The New Testament Teaching on Fasting
NT References to Fasting

· Matt. 4:2 And after He had fasted forty days and forty nights, He then became hungry.

· Matt. 6:16-18 “And whenever you fast, do not put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites do, for they neglect their appearance in order to be seen fasting by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full.  But you, when you fast, anoint your head, and wash your face so that you may not be seen fasting by men, but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will repay you.”

· Matt. 9:14-15 Then the disciples of John *came to Him, saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees fast, but Your disciples do not fast?”  And Jesus said to them, “The attendants of the bridegroom cannot mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them, can they? But the days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast.”  Cf. also the parallels in Mk. 2:18-20; Lk. 5:33-35.

· Matt. 17:21 [“But this kind does not go out except by prayer and fasting.”]

· Luke 2:37 and then as a widow to the age of eighty-four. And she never left the temple, serving night and day with fastings and prayers.

· Lk. 18:12 ‘I fast twice a week; I pay tithes of all that I get.’

· Acts 13:2-3 And while they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.”  Then, when they had fasted and prayed and laid their hands on them, they sent them away.

· Acts 14:23 And when they had appointed elders for them in every church, having prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord in whom they had believed.

· Acts 27:9 And when considerable time had passed and the voyage was now dangerous, since even the fast was already over, Paul began to admonish them,

· 2 Cor. 6:5 in beatings, in imprisonments, in tumults, in labors, in sleeplessness, in hunger,

· 2 Cor. 11:27 I have been in labor and hardship, through many sleepless nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.

Additionally, the KJV translation of 1 Cor. 7:5 reads, “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.”  However, the word “fasting” in this verse appears in only the later and less reliable manuscripts and almost certainly was inserted by scribes in the 10th-11th centuries, and was not a part of Paul’s original letter.
Secular practice of fasting

Fasting has not just been a biblical practice, but also a secular practice.  Ancient pagans fasted because they thought demons entered the body through food.  Eastern religions encourage fasting for the purpose of receiving mystical visions and revelations.  In western culture, fasting is often done for dietary purposes.  But Scripture “records no teaching or practice of fasting for practical reasons.  Legitimate fasting always had a spiritual purpose and is never presented as having any value in and of itself.” [MacArthur, Matthew 1-7, 399-400.]

OT practice of fasting

Fasting was also common in the OT economy.  It was commanded for the Day of Atonement (cf. Lev. 16:29-34; 23:26-32) and was expanded to include times of war (Judges 20:26) and calamity and suffering (1 Sam. 31:13; 2 Sam. 12:16-17).  The Pharisees carried it a step further, fasting every Monday and Thursday to commemorate Moses’ ascent and descent on Mt. Sinai (cf. Lk. 18:12). [P. Enns, Unpublished manuscript, “Gospel of Matthew,” n.p.]  It has been suggested that another reason the Pharisees picked those days was that “those two days also happened to be the major Jewish market days, when cities and towns were crowded with farmers, merchants, and shoppers.  They were, therefore, two days when public fasting would have the largest audiences.” [MacArthur, 401.]

In addition to national fasts, “both OT and NT describe personal or group fasts with a variety of purposes, especially to indicate and foster self-humiliation before God, often in connection with the confession of sins (e.g., Neh 9:1-2; Ps 35:13; Isa 58:3, 5; Dan. 9:2-20; 10:2-3; Jonah 3:5; Acts 9:9) or to lay some special petition before the Lord, sometimes out of anguish, danger, or desperation (Exod 24:18; Judg 20:26; 2 Sam 1:12; 2 Chron 20:3; Ezra 8:21-23; Esth 4:16; Matt 4:1-2; Acts 13:1-3; 14:23).…but already in the OT it is bitterly excoriated when it is purely formal and largely hypocritical (Isa 58:3-7; Jer 14:12; Zech 7:5-6) — when, for instance, men fasted but did not share their food with the hungry (Isa 58:1-7).” [Carson, “Matthew,” in Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 8: 175.]

NT practice of fasting

Fasting was still practiced in NT times, but never commanded — an important distinction, and the distinction which separates it from giving and praying in Mt. 6:1-18 (see “NT references,” above).  When the NT writers talk about fasting, most often they are describing something that has taken place, or is taking place (e.g., Mt. 4:2; Lk. 2:37; Acts 13:2-3; 13:23; 27:9).  Moreover, it is significant to note that the only two uses of the word group nesteuw after the book of Acts refer to “hunger” and not the practice of fasting.  So the books that are prescriptive for the church and form the foundation of how the church should operate are entirely silent on the practice of fasting; after Acts, not only is fasting not proscribed, but it is not even referenced as an act practiced by members of the church.  From this, it would seem safe to conclude that fasting is not a mandate for the church, though something which may be practiced (it is permissible to do and one would not be sinning in practicing fasting, but it is not something which must be done at any time by a believer).

Further, the references to fasting in the Gospels and Acts indicate a changed perspective toward fasting from the OT (where fasting was closely connected to sin and its complications).  “The early Christians were aware that their sin had been forgiven so they did not mourn for it in the way men did before Christ’s death and resurrection.  They did not fast for their sin.  They did not fast in sorrow.  And yet, it is true that they did fast.  What was the reason?  The reason was their desire to set aside the normal distractions of this life in order to seek God’s clear direction for their lives.  It was a discipline by which they waited upon God while asking Him to reveal His will to them.” [Boice, 241.]

Another concurs, saying, “Because it is not elsewhere commanded by God, fasting is unlike giving and praying [Mt. 6:2-7], for which there are many commands in both testaments.  Both the Old and New Testaments speak favorably of fasting and record many instances of fasting by believers.  But except for the yearly fast just mentioned [the Day of Atonement, Lev. 16:29], it is nowhere required.  Beyond that, fasting is shown to be an entirely noncompulsory, voluntary act, not a spiritual duty to be regularly observed.” [MacArthur, p. 400.]

The biblical practice of fasting
Though fasting is not mandated for the believer, it is permissible, within these guidelines:

· The focus of fasting is never the physical benefit (even though there may be physical benefit); the focus of fasting is to be spiritual consecration.

· Fasting is to be done privately, not publicly.  In a Biblical fast, no one else will know someone is or has fasted.  [Too often the fast is used as a source of manipulation:  “I fasted ___ days and the Lord revealed…” (which suggests:  “I fasted, I know the mind of the Lord, and you don’t.”)]  Moreover, if one is fasting and offered food, it is probably best to accept the food and eat rather than draw attention to the fast (Mt. 6:17-18).

· The intent of fasting is to seek greater intimacy with the Lord — abstaining from food (or any other activity) for the purpose of spending that time with God.  

· Because fasting is not commanded for NT believers, it is possible, and perhaps even likely, that many believers will never practice fasting.  And that lack of fasting does not mean in any way that they are out of the will of God.

Precautions about fasting

· “Jesus’ disciples did not fast while He was with them because fasting is associated with mourning or other times of consuming spiritual need or anxiety.” [MacArthur, 402.]  Thus, to fast out of habit or ritual is to distort the intent of fasting.

· “Fasting is never shown in Scripture to be the means to heightened spiritual experience, visions, or special insight or awareness--as many mystics, including some Christian mystics, claim.  Fasting is appropriate in this age, because Christ is physically absent from the earth.  But it is appropriate only as a response to special times of testing, trial, or struggle.” [MacArthur, 402.]

· Fasting is not (that’s right, not) normative and is not a part of regular “discipline”.  “Fasting is something unusual or exceptional, something which a man does now and again for a special purpose, while discipline should be perpetual and permanent.” [Lloyd-Jones, Sermon on the Mount, 2:37-38.]

· Fasting, by application, is not limited to food (though that is the direct teaching here).  “…fasting should really be made to include abstinence from anything which is legitimate in and of itself for the sake of some special spiritual purpose.  There are many bodily functions which are right and normal and perfectly legitimate, but which for special peculiar reasons in certain circumstances should be controlled.  That is fasting.” [Lloyd-Jones, 38.]

· “Fasting has no more power to assure godly leadership than it has to assure forgiveness, protection, or any other good thing from God.  But it is likely to be a part of sincere dedication that is determined to know the Lord’s will and have His power before decisions are made, plans are laid, or actions are taken.” [MacArthur, 404.]  Again, using fasting to “manipulate” God is an illegitimate use of the discipline.

· “In every scriptural account genuine fasting is linked with prayer.  You can pray without fasting, but you cannot fast biblically without praying.  Fasting is an affirmation of intense prayer, a corollary of deep spiritual struggle before God.  It is never an isolated act or a ceremony or ritual that has some inherent efficacy or merit.  It has no value at all--in fact becomes a spiritual hindrance and a sin--when done for any reason apart from knowing and following the Lord’s will.” [MacArthur, 404.]

· “Fasting is also always linked with a pure heart and must be associated with obedient, godly living.…Zech. 7:5, 9-10…” [MacArthur, 404.]

Summary comments about fasting

In Scripture, when followers of God fasted, it was a sign of the depth of their need and a demonstration of the weight of their prayer.  “…what fasting meant was that the individual was renouncing the natural demands of his body and the natural joys of eating, and registering a total dependence upon God.  He was trusting God to sustain him day by day as he ate food.  When he abstained from food, he was trusting God to sustain him in a supernatural way.…The fast, then, registered a total dependence upon God in a time of sorrow, distress, sympathy, confession of sin, or in a time of prayer.” [Pentecost, Design for Living, 146; my emphasis.]

Moreover, “Many people today seem to look at fasting as a way of winning God’s approval.  Somehow they think that if God knows how miserable they are without lunch He will be more open to their requests.  We can’t manipulate God.  If we fast to wean ourselves away from the ordinary distractions of life so we are more able to concentrate on Him, that’s fine — but private.…Giving, praying, and fasting are not things we do for public display.  They are private actions done for the good of others or for the strengthening of our own spiritual lives.  They are private transactions between ourselves and God.” [Haddon Robinson, What Jesus Said About Successful Living, 186.]

