and washed, and anointed [himself], and changed his apparel, and came into the house of the LORD, and worshipped: then he came to his own house; and when he required, they set bread before him, and he did eat.”                                                                                                                      Fasting that extend beyond three or seven days can be found in the Bible, but these exceptions were based upon direct guidance from God or a supernatural ability given by God to complete the fast. Examples of these extreme fasts are: Moses in Deuteronomy 9:9-10 “When I was gone up into the mount to receive the tables of stone, [even] the tables of the covenant which the LORD made with you, then I abode in the mount forty days and forty nights, I neither did eat bread nor drink water: 10 And the LORD delivered unto me two tables of stone written with the finger of God; and on them [was written] according to all the words, which the LORD spake with you in the mount out of the midst of the fire in the day of the assembly.”                          
Then there is Elijah in 1 Kings 19:7&8 “And the angel of the LORD came again the second time, and touched him, and said, Arise [and] eat; because the journey [is] too great for thee. 8 And he arose, and did eat and drink, and went in the strength of that meat forty days and forty nights unto Horeb the mount of God.”                     

And of course Jesus in Matthew 4:1&2 “Then was Jesus led up of the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted of the devil. 2 And when he had fasted forty days and forty nights, he was afterward an hungred.”                                                                              Now let’s look at why we should Fast. When a man or woman is willing to set aside the genuine appetites of the body to concentrate on the work of praying, they are demonstrating that they mean business, that they are seeking God with all their heart. God said, "When you seek me with all your heart, I will be found by you" we see this in Jeremiah 29:13 “And ye shall seek me, and find [me], when ye shall search for me with all your heart.”

Fasting is an expression of giving our whole heart over to the search of G o d. This is clear from Joel's call to the nation of Israel: Joel 2:12  "Therefore also now, saith the LORD, turn ye [even] to me with all your heart, and with fasting, and with weeping, and with mourning:"                                                                                                    

Now you may ask how do you know when to pray and fast or when to just pray? That is not a question that someone else can always answer for you. However in scripture we always find fasting connected with a very troubled spirit or a very restless heart before the Lord. So a reason for fasting is not something you choose on the spur of the moment. Rather the reason is a consuming one. In a sense, it's not something you choose, so much as something that chooses you, because it's that important.

So why should we fast? I would have to say to demonstrate that we are seeking God "with all our heart." Fasting puts things in proper focus. It is a physical way of saying, "Food and the things of this life are not as important to me now as (well you will have to fill in the rest.).”

Of course, denying yourself food to focus on God and His program shows humility. That is why fasting is also the equivalent of the phrase "to humble oneself before the Lord” We can find this in several different books. Psalm 35:13 “But as for me, when they were sick, my clothing [was] sackcloth: I humbled my soul with fasting; and my prayer returned into mine own bosom.”                                                                           
1 Kings 21:27-29 “And it came to pass, when Ahab heard those words, that he rent his clothes, and put sackcloth upon his flesh, and fasted, and lay in sackcloth, and went softly. 28 And the word of the LORD came to Elijah the Tishbite, saying, 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.”                                                                                                      And Ezra 8:21 “Then I proclaimed a fast there, at the river of Ahava, that we might afflict ourselves before our God, to seek of him a right way for us, and for our little ones, and for all our substance.”                                                                                
When a person is really concerned about the things of God, he will humble himself. There will be times when he will abstain from the enjoyment of food to continue concentration and focus on that, which is important to God.                                         

Let’s now look at some of the principles of Biblical Fasting.                                    

Fasting is assumed by the New Testament: When Jesus spoke about fasting, he didn't say if you fast, but "when you fast" Matthew 6:16 “Moreover when ye fast, be not, as the hypocrites, of a sad countenance: for they disfigure their faces, that they may appear unto men to fast. Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.” Our Lord assumes that Believers will fast. And from the rest of the books in the New Testament we know that they did.

There once was an inappropriate time for fasting though: when our Lord was here on earth. During that time Jesus' disciples never fasted and that seemed unusual to the religious leaders and John the Baptist's friends to see this we go to Matthew 9:14&15 "Then came to him the disciples of John, saying, Why do we and the Pharisees fast oft, but thy disciples fast not? 15  And Jesus said unto them, Can the children of the bridechamber mourn, as long as the bridegroom is with them? but the days will come, when the bridegroom shall be taken from them, and then shall they fast.” 

Now Jesus is no longer physically present with us. He will not be until His second coming. So until the rapture, our Lord knows there will be times when fasting is an appropriate response. He is not here and because of that there will be spiritual struggle, and tribulation, and a need to fast.

The Occasion for a Fast is always voluntary: We need to be careful to avoid pitfalls of legalism when fasting. Along time ago a particular day for fasting was commanded in Scripture yet only once, it was on the Day of Atonement, Leviticus 16. The fast on the Day of Atonement was connected with a deep mournful spirit in confessing sin. Now in the New Covenant, Jesus Christ has become our atonement offering, so we no longer even need to observe the Leviticus 16’s Day of Atonement! In all the rest of the Bible there are no other Scriptures that command fasting at a specific time or on a specific occasion! None!

So a Believer should fast whenever he or she feels the Spirit of God leading them to fast. The occasion for fasting is a totally voluntary decision. Some of the specific times when people in the Bible fasted are listed in the next section. But basically we can say a Believer may decide to fast whenever there is a spiritual concern or struggle in his or her life. Of course, there may be times when those in authority over us proclaim a fast, as was done by King Saul in 1 Samuel 14:24 “And the men of Israel were distressed that day: for Saul had adjured the people, saying, Cursed [be] the man that eateth [any] food until evening, that I may be avenged on mine enemies. So none of the people tasted [any] food.” And  Jehoshaphat in  2 Chronicles 20:3 “And Jehoshaphat feared, and set himself to seek the LORD, and proclaimed a fast throughout all Judah.” Also Esther in Esther 4:15-16 “Then Esther bade [them] return Mordecai [this answer], 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.” 

But normally and ultimately that decision is solely between the Lord and us. 

The Length of a Fast is also Voluntary: When we were looking at a "normal fast" (see above) we noted that a fast was usually for one day. In addition to the Day of Atonement Leviticus 23:32 “It [shall be] unto you a sabbath of rest, and ye shall afflict your souls: in the ninth [day] of the month at even, from even unto even, shall ye celebrate your sabbath.” you can see examples of one day fasts in Judges 20:26 “Then all the children of Israel, and all the people, went up, and came unto the house of God, and wept, and sat there before the LORD, and fasted that day until even, and offered burnt offerings and peace offerings before the LORD.” and  2 Samuel 1:12 “And they mourned, and wept, and fasted until even, for Saul, and for Jonathan his son, and for the people of the LORD, and for the house of Israel; because they were fallen by the sword.” and 2 Samuel 3:35 “And when all the people came to cause David to eat meat while it was yet day, David sware, saying, So do God to me, and more also, if I taste bread, or ought else, till the sun be down.”                              

There are other examples and they all show that the Jewish day was counted from sunset to sunset, so this meant that the fast would be broken (that is, food could be eaten) after sundown. However, some fasts were longer. The aforementioned fast of Esther continued 3 days, both day and night. At the burial of Saul the fast was seven days 1 Samuel 31:13 “And they took their bones, and buried [them] under a tree at Jabesh, and fasted seven days.” and David also fasted seven days when his child was ill 2 Samuel 12:16-18 “David therefore besought God for the child; and David fasted, and went in, and lay all night upon the earth. 17 And the elders of his house arose, [and went] to him, to raise him up from the earth: but he would not, neither did he eat bread with them. 18 And it came to pass on the seventh day, that the child died. And the servants of David feared to tell him that the child was dead: for they said, Behold, while the child was yet alive, we spake unto him, and he would not hearken unto our voice: how will he then vex himself, if we tell him that the child is dead?”                               

The longest fasts we find in the Bible are for forty days as we mentioned in the beginning by Moses, Exodus 34:28 “And he was there with the LORD forty days and forty nights; he did neither eat bread, nor drink water. And he wrote upon the tables the words of the covenant, the ten commandments.” Elijah 1 Kings 19:8 “And he arose, and did eat and drink, and went in the strength of that meat forty days and forty nights unto Horeb the mount of God.” and Jesus Matthew 4:2 “And when he had fasted forty days and forty nights, he was afterward an hungred.” The Biblical principle here is that the length of time you fast is determined by your own desires and the occasion or purpose of the fast. The duration can be that which the individual or group feels led to set. There is a great deal of freedom in the Lord here. However, the more common practice of a "normal fast" appears to be one day.

Bible, fasting often occurs as something you do while carrying on your everyday activities.  

To demonstrate this we go to Matthew 6:16-18 “Moreover when ye fast, be not, as the hypocrites, of a sad countenance: for they disfigure their faces, that they may appear unto men to fast. Verily I say unto you, They have their reward. 17 But thou, when thou fastest, anoint thine head, and wash thy face; 18 That thou appear not unto men to fast, but unto thy Father which is in secret: and thy Father, which seeth in secret, shall reward thee openly.” Jesus tells us as Believers to fast and go among other people looking and acting as if we are not fasting doing our normal duties and activities. In fact, soldiers involved in the activity of warfare sometimes fasted please turn to 1 Samuel 14:24 “And the men of Israel were distressed that day: for Saul had adjured the people, saying, Cursed [be] the man that eateth [any] food until evening, that I may be avenged on mine enemies. So none of the people tasted [any] food.” as well as the sailors on the ship with Paul in Acts 27:33 “And while the day was coming on, Paul besought [them] all to take meat, saying, This day is the fourteenth day that ye have tarried and continued fasting, having taken nothing.” There is a certain sense in which fasting, even in the midst of your daily activities, becomes a constant prayer to the Lord. And in the actual experience of fasting, a periodic pang of hunger can become a good reminder to send up a short "prayer" for the particular thing about which you are fasting.

What a marvelous freedom God gives us in the area of fasting. Jesus assumes that we will fast, yet he leaves the choice of when to fast, the length of our fast, and the decision of how we will spend our time while fasting completely up to us!

Fasting Does Not Cancel out Our Responsibility to be Obedient to God: We cannot fast and pray expecting God to bless when there is known sin in our lives. Fasting does not impress God with our spirituality to the point that he ignores our disobedience. On the contrary, genuine fasting will always cause us to examine our hearts to make sure everything is right with Him. The people of Isaiah's day thought that they could fast in disobedience and God would hear them. But God said, on the day of your fasting, you do as you please and exploit all your workers. Your fasting ends in quarreling and strife and in striking each other with wicked fists. You cannot fast as you do today and expect your voice to be heard on high. Isaiah 58: 4-11 “Behold, ye fast for strife and debate, and to smite with the fist of wickedness: ye shall not fast as [ye do this] day, to make your voice to be heard on high.” 
Now what occasions call for fasting? What types of situations should induce a fast? And what is a good Biblical reason for going without food?' Scripture itself has the answers to those questions. We find seven occasions when the people of God fasted. God's people fasted in these situations:

Mourning someone's death: We see fasting and mourning connected in 1 Chronicles 10:12 “They arose, all the valiant men, and took away the body of Saul, and the bodies of his sons, and brought them to Jabesh, and buried their bones under the oak in Jabesh, and fasted seven days.”; 2 Samuel 1:12 “And they mourned, and wept, and fasted until even, for Saul, and for Jonathan his son, and for the people of the LORD, and for the house of Israel; because they were fallen by the sword.” In these situations fasting showed the sorrow that the people felt over the loss of someone God used in their lives. In fact, the custom of fasting in mourning was considered normal behavior among the Israelites. That's why the servants of David were so astonished when David got up and ate following the death of his son: 2 Samuel 12:21 "David's servants said to him, 'Why are you doing this? When the baby was still alive, you refused to eat and you cried. Now that the baby is dead, you get up and eat food?” When someone experiences the loss of a close friend or relative, they usually don't feel like eating. This is a normal, natural reaction in the initial stages of grief. It is a perfectly good reason to fast.

Mourning sin, i.e. in repentance and confession: Examples of this are found in 1 Samuel 7:6 “And they gathered together to Mizpeh, and drew water, and poured [it] out before the LORD, and fasted on that day, and said there, We have sinned against the LORD. And Samuel judged the children of Israel in Mizpeh.”; Ezra 10:6 “Then Ezra rose up from before the house of God, and went into the chamber of Johanan the son of Eliashib: and [when] he came thither, he did eat no bread, nor drink water: for he mourned because of the transgression of them that had been carried away.”; Jonah 3:5 “So the people of Nineveh believed God, and proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them even to the least of them.”; and Acts 9:3-9. When people wished to demonstrate that they were serious about repenting from their sin, they fasted. Our willingness to sacrifice shows the depth of our commitment and in this case fasting is a clear way of saying to the Lord, "I care more about getting right with You, God, than I do about even my own life." So a good occasion for fasting is when we are truly grieving over our sins.

Another good time to fast is in impending danger; for protection: There are occasions when death or danger threatens us. We see from the Scripture that it is certainly appropriate to employ fasting as a means of receiving God's protection during these times. When Ezra was carrying a large consignment of gold and silver to the temple in Jerusalem along a route infested with bandits, he records: I proclaimed a fast...that we might humble ourselves before our God, to seek from him a straight way for ourselves, our children, and all our goods Ezra 8:21,23,31. Other examples of fasting for protection are found in Jeremiah 36:9 “And it came to pass in the fifth year of Jehoiakim the son of Josiah king of Judah, in the ninth month, [that] they proclaimed a fast before the LORD to all the people in Jerusalem, and to all the people that came from the cities of Judah unto Jerusalem.” and Esther 4:3.” And in every province, whithersoever the king's commandment and his decree came, [there was] great mourning among the Jews, and fasting, and weeping, and wailing; and many lay in sackcloth and ashes.”
Fasting also helps us find direction: If we expect God to reveal his direction for our lives, we must put Him first. Often this means putting aside the fulfillment of our physical appetites, so that we can focus our attention on Him. Fasting helps us find God's will.

We find an example of fasting for direction in 2 Chronicles 20:1-30. Three nations were coming against Judah to destroy them. King Jehoshaphat, the king of Judah, proclaimed a fast for the whole nation and they asked the Lord what they should do. God heard their prayer and their fast and gave the people prophetic direction through one of the choir members! God told them what to do.

Acts 13:2 is another example of direction being given by God during a fast. Here we find the leaders of the church of Antioch worshipping and fasting. The Holy Spirit used this occasion to tell the church leaders to choose Paul and Barnabas from among their group and send them out to spread the gospel among the Gentiles. So fasting is one of the ways we seek God's guidance and direction in our lives.

Then still reason to fast is sickness: There are two examples in Scripture of fasting on behalf of those who are sick: 2 Samuel 12:15-23; Psalm 35:13.Both of these examples come from the life of David. In Psalm 35:13 David says, "Yet when they were sick, I put on clothes of sadness and showed my sorrow by going without food." David saw fasting as a way to ask God for physical healing in the lives of other people.

The ordination of missionaries or church leaders: Fasting appears to have been a regular part of the ordination of church leaders and missionaries. We have already looked at Acts 13, the calling of Paul and Barnabas for missionary service. Verse 3 tells us that after they received this direction from the Lord, then they ordained them for missionary service by prayer, fasting and laying their hands upon them.

We find the same thing later on in the book of Acts. Paul and Barnabas fasted at the selection of the first elders for the new churches they planted Acts 14:23 “And when they had ordained them elders in every church, and had prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord, on whom they believed.” It would appear that fasting in these cases is a way of seriously seeking God's blessing, anointing, and power upon the leaders of the church.

Special revelation: The final occasion for fasting is for special revelation. Exceptional insights from God were sometimes given to the prophets and others during periods of fasting. Daniel sought God with fasting to ask God to fulfill His promise to restore Jerusalem see Daniel 9:9,18 “To the Lord our God [belong] mercies and forgivenesses, though we have rebelled against him; 18 O my God, incline thine ear, and hear; open thine eyes, and behold our desolations, and the city which is called by thy name: for we do not present our supplications before thee for our righteousnesses, but for thy great mercies.”  and compare with Jeremiah 29:10-13 “For thus saith the LORD, That after seventy years be accomplished at Babylon I will visit you, and perform my good word toward you, in causing you to return to this place. 11 For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, saith the LORD, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to give you an expected end. 12 Then shall ye call upon me, and ye shall go and pray unto me, and I will hearken unto you. 13 And ye shall seek me, and find [me], when ye shall search for me with all your heart.” He received through the angel Gabriel a wonderful unfolding of God's plan for Israel. If we have sought God in vain for the fulfillment of some promise, it could be that He is waiting for us to humble ourselves by fasting and seek Him as Daniel did.

Other examples of prophetic revelation during times of fasting are found in Exodus 34:28 “And he was there with the LORD forty days and forty nights; he did neither eat bread, nor drink water. And he wrote upon the tables the words of the covenant, the ten commandments.”; Deuteronomy 9:9,18 “When I was gone up into the mount to receive the tables of stone, [even] the tables of the covenant which the LORD made with you, then I abode in the mount forty days and forty nights, I neither did eat bread nor drink water: 18 And I fell down before the LORD, as at the first, forty days and forty nights: I did neither eat bread, nor drink water, because of all your sins which ye sinned, in doing wickedly in the sight of the LORD, to provoke him to anger.” and Daniel 10:1-3 “In the third year of Cyrus king of Persia a thing was revealed unto Daniel, whose name was called Belteshazzar; and the thing [was] true, but the time appointed [was] long: and he understood the thing, and had understanding of the vision. 2 In those days I Daniel was mourning three full weeks. 3 I ate no pleasant bread, neither came flesh nor wine in my mouth, neither did I anoint myself at all, till three whole weeks were fulfilled.” As we can see God decided to speak to these men while they were in the midst of a fast. For those seeking prophetic guidance or revelation today, God may also use the occasion of fasting to speak to them in a very unique way.

Here are some guidelines when fasting.

I would like to provide some guidelines for you as you begin to make this a more regular part of your Belief. The Lord will reward your efforts at fasting. Here are some individual guidelines for fasting:

Reach a personal conviction on the subject through careful Bible study. Get into the Word on your own. See what the Bible really says about fasting. Check the things that have been said here, read the Scripture references listed and go deeper.

Begin with short fasts and gradually move to larger periods of time if you desire. If you've never fasted before, you may need to start slow. Do not start with a three-day fast!

Be prepared for some dizziness, headache, or nausea in the early going. 

Break a prolonged fast gradually with meals that are light and easy to digest. Id you try to eat a whole lot you will make yourself sick and will leave you with an unpleasant memory of fasting.

Enter with a positive faith that God will reward those who fast with the right motives. Remember Jesus’ words in Matthew 6:18 “That thou appear not unto men to fast, but unto thy Father which is in secret: and thy Father, which seeth in secret, shall reward thee openly.” Sometime during your fast, mix your fast with prayer, time in Scripture reading, and singing. Remember: fasting is not an end in itself. Seek the Lord, not the experience of fasting.

Keep checking your motives concerning your fasts. Insincerity and spiritual pride can easily creep in. There is a reward for fasting, but only fasting done with the right motives Matthew 23:28 “Even so ye also outwardly appear righteous unto men, but within ye are full of hypocrisy and iniquity.”

The following are some biblical references on fasting to get you started. 

Exodus 34:28 “And he was there with the LORD forty days and forty nights; he did neither eat bread, nor drink water. And he wrote upon the tables the words of the covenant, the Ten Commandments.” 

Ezra 10:6 “Then Ezra rose up from before the house of God, and went into the chamber of Johanan the son of Eliashib: and [when] he came thither, he did eat no bread, nor drink water: for he mourned because of the transgression of them that had been carried away.”

2 Samuel 12:16 “David therefore besought God for the child; and David fasted, and went in, and lay all night upon the earth.”
Nehemiah 1:4 “And it came to pass, when I heard these words, that I sat down and wept, and mourned [certain] days, and fasted, and prayed before the God of heaven,”

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.”

Psalm 69:10 “When I wept, [and chastened] my soul with fasting, that was to my reproach.”

Isaiah 58:6 “[Is] not this the fast that I have chosen? to loose the bands of wickedness, to undo the heavy burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and that ye break every yoke?”

Daniel 10:2&3 “In those days I Daniel was mourning three full weeks. 3 I ate no pleasant bread, neither came flesh nor wine in my mouth, neither did I anoint myself at all, till three whole weeks were fulfilled.”

Joel 2:15 “Blow the trumpet in Zion, sanctify a fast, call a solemn assembly:”

Jonah 3:5 “So the people of Nineveh believed God, and proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them even to the least of them.”

Matthew 4:2; 6:16; 9:15

Acts 13:3  “And when they had fasted and prayed, and laid [their] hands on them, they sent [them] away.”

Acts14:23 “And when they had ordained them elders in every church, and had prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord, on whom they believed.”

1 Corinthians 7:5 “Defraud ye not one the other, except [it be] with consent for a time, that ye may give yourselves to fasting and prayer; and come together again, that Satan tempt you not for your incontinency.”

2 Corinthians 11:27&28 “In weariness and painfulness, in watchings often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness. 28 Beside those things that are without, that which cometh upon me daily, the care of all the churches.”
I pray you have learned sometime about fasting and will be willing to try it. Let’s bow our heads for pray.

Dear Heavenly Father,

We thank You for all Your gifts and mercies. Please Father stay close and strengthen us as we being our fasting activities. We thank You for Your many blessings and mercies as we head into another week in Jesus’ name Amen.
