
Fasting
Introduction
The New Testament gives us instructions about what not to do “when you fast”,  but doesn’t give us much
background on fasting.  This lesson brings together most of the scriptures related to fasting to help us get a
more complete understanding of it. (all quotations are from the King James Version)

Hebrew/Greek
Hebrew - #6684/6684 Sum/Som - Abstain from food in dedication to a deity, a sign of mourning, or possibly as
a medical treatment
Greek - #3522 Nesteuo - Go without food

Not always Intentional
Matthew 15:32 32 Then Jesus called his disciples unto him, and said, I have compassion on the
multitude, because they continue with me now three days, and have nothing to eat: and I will not send
them away fasting, lest they faint in the way. (See also Mark 8:3)

Non-Religious Fasting for Selfish Reasons
1 Kings 21:4-5 4 And Ahab came into his house heavy and displeased because of the word which Naboth the
Jezreelite had spoken to him: for he had said, I will not give thee the inheritance of my fathers. And he laid him
down upon his bed, and turned away his face, and would eat no bread. 5 But Jezebel his wife came to him,
and said unto him, Why is thy spirit so sad, that thou eatest no bread?

Never Something Done to be Seen
Matthew 6:16-18 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. 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.

Reduces the Bonds of the Flesh/Create Compassion
Isaiah 58:3-7 3 Wherefore have we fasted, say they, and thou seest not? wherefore have we afflicted our soul,
and thou takest no knowledge? Behold, in the day of your fast ye find pleasure, and exact all your labours. 4
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. 5 Is it such a fast that I have chosen? a day for a man to afflict his
soul? is it to bow down his head as a bulrush, and to spread sackcloth and ashes under him? wilt thou call this
a fast, and an acceptable day to the Lord? 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? 7 Is it
not to deal thy bread to the hungry, and that thou bring the poor that are cast out to thy house? when thou
seest the naked, that thou cover him; and that thou hide not thyself from thine own flesh?

Psalm 69:10-11 10 When I wept, and chastened my soul with fasting, that was to my reproach. 11 I made
sackcloth also my garment; and I became a proverb to them.

Done to Devote/Reduce Distraction
1 Corinthians 7:5 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.
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Luke 2:36-37 36 And there was one Anna, a prophetess, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Aser: she
was of a great age, and had lived with an husband seven years from her virginity; 37 And she was a widow of
about fourscore and four years, which departed not from the temple, but served God with fastings and prayers
night and day.

Done to Ask God
2 Samuel 12:15-23 15 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. 21 Then said his servants unto him, What thing is this that
thou hast done? thou didst fast and weep for the child, while it was alive; but when the child was dead, thou
didst rise and eat bread. 22 And he said, While the child was yet alive, I fasted and wept: for I said, Who can
tell whether God will be gracious to me, that the child may live? 23 But now he is dead, wherefore should I
fast? can I bring him back again? I shall go to him, but he shall not return to me.

2 Chronicles 20:1-4 It came to pass after this also, that the children of Moab, and the children of Ammon, and
with them other beside the Ammonites, came against Jehoshaphat to battle. 2 Then there came some that told
Jehoshaphat, saying, There cometh a great multitude against thee from beyond the sea on this side Syria;
and, behold, they be in Hazazontamar, which is Engedi. 3 And Jehoshaphat feared, and set himself to seek the
Lord, and proclaimed a fast throughout all Judah. 4 And Judah gathered themselves together, to ask help of
the Lord: even out of all the cities of Judah they came to seek the Lord.

Jeremiah 14:10-12 10 Thus saith the Lord unto this people, Thus have they loved to wander, they have not
refrained their feet, therefore the Lord doth not accept them; he will now remember their iniquity, and visit their
sins. 11 Then said the Lord unto me, Pray not for this people for their good. 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.

Matthew 17:21 21 Howbeit this kind goeth not out but by prayer and fasting. (see also Mark 9:29)

(See also Ezra 8:21-23, Psalm 109:21-24, Judges 20:23-28)

Before Starting Something Important
Esther 4:14-16 14 For if thou altogether holdest thy peace at this time, then shall there enlargement and
deliverance arise to the Jews from another place; but thou and thy father's house shall be destroyed: and who
knoweth whether thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this? 15 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.
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Matthew 4:1-2 1 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.

Acts 13:1-3 13 Now there were in the church that was at Antioch certain prophets and teachers; as Barnabas,
and Simeon that was called Niger, and Lucius of Cyrene, and Manaen, which had been brought up with Herod
the tetrarch, and Saul. 2 As they ministered to the Lord, and fasted, the Holy Ghost said, Separate me
Barnabas and Saul for the work whereunto I have called them. 3 And when they had fasted and prayed, and
laid their hands on them, they sent them away.

Acts 14:23 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.

Done in Repentance and Humbleness
1 Samuel 7:4-6 4 Then the children of Israel did put away Baalim and Ashtaroth, and served the Lord only.
5 And Samuel said, Gather all Israel to Mizpeh, and I will pray for you unto the Lord. 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.

1 Kings 21:27-29 27 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.

Nehemiah 9:1-2 Now in the twenty and fourth day of this month the children of Israel were assembled with
fasting, and with sackclothes, and earth upon them. 2 And the seed of Israel separated themselves from all
strangers, and stood and confessed their sins, and the iniquities of their fathers.

Daniel 9:3-5 3 And I set my face unto the Lord God, to seek by prayer and supplications, with fasting, and
sackcloth, and ashes: 4 And I prayed unto the Lord my God, and made my confession, and said, O Lord, the
great and dreadful God, keeping the covenant and mercy to them that love him, and to them that keep his
commandments; 5 We have sinned, and have committed iniquity, and have done wickedly, and have rebelled,
even by departing from thy precepts and from thy judgments:

(See also Joel 1:13-14, Joel 2:12-13, Jonah 3:4-5)

Done in Mourning
Mark 2:18-20 18 And the disciples of John and of the Pharisees used to fast: and they come and say unto him,
Why do the disciples of John and of the Pharisees fast, but thy disciples fast not? 19 And Jesus said unto
them, Can the children of the bridechamber fast, while the bridegroom is with them? as long as they have the
bridegroom with them, they cannot fast. 20 But the days will come, when the bridegroom shall be taken away
from them, and then shall they fast in those days.

Esther 4:1-3 When Mordecai perceived all that was done, Mordecai rent his clothes, and put on sackcloth with
ashes, and went out into the midst of the city, and cried with a loud and a bitter cry; 2 And came even before
the king's gate: for none might enter into the king's gate clothed with sackcloth. 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.
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Psalm 35:11-13 11 False witnesses did rise up; they laid to my charge things that I knew not. 12 They
rewarded me evil for good to the spoiling of my soul. 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.

Luke 5:33-35 33 And they said unto him, Why do the disciples of John fast often, and make prayers, and
likewise the disciples of the Pharisees; but thine eat and drink? 34 And he said unto them, Can ye make the
children of the bridechamber fast, while the bridegroom is with them? 35 But the days will come, when the
bridegroom shall be taken away from them, and then shall they fast in those days.

(See also 1 Samuel 31:11-13, 2 sAMUEL 1:11-12, 1 Chronicles 10:11-12, Nehemiah 1:2-4)

Done in Remembrance
Esther 9:29-31 29 Then Esther the queen, the daughter of Abihail, and Mordecai the Jew, wrote with all
authority, to confirm this second letter of Purim. 30 And he sent the letters unto all the Jews, to the hundred
twenty and seven provinces of the kingdom of Ahasuerus, with words of peace and truth, 31 To confirm these
days of Purim in their times appointed, according as Mordecai the Jew and Esther the queen had enjoined
them, and as they had decreed for themselves and for their seed, the matters of the fastings and their cry.

Specific Old Testament Occasions
Zechariah 8:19 19 Thus saith the Lord of hosts; The fast of the fourth month, and the fast of the fifth, and the
fast of the seventh, and the fast of the tenth, shall be to the house of Judah joy and gladness, and cheerful
feasts; therefore love the truth and peace.

Should Be Done for God
Zechariah 7:4-7 4 Then came the word of the Lord of hosts unto me, saying, 5 Speak unto all the people of
the land, and to the priests, saying, When ye fasted and mourned in the fifth and seventh month, even those
seventy years, did ye at all fast unto me, even to me? 6 And when ye did eat, and when ye did drink, did not ye
eat for yourselves, and drink for yourselves? 7 Should ye not hear the words which the Lord hath cried by the
former prophets, when Jerusalem was inhabited and in prosperity, and the cities thereof round about her, when
men inhabited the south and the plain?

Frequency
Luke 18:11-12 11 The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, God, I thank thee, that I am not as other
men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican. 12 I fast twice in the week, I give tithes of all
that I possess.

Other References to Fasting
1 Kings 21:8-12 (a fast for Naboth)
Acts 27:9 (sailing after the fast)
Acts 27:33 (fasting on the ship)
2 Corinthians 6:4-5 (endured among other
distresses)
2 Corinthians 11:27 (among other perils and
distresses)

Jeremiah 36:6 (on the fasting day)
Jeremiah 36:9 (proclaimed a fast)
Daniel 6:16-18 (King faster for Daniel)
Joel 2:15 (sanctify a fast)
Acts 10:30 (Cornelius fasted)
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