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“[Jesus said,] ‘And whenever you fast, do not look 
dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces 
so as to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell 
you, they have received their reward. But when you fast, 
put oil on your head and wash your face, so that your 
fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father 
who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will 
reward you.’” (Matthew 6:16-18) (NRSV)

These words of Jesus are part of the Sermon on the 
Mount, which contains some of his most important 
teaching on the life of discipleship. He addresses the 
discipline of fasting alongside prayer and almsgiving, 
which were three traditional practices of devotion for or-
dinary Jewish people. As such, they were disciplines that 
shaped the spiritual life of Jesus himself, and he expect-
ed his disciples to follow his example and do the same. 
He says, for instance, ‘when you fast’, not ‘if you fast’! 

As a matter of sheer obedience, we simply cannot 
avoid or neglect this discipline, but we can learn further 
about the deeper purpose and practice of fasting in the 
Scripture.

Some benefits of fasting

There are many reasons in the Scriptures about why the 
people of God turn to fasting, but we can identify three 
common motivations:

l  Seeking hope and a future: when surrounded by 
fearful circumstances; when mourning the loss of 
friends; when facing bleak circumstances; and when 
strength fails (eg 2 Samuel 1:11-12; 2 Chronicles 
20:1-4; Matthew 9:15; Luke 2:37; Acts 27:33-34)

l  Seeking repentance and self-discipline: for times of 
unfaithfulness; for when we have forgotten the Lord; 
for hearts set on ungodly desires; for occasions 
of disobedience; and for strength to choose the 

right path (eg 1 Samuel 7:6; 1 Kings 21:27; Psalm 
35:13, 69:10; Daniel 9:3; Joel 2:12-13; Jonah 3:5; 
Matthew 4:1-11; Acts 9:8-9, 18-19)

l  Seeking strength and blessing: for revelation and 
guidance; for victory over enemies; for healing the 
sick; for a faith that overcomes; for the anointing of 
the Spirit; and for protection from danger (eg Judges 
20:26-27; 2 Samuel 12:16; Ezra 8:21; Esther 4:16; 
Daniel 10:2-3; Acts 14:23).

When we fast, and for whatever reason, it is always 
because we know deep down that the only future worth 
having is the one that God has prepared for us. It is 
a sign that we cannot walk in God’s way using our 
own wisdom or strength, so we need to turn our lives 
towards God, and seek divine blessing in all things.

Different kinds of fasting

Scripture provides us with three different ways of  
fasting:

l  A complete fast means abstaining from all food and 
drink. This is very rare, and even then only for a very 
short time of three days (Esther 4:15-16; Acts 9:9). 
Doing a complete fast can be physically dangerous, 
and should not be undertaken without good medical 
advice, especially for any extended period of time.

l  An ordinary fast means abstaining from all food 
and drink, except water. The story of Jesus in the 
wilderness is likely to be an example of an ordinary 
fast. We are simply told that he went without food, 
and was hungry (Matthew 4:1-11).

l  A partial fast means abstaining from certain kinds 
of food and drink, such as meat and wine, and 
for longer periods of time (Daniel 1:8, 10:3). This 
kind of fasting, is also associated with abstinence 



from other things that we tend to consume, or that 
consume us, beyond what is necessary for life 
and health. So, people might fast from chocolate, 
television, the internet, or other social activities and 
entertainments.

Rhythms of fasting

Just as there are different kinds of fasting, so there are 
different patterns of fasting in Scripture:

l  Annual fasts in which the whole people of God 
are called to practices of self-denial. In the Old 
Testament, the Jews would fast every year on the 
Day of Atonement, the tenth day of the seventh 
month (Leviticus 16:29-31; 23:27). Lent is an annual 
season of fasting in the broad Christian tradition.

l  Corporate fasts would be called for the whole 
people of God under various circumstances, 
and regular fasts were instituted on many days 
throughout the year (Joel 1:14; 2:15-16; Zechariah 
8:19; Acts 13:2). Many different Christian traditions 
have their own regular days of fasting.

l  Weekly fasts were apparently normal for the 
Pharisees, who fasted twice a week (Luke 18:12). 
It was also the pattern of the early Church to fast 
on a Wednesday and Friday every week. This was 
the pattern that Wesley originally prescribed for the 
early Methodists.

l  Spontaneous fasts are used by individuals as often 
as the need arises. The apostle Paul tells us that 
he fasted often, especially in the midst of hardships 
(eg 2 Corinthians 11:27). He even recommended a 
season of abstinence from sex for married couples, 
in order to give greater focus to fasting and prayer 
(1 Corinthians 7:5).

As we have seen, Jesus expected that his disciples 
would fast, but without being legalistic about regular 
fast days. This might be because he encouraged them 
to make fasting a more spontaneous part of their lives 
under the Holy Spirit’s guidance. Fasting as the need 
arose would also seem to have been his own practice, 
revealing the true source of his own strength: “My 
food,” Jesus said, “is to do the will of him who sent me” 
(John 4:31-34; Matthew 4:4).

Going further

This is one of a series of three resources on fasting 
by Philip Meadows. To read further in this area, see 
his resources, ‘Fasting as a spiritual practice’ and 
‘Developing the habit of fasting’. 

For a range of resources on engaging spiritual practices, 
visit www.deepeningdiscipleship.org.uk. 

This resource has been produced  
in collaboration with the Inspire  
Network, which offers a wide range of

resources and training to develop the spiritual life of  
mission-shaped disciples (www.inspire-network.org.uk).
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