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FASTING 

Isaiah 5:1-9, Zechariah 7:1-10 

By Raymond White 

 

 Food is a gift from God. (Genesis 1:30) I have given every green herb for meat. 

And it’s a good gift. How do we know? Because God made flavors. He could have made 

everything taste like, well, grass, I suppose. But instead, he made eating pleasurable.  

 Well, if food is so good, then why should we ever fast? Why not just eat, eat, eat? 

If some is good, more is better. Right? Wrong! Excess makes good things bad. Money is 

good (Deuteronomy 8:18). A wife is good (Proverbs 18:22). But too much money and 

too many wives (ask Solomon) is a bad thing (Deuteronomy 18:18). Food is like that. 

Moderation is good, gluttony is bad. 

 But beyond moderate eating, there is non-eating, or fasting. Why do people fast? 

The Bible indicates that people fast in response to situations. The meaning of a fast, then, 

is derived, not from a formality, a ritual, but from a reality. 

 What is the point of fasting? Is it an ordinance? Maybe. But if so, then why? Do 

we fast to impress God with our willingness to go without food? If that’s the point, 

doesn’t that seem rather silly? Why would God care?  

The point of fasting is not to impress God with our going hungry but that we are 

impressed and angry and frightened and despairing about things that trouble us. The point 

is, when we’re upset, we’re in no mood to eat. When we’re dealing with upsetting things, 

food is the last thing on our minds. Problems make us lose our appetite. 

 But we do fast as an ordinance. Well, if it is an ordinance then it’s fair to ask: 

What is an ordinance? And how is an ordinance different from the reality it represents?  

Consider the ordinance of a grant deed, or the ordinance of a marriage license. 

Those essential documents are different from the underlying reality they represent. The 

deed represents the transfer of property ownership; “it’s your property now and not 

mine.” The marriage license documents the actual living together as husband and wife. 

The paper that documents the action (ordinance) is different than the action (reality).  

 So, what about fasting? If it is an ordinance (and it is) we ought to ask ourselves, 

an ordinance representing what? Here is a list of biblical fastings and the events that 

prompted them. As you read them, see if you can tell what they all have in common. 

Something should jump out at you. Here’s my short list: 

Exodus 34:28 Moses fasted in the presence of God. 

Leviticus 16:29 Israel fasted because of their sins. 

Joel 1:14 Israel fasted because of a locust plague. 

Nehemiah 1:3-4 Nehemiah fasted because of a broken wall. 

Psalms 35:13 David fasted because of too many enemies. 

2 Samuel 3:35 David fasted for slain Abner. 

2 Chronicles 20:3 Israel fasted because they were attacked. 

Ezra 8:21 Ezra fasted because they had no army. 

Isaiah 585-7 God said fast for wickedness and hunger. 

Matthew 17:21 Jesus said fast when you confront Satan. 

Matthew 4:1-2 Jesus fasted when he confronted Satan. 

Matthew 9:15 We fast because Jesus is not here. 

 Notice anything in common yet? Here is my long list: 
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[1] OLD TESTAMENT 

 

Judges 20:25 Benjamin…destroyed 18,000 men :26 Israel…wept…and fasted… 

 

1 Samuel 1:7 therefore she [Hannah] wept and did not eat. 

 

1 Samuel 7:6 they fasted and said there, We have sinned against the LORD. 

 

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. 

 

1 Samuel 31:12 the valiant men… took the body of Saul :13 and buried them and 

fasted 

 

2 Samuel 1:11 Then David :12 mourned and wept and fasted until even for Saul  

 

2 Samuel 3:35 So do God to me…if I taste bread [David’s grief over Abner’s 

death] 

 

2 Samuel 12:15 the LORD struck the child that Uriah’s wife bare :16 and David 

fasted  

 

2 Samuel 12:22 While the child was alive I fasted and wept :23 but now he is 

dead, wherefore should I fast? Can I bring him back again?  

 

1 Kings 21:27 When Ahab heard [Elijah’s] words, he rent his clothes…and fasted. 

 

1 Chronicles 10:12 the… men took away the body of Saul and buried [him] and 

fasted 

 

2 Chronicles 20:3 Jehoshaphat feared…and proclaimed a fast throughout all 

Judah. 

 

Ezra 8:22 I was ashamed to require of the king a band of soldiers :23 so we 

fasted 

 

Nehemiah 1:3 the wall of Jerusalem is broken :4 I wept and mourned and fasted. 

 

Nehemiah 9:1 assembled with fasting :2 confessed their sins and iniquities of 

their fathers. 

 

Esther 4:3 there was great mourning among the Jews, and fasting, and weeping, 

… 
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Esther 4:16 fast for me…I also and my maidens will fast…and if I perish, I 

perish. 

 

Jeremiah 14:12 When they fast, I will not hear their cry… 

 

Daniel 10:2 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… 

 

Jonah 3:7 …Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste any thing… 

 

Zechariah 7:3 …Should I weep in the fifth month, separating myself, as I have 

done… 

 

 What do all fastings in the Old Testament have in common? They were all of 

them reactions to some stressful, negative event ― death, or war, or sin, or whatever. Not 

eating, not being hungry is the body’s natural reaction to bad things. So if you want to 

show God that you are genuinely concerned about something, don’t eat. 

 

[2] NEW TESTAMENT 

 

Matthew 4:1 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…  

 

 Going into battle, in this case spiritual battle, is serious business.  

 

Luke 2:36 And there was one Anna a prophetess :37 And she was a widow of 

about fourscore and four years, which departed not from the temple, but served 

God with fasting and prayers night and day. :38 … and spake of him [Jesus] to all 

them that looked for redemption in Jerusalem. 

 

 For a young widow to have to face a long life of aloneness (84 years) is certainly 

an anguishing experience. What might a person in that situation do with all that time? 

Anna fasted and prayed and did a lot of temple work. And the end of that long, lonely, 

faithful life, she was blessed to see the child messiah and prophecy for him. 

 

Luke 5:34 …Can ye make the children of the bridechamber fast, while the 

bridegroom is with them? 

 

 Why would anyone want the fast when Jesus is with them? His presence would be 

a time of joy not sadness, a time to feast not fast. We fast because we’re not with the 

Lord, when he is somewhere else. He’s in heaven and we’re here. We sorrow that we’re 

not with him. 

 

Acts 13:2,3 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. 
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 Why a fast? They fasted because they felt the stress of this heavy responsibility, 

of doing the job right. Should they set apart Barnabas and Paul or not? This was serious 

business, not to be dealt with frivolously.   

 

2 Corinthians 6:5 In stripes, in imprisonments, in tumults, in labours, in 

watchings, in fastings. 

 

 Maybe this is an institutional fast that Paul is talking about (fasted and prayed that 

he wouldn’t get beat up anymore) but more likely he is talking about going hungry from 

the stress of watching out for his own safety and the safety of other.  

 

2 Corinthians 11:27 In weariness and painfulness, in watchings often, in hunger 

and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness. 

 

 This is a repeat of 6:5. Paul’s fastings were spans of hunger along with all the 

other troubles that came his way. 

 So even in the New Testament, all fasting was negative, from sorrow or fear or 

deep concern for something. Plagues, destroyed cities, invading armies, crime, slain 

friends, hunger, poverty, sin, Satan ― these are the kinds of things that make us fast. In 

other words, sickening things, that make us lose our appetites so that food is the last thing 

on our minds. Fasting is the natural, physical response to grief, to fear, to stressful things 

that demand our entire attention. It is the result of concern, the proof that one is not 

taking a situation lightly.  

Positive realities don’t make us fast, they make us feast. Negative realities make 

us fast.  

It’s also important is to notice that fasting was always real; that is, a fast was 

always about something that was actually happening. They never fasted just to have a 

fast. That makes a regular institutional fasting seem rather purposeless, doesn’t it? Should 

we not then try to find purpose in such fasts by focusing our attention on real life 

problems? Regular fasting then becomes an opportunity for us to take our problems to 

God and say, “God, this is what’s upsetting me.” 

  This is not to say that a planned fast is disingenuous. But if a fast never moves 

beyond its formality, beyond a ritual, to some reality, then what is the point? How can a 

fast draw God’s attention to a situation if the faster isn’t even attentive to the situation? 

 You want to move God? To do what? If you don’t know, how do you expect God 

to know? If you are not concerned, why do you think God should be? 

 Fast, yes. The Bible says you should. But, for heaven’s sake, fast for something 

―. something that actually moves you and causes you concern. That should be easy; 

there is much to be concerned about. 

 

[3] IS THERE EVER A WRONG FAST? 

 

 God tells Isaiah that, yes indeed, there is such a thing as a wrong fast. That is a 

fast where the people have missed the point of it.  
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Isaiah 58:1 Show my people their transgression and the house of Jacob their 

sins.:2 Yet they seek me daily, and delight to know my ways, as a nation that did 

righteousness and forsook not the ordinance of their God: they ask of me the 

ordinances of justice; they take delight in approaching to God. :3 Wherefore have 

we fasted, say they, and thou seest not? Wherefore have we afflicted our soul, and 

thou takest no knowledge? [God, do you see our fasting? Are you impressed?] 

Behold, in the day of your fast ye find pleasure, [You’re just having a party] and 

exact all your labours [you oppress your employees].:5 Is it such a fast that I 

have chosen? A day for a man to afflict his soul? …[You think skipping a meal 

will impress me?]  Wilt thou call this a fast, and an acceptable day to the LORD? 

 

 Well then, if all of that is a wrong fast, then what is a right fast? God continues 

and tells us that too. 

 

Isaiah 58:6 Is not this the fast that I have chosen? To loose the band of 

wickedness [fix injustice], 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 

[especially help out your family]?:8 Then shall thy light break froth as the 

morning, and thine health shall spring forth speedily: and thy righteousness shall 

go before thee; the glory of the LORD shall be thy reward. :9 Then shalt thou call 

and the LORD shall answer… 

 

 Here are the main points of Isaiah’s admonition.  

 First: Feel genuine sorrow, grief, fear, humiliation, lose, for the tragedy that has 

beset you or someone you care about. Isaiah said, “You’re trying to convince me that 

you’re grieving and ye find pleasure?” Your fast is not convincing me. 

 Second: Do something about it. Feed the poor, do justice, and so forth. In other 

words, work to resolve the problem that you are claiming you are so stressed over. Don’t 

just dump it on God to deal with, you deal with it. Try to fix the problem that you claim 

you’re so concerned about. 

 Third: Feel your grief over the right things. Isaiah gives us a list. There is 

righteous grief over injustice and poverty. But there is also unrighteous grief, like for 

example Cain’s jealousy of Abel, or David’s lust for Bathsheba, or King Ahab’s pining 

for Naboth’s vineyard. 1 Kings 21:4 … And he [Ahab] laid him down upon his bed…and 

would eat no bread. That’s fasting (Ahab couldn’t eat) but Ahab was fasting for the 

wrong thing. He was so grieved that he couldn’t get someone’s else’s property that he 

committed murder. Here’s a proper thing to grieve for: how about abortion? We murder 

over a million babies a year in America. If that doesn’t turn your stomach, nothing will.  

 Fourth: Do all that and then God will take notice of your fasting and will bless 

you. The ordinance loses it meaning if we don’t keep reality in view.  

 Here is an example of a fast that accomplished nothing good at all. It merely 

invigorated a wrong thinking people to do a wrong thing. 
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Jeremiah 36:9 …they proclaimed a fast…:10 Then read Baruch in the book the 

words of Jeremiah in the house of the LORD … :23 …he [the king] cut it 

[Jeremiah’s scroll] with a pinknife, and cast it into the fire.   

 

 This fast began right, the people heard Jeremiah’s words, but ended wrong, they 

rejected his words, cut them up and burned them. So the fast proved to be useless. 

 

[4] DO WE NEED AN INSTITUTIONAL FAST? 
 

 Before we decide to fast, we should first understand what we are fasting for. If 

someone asks me to fast, I first ask, “Why?”  

 When the Jews return to Judea from their Diaspora, they asked their prophet this 

very question: Should we continue to fast?  

 

Zechariah 7:1 And it came to pass in the fourth year of king Darius, that the 

word of the LORD came unto Zechariah in the fourth day of the ninth month, even 

in Chrisleu. [This is a fast for the fall of Jerusalem.] :2 When they had sent unto 

the house of God Sherezer and Regemmelech, and their men, to pray before the 

LORD.:3 And to speak unto the priests which were in the house of the Lord of 

hosts, and to the prophet, saying, Should I weep in the fifth month, separating 

myself, as I have done these so many years? 

 

 This is a fair question. We mourned and fasted over the destruction of Jerusalem, 

but now we’re back and have rebuilt the city and the temple, should we continue to fast? 

Here’s God’s answer. 

 

Zechariah 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 [had a feast] 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?:8 And the word of the LORD came unto 

Zechariah saying,:9 Thus speaketh the LORD of hosts, saying, Execute true 

judgment, and shew mercy and compassions every man to his brother: :10 And 

oppress not the widow, nor the fatherless, the stranger, nor the poor; and let none 

of you imagine evil against his brother in your heart. 

 

 During the Diaspora, Jews fasted in grief for the loss of their temple. But when 

the Diaspora was over and the Jews were returning to Jerusalem, they asked Zechariah a 

fair question: should we still keep that fast?  

God first answered the question with a question: “Did you ever fast for me or 

were you fasting for yourselves? Did you ever feast for me or were you feasting for 

yourselves?” In other words, if you think that maybe a fast or a feast is appropriate, 

examine the motive. If you have a fast, or a feast, are you having it for the right reasons? 
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 And that brings us to this question: Why an ordinance? We have a regular 

institutional fast because we need to be continually reminded that things are bad even 

when things are good. Why? Because when life is good we tend to forget God. There is 

this saying: “Success doesn’t change people, it unmasks them.”  

 So we have a fast to remind us. But if we forget what the fast is about, then it 

doesn’t mean much. We need an institutional fast, yes, but we need to keep it right, to 

keep us in continual reminder of our fragileness and constant dependence on God.  

 And by the way, God did finally answer their question ― 

 

Zechariah 8:19 …The fast of the fourth month…shall be…cheerful feasts…  

 

 God did change this fast into a feast. Things had improved for them. 

 Here are other institutional fasts in the bible. 

 

Leviticus 23:27 tenth day of seventh month…day of atonement…ye shall afflict 

your souls.  

 

 “Afflict your souls” probably meant fast.  

 

Esther 9:29 And Esther the Queen wrote :31 to confirm the days of Purim …as 

they had decreed for themselves sand for their seed, the matters of the fastings 

and their cry.  

 

 Purim is the day of fasting to remember when the Jews almost lost everything. 

 

Jeremiah 36:6 Therefore go thou, and read … in the ears of the people in the 

LORD’s house upon the fasting day. 

 

 The Jews had a fasting day, and that was the day that Jeremiah went to the temple 

to read God’s word to them. Their fasting accomplished something anyway, they were in 

a mood to listen to him. 

 

[5] THE POWER OF FASTING 

 

Matthew 17:19 Then came the disciples to Jesus apart, and said, Why could not 

we cast him out? :21 This kind goeth not out but by prayer and fasting. 

 

 You want to do battle with evil? Then be sincere about it. And one good way to 

cement your sincerity is to not eat. Fasting focuses your attention, if you let it. 

 

[6] TESTIMONIES 

 

 What about testimonies? What’s that all about? When we are fasting, is it 

important to standup and tell others why we are fasting? 
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Deuteronomy 26:2 Thou shalt take of the first of all the fruit of the earth … :3 

And thou shalt go unto the priest … :4 And the priest shall take the basket out of 

thine hand … :5 And thou shalt speak and say before the LORD thy God, A syrian 

ready to perish was my father, and he went down into Egypt, and sojourned there 

with a few, and became there a nation, great, mighty, and populous :6 And the 

Egyptians evil entreated us, and afflicted us, and laid upon us hard bondage :7 

And when we cried unto the LORD God of our fathers, the LORD heard our voice, 

and looked on our affliction, and our labour, and our oppression :8 And the LORD 

brought us forth out of Egypt with a mighty hand, and with an outstretched arm, 

and with great terribleness, and with signs, and with wonders :9 And he hath 

brought us into this place, and hath give us this land, even a land that floweth 

with milk and honey. 

 

 This is so much like a Fast and Testimony Meeting. First: We give our tithes and 

offerings. Second: We declare publicly that we remember the problems that we used to 

have. And third: We declare publicly that we remember that God has delivered us from 

those problems and has blessed us with good things.  

 A testimony connected with a fast is either a declaration of a problem (God, I 

need your help), or of a problem that God has resolved for you (God, thank you). But 

always it has a negative root. That’s why it’s a fast.  

 

[7] THE OPPOSITE OF FAST IS FEAST 

 

You don’t fast for positive things, you feast ― like at a wedding. You would 

never fast at a wedding, unless you despise your new son-in-law with his piercings and 

tattoos, then you might fast and hope your precious daughter comes to her senses before 

the I-do’s. 

After all the fasting we’ve talked about, we should now talk about some feasting. 

What do we feast for? 

 

2 Chronicles 7:8 Also at the same time Solomon kept the feast seven days and all 

Israel with him… :10 …glad and merry in heart… 

 

 This was because of their joy of the newly built and newly dedicated temple that 

God had conspicuously accepted.  

 

Esther 9:17 made it a day of feasting & gladness.  

 

 When it was all over, when Esther had her victory and saved the Jews from her 

husband’s rash decree, they had a feast. Of course. It was time to celebrate and be happy. 

 

Jeremiah 16:8 Thou shalt not also go into the house of feasting, to sit with them 

to eat and to drink.  

 

 A feast would be a fine thing to have. Let’s celebrate and have a party and be 

happy. That would be nice, but not when a great disaster is coming. They were in a party 
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mood because they didn’t know a great disaster was coming. Jeremiah was telling them 

but they weren’t listening, they were too busy partying.  

 

[8] SO, WHY ARE YOU FASTING? 

 

 Are you fasting because you want to impress God? I don’t think that impresses 

God. Are you fasting because your church says you should? I don’t think that impresses 

God either. Maybe this is why you should fast: because you actually feel a strong 

negative passion ― sorrow, grief, fear, etc. ― about something. 

 What something? Well, you’d better know. If you don’t know what you feel 

sorrow, grief, fear, etc. for, how do you expect God to know? Want to impress God with 

your problems? Maybe you’d better impress yourself first. Maybe at least think about 

them, and allow yourself to feel the emotion that you should be feeling about your 

problems and other people’s problems. Then maybe God will pay attention to them, if 

you’ve paid attention to them first.  

 Writing down your issues can help. Then at least you know what they are. 

 There’s a device that I use, my own contrivance. In my church we make our 

donations with a donation slip, and we keep a carbon copy for ourselves. On the back of 

that carbon copy I write down the things that I am concerned about. One of the things I 

believe about God is that he can read. And if I am attentive to my own problems enough 

to write them down, I believe God is attentive enough to read them, if not from the piece 

of paper, then from my heart. 


