SCRIPTURAL FASTING FOR NEW TESTAMENT BELIEVERS

Some people agree that fasting is biblical but they relegate it to the bottom asserting it to be an Old Testament practice. Their viewpoint is that it was a mechanical way of earning God’s mercy under the Law but that we live in an era of grace that is richly and abundantly available.

However the true and balanced revelation of the scriptures is that fasting is an essential part of both Testaments. Fasting is as much a requirement of the New Testament as it was of the Old Testament.

Christ our perfect example fasted. He commended and taught fasting to His immediate hearers and disciples (Matthew 6:16-18). The practice was to be taught and continued in accordance with the terms of the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20).

Fasting is not an optional extra that we may or may not engage in, it is an essential part of New Testament christianity. It is not a special treat for the “super saint”, it is required diet for all christians.

CHRIST’S EXAMPLE AND TRAIL

Matthew 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13; Leviticus 16:29-31; 23:27-32; Numbers 29:7; Ezra 8:21; Psalm 35:13; 69:10,11; 109:24; Daniel 10:3; Joel 1:14; 2:12; Isaiah 58:5.

Christ lived under the Old Testament before He instituted the New Testament through His blood (Matthew 26:28; Hebrews 9:16-28). This means that as a Jew He would have observed in every year the day of atonement as a fasting day (Leviticus 16:29-31; 23:27-32; Numbers 29:7; Ezra 8:21; Psalm 35:13; 69:10,11; 109:24; Daniel 10:3; Joel 1:14; 2:12; Isaiah 58:5). He did not come to destroy the Law but to establish and fulfil it (Matthew 5:17,18).

When He was of ministerial age, He commenced His public ministry with forty days of praying and fasting (Matthew 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13). The exercise brought power and anointing into His life (Luke 4:14).

Christ would have given Himself to fasting much more than we have recorded for us in the scriptures. We can even surmise this from the number of times that He was even too busy to eat, not fasting yet going hungry (Mark 3:20,21; 6:31; John 4:8; Matthew 14:15-21; 15:32-38). The person who is addicted to food and has not known the benefits of fasting may find such experiences unpalatable and unbearable. Christ left us an example and we ought to follow in His steps (1 Peter 2:21).

CHRIST’S EXHORTATION AND TEACHING

Matthew 6:2,5,16-18; Luke 5:33-39; Matthew 9:14-17; Mark 2:18-22; Matthew 17:19-21; Mark 9:28,29; John 2:5; 14:15,23,24; 15:10; 1 John 2:6; 3:22 .

The sermon on the mount embodies the teaching of Christ in concentrated form. In it He taught that giving, praying and fasting are christian obligations. “When you give alms ... when you pray ... when you fast” (Matthew 6:2,5,16). That the believers will do all three was certain, however He instructed them on the manner, method, motive and attitude with which to do the three in order to obtain divine reward.

Of those who came to compare Christ’s disciples with the disciples of John the Baptist and those of the Pharisees, He affirmed the necessity of and profit in fasting. His disciples need not fast then since He as the bridegroom was still with them. It was a time of feasting and celebration and not one of fasting and contrition. However the time definitely will come after His departure that they will fast. Now is that time (Luke 5:33-39; Matthew 9:14-17; Mark 2:18-22).

To the defeated disciples, He taught them that praying and fasting will facilitate deliverance of the oppressed in certain circumstances. That there are difficult cases that will only yield to prayer and fasting (Matthew 17:19-21; Mark 9:28,29).

The Pharisees were commended for what they did right but rebuked for neglecting the weightier matters of the law (Matthew 23:23; Luke 11:42). The Pharisee was not condemned for his fasting twice a week but because he did it for pride and show-off (Luke 18:9-14; Matthew 6:5-18; 9:14-17).

CHRISTIAN EMULATION AND TRAINING

Matthew 10:24,25; Luke 6:40; 1 John 4:17; 1 Peter 2:21; 2 Corinthians 11:27; Philippians 4:11,12; Ephesians 5:1,2; 4:32; Matthew 5:48; Mark 3:20,21; 6:31; John 4:8; Matthew 14:15-21; 15:32-38.

If we claim to be believers in Christ, we will live and walk as Christ lived and walked (1 John 2:6; Colossians 2:6). The servant is not greater than the master. If the master had to fast and pray, the servant will of necessity have to fast and pray (Matthew 10:24). In fact the servant that will be perfect will be exactly as His Lord (Matthew 10:25; Luke 6:40). We must emulate the life of the Lord in every thing. As He is, so we are in this world (1 John 4:17; 1 Peter 2:21; Ephesians 5:1,2; 4:32; Matthew 5:48).

Another reason why we need to emulate the practise of Christ is because He has already commended us to teach all of His word to others. However our lives must be a practical demonstration of what we teach and preach. To teach all Christ commanded and not to do it will be hypocrisy. This kind of hypocrisy characterised the lifestyle of the Scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 28:18-20; 23:2,3).

Fasting and praying are part of the basic, essential training in the christian life so that we can function effectively as good soldiers of Christ. The soldier that is addicted to food may faint in the battle front when adverse conditions prevents food supplies from reaching the front. However the well trained soldier can survive the worst of conditions -- hunger, thirst, rain, sunshine etc. (Mark 3:20,21; 6:31; John 4:8; Matthew 14:15-21; 15:32-38; 2 Corinthians 11:27; Philippians 4:11,12).

CONTINUAL ENRICHMENT AND TRIUMPH

Matthew 6:16-18; 26:41; 17:20,21; Mark 9:28,29; Luke 4:14; 1 Corinthians 9:25-27; Philippians 3:18,19; 4:11,12; 2 Corinthians 11:27; 2 Timothy 2:3,4.

Christ has already said that if we fast aright, not for show like the hypocrites but in secret unto God, our Father who sees in secret shall reward us openly (Matthew 6:16-18). Scriptural fasting will always bring personal spiritual enrichment and victory. Below are a few of the benefits of scriptural fasting for the New Testament believer:

(1) Dominion over the flesh and carnal appetites (1 Corinthians 9:25,27; Philippians 3:18,19; Matthew 26:41).

For many people, the flesh is weak but the spirit is willing (Matthew 26:41). However because the flesh has the upper hand, the spirit never brings forth any fruit. Fasting helps to subdue the flesh and its carnal appetites. It helps to restore the spirit to its rightful place so that we can have enriching fellowship with God. For some people, the stomach is king. Fasting will ensure that our belly is not our God (Philippians 3:18,19).

(2) Fullness and renewal of power and anointing (Luke 4:14; Matthew 17:20,21; Mark 9:28,29).

Christ had received the anointing at His baptism in Jordan when the Spirit descended like a dove upon Him. However His forty days fasting intensified, enriched, enhanced, renewed the power and anointing. It was said that He returned from the fasting in the power of the Spirit (Luke 4:14). Fasting can give us the extra-edge that is needed in dealing with difficult cases of demon oppression or possession (Matthew 17:20,21; Mark 9:28,29).

(3) Essential training in discipline, ruggedness and hardship (2 Corinthians 11:27; Philippians 4:11,12; Mark 3:20,21; 6:31; John 4:8; Matthew 14:15-21; 15:32-39; 1 Corinthians 9:25-27; 2 Timothy 2:3,4).

The ruggedness, discipline and ability to endure hardship and adverse conditions is never developed on the battle field. The soldier develops all these qualities while in training. Fasting is an essential part of our training so that we can endure hardness as a good soldier of Jesus Christ. The man who fasts often can easily withstand the pangs of hunger and be easily adaptable to adverse conditions (2 Corinthians 11:27; Philippians 4:11,12).

