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1 John 2:16 (NKJV) “For all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the 
Father but is of the world.” 

• The Lust of the Eyes  

Matthew 6:2a (ESV) “Thus, when you give…”    

• The Pride of Life  

Matthew 6:5a (NKJV) “And when you pray…”   

• The Lust of the Flesh 

Matthew 6:16a (NKJV) “Moreover, when you fast…”   

Matthew 9:15 (NKJV) “And Jesus said to them, ‘Can the friends of the bridegroom mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them? 
But the days will come when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, and then they will fast.’” 

 
 
 
I.       The Prominence of Fasting  
 

A. In the Old Testament 
 

Judges 20:26 (NKJV) “Then all the children of Israel, that is, all the people, went up and came to the house of God and 
wept. They sat there before the Lord and fasted that day until evening; and they offered burnt offerings and peace offerings 
before the Lord.” 

 
Nehemiah 9:1 (NKJV) “Now on the twenty-fourth day of this month the children of Israel were assembled with fasting, in 
sackcloth, and with dust on their heads.” 
 
1 Samuel 7:6 (NKJV) “So they gathered together at Mizpah, drew water, and poured it out before the Lord. And they fasted 
that day, and said there, ‘We have sinned against the Lord.’ And Samuel judged the children of Israel at Mizpah.” 

 
Ezra 8:21-23 (NKJV) “21 Then I proclaimed a fast there at the river of Ahava, that we might humble ourselves before our 
God, to seek from Him the right way for us and our little ones and all our possessions. 22 For I was ashamed to request of 
the king an escort of soldiers and horsemen to help us against the enemy on the road, because we had spoken to the king, 
saying, ‘The hand of our God is upon all those for good who seek Him, but His power and His wrath are against all those 
who forsake Him.’ 23 So we fasted and entreated our God for this, and He answered our prayer.” 

 
 
 

B. In the New Testament  
 

Matthew 4:1-2 (NKJV) “1 Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2 And when He 
had fasted forty days and forty nights, afterward He was hungry.” 
 
Acts 13:2-3 (NKJV) “2 As they ministered to the Lord and fasted, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Now separate to Me Barnabas and 
Saul for the work to which I have called them.’ 3 Then, having fasted and prayed, and laid hands on them, they sent them 
away.” 
 
2 Corinthians 11:27 (NKJV) “in weariness and toil, in sleeplessness often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold 
and nakedness.” 

 



C. In Christian History  
 

“The state of the times extremely requires a fullness of the divine Spirit in ministers, and we ought to give ourselves no 
rest till we have obtained it. And in order to [do] this, I should think ministers, above all persons, ought to be much in 
secret prayer and fasting, and also in much praying and fasting with one another.”                        —Jonathan Edwards 

 
 
 
II.      The Purpose of Fasting  
 

1 Corinthians 8:8 (NKJV) “But food does not commend us to God; for neither if we eat are we the better, nor if we do not eat 
are we the worse.” 

 
“Fastings and vigils without a special object in view are time run to waste. They are made to minister to a sort of                   
self-gratification, instead of being turned to good account.”                                                                —Dr. David Livingstone 
 
 
A. To Discern God’s Voice  
 

Daniel 9:2-3 (NKJV) “2 in the first year of his reign I, Daniel, understood by the books the number of the years specified by 
the word of the Lord through Jeremiah the prophet, that He would accomplish seventy years in the desolations of 
Jerusalem. 3 Then I set my face toward the Lord God to make request by prayer and supplications, with fasting, sackcloth, 
and ashes.” 

Acts 14:23 (NKJV) “So when they had appointed elders in every church, and prayed with fasting, they commended them to 
the Lord in whom they had believed.” 

 

B. To Direct Our Prayers  
 

Jeremiah 29:13 (NKJV) “And you will seek Me and find Me, when you search for Me with all your heart.” 

 

C. To Deepen Repentance  

Joel 2:12-13 (NKJV) “12 ‘Now, therefore,’ says the Lord, ‘Turn to Me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with 
mourning.’ 13 So rend your heart, and not your garments; return to the Lord your God, for He is gracious and merciful, slow 
to anger, and of great kindness; and He relents from doing harm.” 

 

D. To Defeat Strongholds  

Mark 9:29 (NKJV) “So He said to them, ‘This kind can come out by nothing but prayer and fasting.’” 

Isaiah 58:6 (NKJV) “Is this not the fast that I have chosen: To loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the heavy burdens, 
to let the oppressed go free, and that you break every yoke?” 

 

E. To Discipline the Body  

1 Corinthians 9:27 (NKJV) “But I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest, when I have preached to others, I 
myself should become disqualified.” 

 
 
 
III.     The Perversion of Fasting  
 

A. Fasting to Push God to Act  
 
B. Fasting to Be Praised by Man 
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   All sin can be divided into three categories that are detailed in 1 John 2:16 (NKJV) “For 

all that is in the world--the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life--is not 

of the Father but is of the world.” For each of these three categories of sin, the Lord has 

given us a spiritual discipline to combat and defeat them. 

*   The Lust of the Eyes – This is primarily the sin of wanting things to satisfy the 

longings of our heart that only God can satisfy. For this sin, we have the discipline of 

giving. Giving from the proper motive slays the dragon of materialism or the lust of the 

eyes. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus talked a lot about giving. In Matthew 6:2a (ESV) 

"Thus, when you give…”    

*   The Pride of Life – This is the sin of wanting to do things in our own strength, to be 

somebody apart from the Lord. It is the horrible sin that in one sense that is the mother of 

all other sins – pride. To combat pride the Lord gave us prayer. Prayer at its essence is a 

humbling of ourselves before God saying, “Lord, I need You.” Prayer says, “Lord, apart 

from you I am sunk; I look to you in total trust.” In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said in 

Matthew 6:5a (NKJV) "And when you pray…”   

*   The Lust of the Flesh – This is the sin of seeking to satisfy mostly legitimate needs in 

an illegitimate way. It is the sin of letting our appetites rule our life. One of the disciplines 

to combat this sin is fasting. Jesus said in Matthew 6:16a (NKJV) "Moreover, when you 

fast…”  

   In most churches, we hear a lot about giving and praying, but we hear very little about 

fasting. Fasting is not commanded in the New Testament, but it is assumed. In Matthew 

6:16, Jesus said “when you fast” which assumes that His disciples would fast. When Jesus 

was confronted because His disciples didn’t practice regular days of fasting like the 

Pharisees, He defended them in Matthew 9:15 (NKJV) “And Jesus said to them, ‘Can the 

friends of the bridegroom mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them? But the days will 

come when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, and then they will fast.’” Let’s 

make sure that we understand what is meant by fasting. There is a broad definition and a 

more common more narrow definition. The broad definition would be, “The temporary 

and voluntary cessation of a normal and legitimate function for a spiritual purpose.” There 

may need to be a fast from all media, talking, a hobby, or any number of other legitimate 

activities for the purpose of drawing nearer to God and hearing from Him through His 

word. The more common definition of fasting that we will use in this message and the 

definition of what Jesus had in mind in this passage is, “Voluntarily abstaining from food 

for a spiritual purpose”. Fasting is not some obscure teaching in the Bible. It is mentioned 

about the same number of times as baptism. In the Bible, fasting is never presented as 

having any value in and of itself. It always has a spiritual purpose and is always connected 

to prayer (either by clear statement or implication). While fasting certainly qualifies as a 



spiritual discipline that can be planned, I believe that the highest type of fasting and the 

most common type is when our hearts are so burdened over an issue that we loose all 

desire for food and pour ourselves out in prayer and mourning before God. Almost every 

great revival (local, national, or broader) came out of God’s people being so desperate that 

they were so consumed with seeking God that they lost their appetite for food. Both types 

of fasting are legitimate – planned fasting as a discipline and fasting because we are so 

consumed with a burden and praying for that burden that we lose our appetite (we lose our 

physical appetite because of a higher appetite).  

   When it comes to fasting, there are all types. There is the total fast where only water is 

drunk, a juice fast where there is no food but water and fruit juice is drunk, a Daniel fast 

with only grains and vegetables eaten, and any number of other variations. The most 

common fast is a “water only” fast. This is a good place to put a warning in about medical 

conditions. If you are on medication, have blood sugar problems, or any other medical 

condition, you might consult a physician about fasting. A Daniel fast might be an option. 

There is no set time for how long a fast should last. It could be from one meal to 40 days 

(the longest one I recall in the Bible). I was reading an article by a man who said, “I tried 

fasting and instead of insights I got irritable”. I can relate to him! The problem when that 

happens is that we have tried to carry out our normal schedule and haven’t set aside 

sufficient time to seek the Lord. Before we look at tonight’s text, let’s do a more general 

survey of fasting.  

 

I.       The Prominence of Fasting 

   Let’s take a short survey of the prominence of fasting in the Old Testament, the New 

Testament, and in Christian history. 

A.   The Old Testament 

   In the Old Testament, Moses, David, Elijah, Hannah, Esther, Nehemiah, and a host of 

others fasted. There were national fasts and individual fasts. We read of a national fast in 

Judges 20:26 (NKJV) “Then all the children of Israel, that is, all the people, went up and 

came to the house of God and wept. They sat there before the Lord and fasted that day 

until evening; and they offered burnt offerings and peace offerings before the Lord.” 

Another example of a national fast is Nehemiah 9:1 (NKJV) “Now on the twenty-fourth 

day of this month the children of Israel were assembled with fasting, in sackcloth, and with 

dust on their heads.” In 1 Kings 19:8 we see the individual fast of Elijah for 40 days. The 

most common purpose for fasting in the Old Testament would seem to be fasting during 

times of mourning over sin and for repentance. An example would be 1 Samuel 7:6 

(NKJV) “So they gathered together at Mizpah, drew water, and poured it out before the 

Lord. And they fasted that day, and said there, ‘We have sinned against the Lord.’ And 

Samuel judged the children of Israel at Mizpah.” There was also fasting for protection in 

Ezra 8:21-23 (NKJV) “
21 

Then I proclaimed a fast there at the river of Ahava, that we 

might humble ourselves before our God, to seek from Him the right way for us and our 

little ones and all our possessions. 
22 

For I was ashamed to request of the king an escort of 

soldiers and horsemen to help us against the enemy on the road, because we had spoken to 



the king, saying, ‘The hand of our God is upon all those for good who seek Him, but His 

power and His wrath are against all those who forsake Him.’ 
23 

So we fasted and entreated 

our God for this, and He answered our prayer.” That is just a sampling of fasting in the Old 

Testament. 

B.   In the New Testament 

   In the New Testament we find Anna the prophetess fasting, John the Baptist, Paul, and 

most prominently, Jesus himself fasting. We find Jesus fasting in preparation for 

temptation in Matthew 4:1-2 (NKJV) “
1 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the 

wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 
2 

And when He had fasted forty days and forty 

nights, afterward He was hungry.” We see the church in Antioch fasting and praying about 

whom to commission to send out on a missionary journey. Acts 13:2-3 (NKJV) “
2 

As they 

ministered to the Lord and fasted, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Now separate to Me Barnabas and 

Saul for the work to which I have called them.’ 
3 

Then, having fasted and prayed, and laid 

hands on them, they sent them away.” Paul fasted for various reasons. 2 Corinthians 11:27 

(NKJV) “in weariness and toil, in sleeplessness often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings 

often, in cold and nakedness” That is only a sampling of the many references to fasting in 

the New Testament. 

C.   In Christian History 

   Though there were many abuses of fasting in the early church (a part of asceticism), 

there are numerous examples of some of history’s greatest saints who believed in and 

practiced fasting. In the Reformation, Calvin, Luther, and many others practiced fasting. 

Martin Luther’s biographer said, “He fasted sometimes three days on end without a crumb. 

The seasons of fasting were more consoling to him than those of feasting…” John Calvin 

wrote, “Whenever men are to pray to God concerning any great matter, it would be 

expedient to appoint fasting along with prayer” [Whitney, “Spiritual Disciplines for the 

Christian Life” p 157]. Before and during the First Great Awakening, the leaders called for 

fasting and practiced fasting. Jonathan Edwards said, “The state of the times extremely 

requires a fullness of the divine Spirit in ministers, and we ought to give ourselves no rest 

till we have obtained it. And in order to [do] this, I should think ministers, above all 

persons, ought to be much in secret prayer and fasting, and also in much praying and 

fasting with one another” [Piper, “A Hunger for God” p 110-111]. John Wesley’s journal 

was filled with references to fasting. David Brainerd spent much time in fasting. If time 

allowed, we could speak of so many heroes of the faith who regularly practiced fasting.  

 

II.      The Purpose of Fasting 

   Simply going without food has no inherent spiritual value. 1 Corinthians 8:8 (NKJV) 

“But food does not commend us to God; for neither if we eat are we the better, nor if we 

do not eat are we the worse.” The great missionary, David Livingstone summarized it well 

when he said, “Fastings and vigils without a special object in view are time run to waste. 

They are made to minister to a sort of self-gratification, instead of being turned to good 

account” [Sanders, “Prayer Power Unlimited” P 145]. There are several purposes given in 

the Scriptures for fastings. I am not going to go over all of them, but here are a few. 



A.   To Discern God’s Voice 

   Fasting done with the right motive tends to sharpen our spiritual hearing. I really can’t 

explain this but I have experienced it. God’s word comes alive and the Spirit does His 

illuminating word and you can see and hear more clearly than when you have been 

“pigging out”. Daniel was seeking to hear from God about the application of what he read 

in the writing of the prophet Jeremiah. In Daniel 9:2-3 (NKJV) “
2 

in the first year of his 

reign I, Daniel, understood by the books the number of the years specified by the word of 

the Lord through Jeremiah the prophet, that He would accomplish seventy years in the 

desolations of Jerusalem. 
3 

Then I set my face toward the Lord God to make request by 

prayer and supplications, with fasting, sackcloth, and ashes.” When we get to the end of 

the chapter, we see God sending His angel to give Daniel understanding. In the book of 

Acts we see Paul praying and fasting to discern who God wanted to serve as Elders in the 

churches they had planted and praying with fasting for the men chosen. Acts 14:23 

(NKJV) “So when they had appointed elders in every church, and prayed with fasting, 

they commended them to the Lord in whom they had believed.” When you are seeking the 

will of God, get alone and pray with fasting to discern God’s direction.  

B.   To Direct Our Prayers 

   Fasting focuses and intensifies our prayers. Fasting takes flashlight prayers and turns 

them into laser beams. Let me show you how this works. In the normal scurry and bustle 

of every day life, we get so distracted. We come before the Lord in prayer and our mind is 

so distracted. There are sins of motive and attitude that we don’t even recognize. When we 

fast and combine that fasting with extra examination and time away from the bustle of life, 

we begin to repent of sin, clear away the cobwebs, and our prayers become focused. God 

says in Jeremiah 29:13 (NKJV) “And you will seek Me and find Me, when you search for 

Me with all your heart.” Fasting clears away the clutter and enables us to seek Him with 

our whole heart.  

C.   To Deepen Repentance 

   I suspect that if you examined every reference to fasting in the Scriptures, you would 

find that the most common purpose was to deepen and intensify repentance from sin. 

Sometimes I fear we get out of balance on the issue of confession and repentance. While 

some just refuse to accept God’s grace and mercy motivated forgiveness, I believe there 

are more who treat confession and repentance with flippancy. I remember a woman sitting 

in my office with her husband and she admitted that she was guilty of adultery and was 

still involved with that evil relationship. I shared what God said about it and urged her to 

repent. She said, “Oh, I’m a Christian and when I get ready to give up this relationship, I 

will just confess it and God forgives.” You don’t want to know what I said to her in 

response to that – it wasn’t very “sweet”. There is a balance here. The blood of Jesus is 

what cleanses us, and not our penitence, but in the Bible there was deep mourning and 

brokenness over sins in God’s children. David fasted along with his repentance over the 

sin of adultery and then a form of murder. He wrote two “penitential” Psalms detailing his 

mourning over his sin (Psalm 32 & 51). When the lord had brought us to a place of 

repentance for sin, fasting and prayerful mourning over that sin drives home the 



seriousness of sin and the power of the blood of Jesus to cleanse us of all sin. We see that 

deepening of repentance in Joel 2:12-13 (NKJV) 
12 

"Now, therefore," says the Lord, ‘Turn 

to Me with all your heart, With fasting, with weeping, and with mourning.’ 
13 

So rend your 

heart, and not your garments; return to the Lord your God, for He is gracious and merciful, 

slow to anger, and of great kindness; and He relents from doing harm.”  

D.   To Defeat Strongholds 

   Because fasting focuses our prayers and deepens our repentance it also serves to bring 

down strongholds in our life. When I speak of a stronghold, I am talking about a sin that 

has wrapped itself around us and robs us of the walk of victory that is ours by the power of 

the cross. Little “help me” prayers won’t help in our battle against strongholds. Fasting 

gives evidence of the seriousness with which we take this sin. It is a testimony that we are 

taking this sin seriously and that we are willing to make any sacrifice for a life of holiness. 

When Jesus’ disciples failed to cast a demon out of a boy, Jesus gave them the reason in 

Mark 9:29 (NKJV) “So He said to them, ‘This kind can come out by nothing but prayer 

and fasting.’" Isaiah 58:6 (NKJV) "Is this not the fast that I have chosen: To loose the 

bonds of wickedness, to undo the heavy burdens, to let the oppressed go free, and that you 

break every yoke?” Is there a sin that continually drags you down? Set aside some time to 

get away and take a Bible and a concordance and a notebook and fast and pray and study 

the word relating to our victory over sin and the flesh. You will be amazed what God will 

do. 

E.   To Discipline the Body 

   This is not one of the primary purposes of fasting, but it certainly is one of the results. 1 

Corinthians 9:27 (NKJV) says “But I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest, 

when I have preached to others, I myself should become disqualified.” Certainly one of the 

ways we discipline our body is through fasting. This is a dangerous purpose because it can 

easily turn into asceticism (denying legitimate desires and bodily needs to earn 

spirituality). Having given that caution, we live in a “gastronomical dictatorship” where 

the stomach (appetite for food) rules.  

 

III.     The Perversion of Fasting 

   As with the other two disciplines Jesus spotlighted in the Sermon on the Mount (giving 

and praying), they are easily perverted into pride and flesh displays. The summary 

statement about the perversion of fasting is that it is perverted when it is used to gain merit 

with God and get attention from man. Let me expound on that. 

A.   Fasting to Push God to Act 

   Many people use fasting to try to manipulate God, to obligate Him to give us what we 

ask. God will not be manipulated. If we have any sense at all we desire His “good and 

acceptable and perfect will” (Romans 12:2) over our fleshly desires to be comfortable and 

trial free. Look back at the purposes for fasting. They all have to do with us and our getting 

ready to hear from God, have a repentant heart toward God, focus on God and His plan, 

and to walk in His power and to not be controlled by our bodily appetites. You pervert 

fasting when you see it as a way to twist God’s arm to give us what we desire.  



B.   Fasting to Be Praised by Man  

   It is easy for any discipline to be turned into a prideful display before man. Dr. D. A. 

Carson tells about an outreach ministry on a college campus where students were 

encouraged to carry their Bibles to class. He said that he noticed that some of the students 

were carrying bigger and bigger Bibles. Any good act can degenerate into and act of pride 

that focuses more on man than God. That is what the Pharisees were doing with fasting. 

The Pharisees fasted every Monday and Thursday. They claimed that those were the days 

Moses received the tablets of the law in His two times to go before the Lord. It was no 

coincidence, however that those were the two main Jewish market days when the towns 

were filled with people. They would disfigure their faces with a gloomy look and some 

would even use makeup to make their faces look pale and sickly. Jesus went to their 

motive – pride! They did it to be seen of man and admired. They were looking for a 

reward and Jesus said they had it. It was the admiration on non-discerning men, but there 

was no reward from God. Just as He said with giving and prayer, Jesus said to let our 

fasting to be secret before God. He said to smile and spruce up and let the fasting be 

between you and God. When fasting is done with the proper motive, there will be the 

reward from God of a disciplined life, a holy life, and a clear discernment of God’s voice.  

 

CONCLUSION 

   C. S. Lewis had a way of putting things that gets right to the heart of the matter. He said, 

“Our best havings are wantings” [Piper, “A Hunger for God” p 23]. Our greatest “having” 

is a desire (a “wanting”) for God and his will and His approval. Fasting deepens that 

wanting. 


