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TEACHING A NEW OR ESTABLISHED BELIEVER ABOUT FASTING 

Training objective: That the Christian incorporates fasting as a means of seeking God both (1) as a 

regular, periodic spiritual discipline, and in (2) special, irregular times. 

I. What 

Fasting is a consciously chosen, focused effort, for a limited time to abstain from normal 

bodily needs (usually food, but sometimes water or even sex), in order to draw near to and 

seek God in a special, unusual way. This guide focuses on fasting from food. 

“Yet even now,” declares the Lord, “return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with 

weeping, and with mourning; and rend your hearts and not your garments.” Return to the 

Lord your God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast 

love;  and he relents over disaster (Joel 2:12-13). 

II. Why 

A. Fasting is an expression of mourning (2 Sa 1:12; 2 Sa 12:16; Est 4:3; Mk 2:19). 

1. In the Bible, fasting is not exclusively a religious activity (2 Sa 1:12), but… 

2. ...fasting often goes hand in hand with repentance; we mourn over our sin (Dan 

9; Joel 2)… 

3. …and fasting is an expression of self-humbling; we humble ourselves before God 

(1 Ki 21:17-29). 

B. Fasting goes hand in hand with prayer and enables us to focus on prayer (Neh 1:4; Psa 

35:13; Dan 9:3; Luk 2:37; Acts 13:3; 14:23). 

1. We have a physical reminder of our need for God (Mat 4:4). 

2. We depart from our usual routines (like eating) in order to focus on God. 

C. We fast in order to spend concentrated time in prayer, usually with a specific petitionary 

focus. 

1. Often this expresses repentance and renewed seeking of God in connection 

with a particular specific request (Dan 9). 

2. But we also see fasting and worship in Acts 13:1 (followed by fasting and 

prayer). 

D. Through fasting, we may receive guidance from God (Acts 13:1-3). 

E. We have numerous examples of godly people fasting (Moses [Ex 34:28]; David [2 Sam 

12]; Jesus [Mat 4]; apostles/early church [Acts 13:1-3]). 

F. As a matter of obedience: Jesus said that his followers would fast after he departed from 

earth (Mk 2:18-20). 
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G. Why, when, and how not to fast - fasting done wrongly: 

1. In order to manipulate God or demand of him a specific response to your 

fasting. Fasting does not obligate God; it is a concentrated effort to draw near to 

God on his terms, not ours. (Is 58) 

2. While wronging other people (Is 58). “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his 

brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen 

cannot love God whom he has not seen” (1 Jn 4:20). 

3. In order to draw attention to yourself (Mat 6:16-18). This kind of behavior robs 

the one who fasts of fasting’s real reward: intimacy with God and increased 

eternal joy. 

III. How 

A. Evaluate your own fasting practice, and consider what your example teaches about this 

discipline. Repent in prayer and action as needed! 

B. Pray - Ask God to give this person a desire to understand and apply what God says about 

fasting, and to understand it at the heart level. 

C. Timing - It is helpful to develop a basic understanding of fasting before you come to a 

relevant, specific need about which to fast and pray. On the other hand, practice of 

fasting should be connected to what God is actively doing in someone’s life--so the time 

to learn about fasting may come when a major decision, or fear/worry, etc. comes into 

the person’s life. Ask God to show you when to introduce fasting. 

D. Introduce - Guide the disciple through a first experience of fasting. 

1. Explain what fasting is and how God has used it in your life. 

2. Ask them if they would like to try it with you. 

3. Study together what the scriptures teach about fasting: 

a. Generally - Principles for fasting. 

b. Specifically - Illustrative examples (e.g., David, Jesus). 

c. Corporate vs. individual. 

4. Be purposeful. Identify the: 

d. Focus of your fasting and prayer. What are you repenting of? Asking 

God for? Or asking God about? Or asking God to do? 

e. Scope of your fasting and prayer. What will you fast from, for how long? 

5. Safeguard. 
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1. Be sure that wise health practices are followed: medical conditions that 

caution against fasting, how to break a fast, getting enough water while 

fasting, etc. 

2. Point out potential hazards (discouragement, “running out” of prayers, 

running low on energy/impact on daily activities)--but don’t pre-empt 

the practical learning experience by trying to cover every possibility. 

6. Equip. Share some prayer practices and scripture passages the person can use 

while fasting--just a few! 

7. Jump in! Undertake the fast together. You don’t have to be together for the 

duration of the fast, but follow the same or similar plan. 

8. End well. 

1. End the fast with shared prayer, then a meal together. 

2. Debrief. Listen for both positive and negative; lessons learned;  

frustrations and joys; questions; discouragement or failure; etc. 

3. Complete the learning circle. Draw them back to God’s word, confirming 

the person’s experience and correcting their understanding as 

necessary. (For example: “I feel ashamed because I quit the fast early.” 

“Fasting is not about proving yourself; it’s about humbling yourself. 

Notice this in 1 Kings 17…”) 

E. Extend & ingrain - 

1. Discuss what a regular pattern of prayer and fasting could look like in their life; 

resources to support regular fasting. 

2. Periodically ask about their practice of fasting, remembering also Mat 6:16-18. 

3. Reconnect relevant experiences to fasting and prayer. (“You seem really 

concerned about this decision. Would you like me to join you in fasting and 

asking God for guidance?”) 

F. Reproduce 

1. Seek an opportunity for them to share their new awareness, conviction, or 

experiences of fasting, with others. 

2. Encourage them to consider who they could introduce to fasting as you have 

done with them. 

IV. Resources 

A. A Hunger for God, by John Piper - Free download: http://www.desiringgod.org/books/a-

hunger-for-god 

http://www.desiringgod.org/books/a-hunger-for-god
http://www.desiringgod.org/books/a-hunger-for-god
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B. Your Personal Guide to Fasting and Prayer, by Bill Bright - Read free online: 

http://www.cru.org/training-and-growth/devotional-life/personal-guide-to-fasting/ 

C. “Prayer, Fasting, and the Course of History,” sermon by John Piper - Read or listen 

online: http://www.desiringgod.org/sermons/prayer-fasting-and-the-course-of-history 

D. “Fasting,” chapter 4 in Celebration of Discipline, by Richard Foster 

E. “The Discipline of the Body,” chapter 7 in Discipline: The Glad Surrender, by Elisabeth 

Elliot 

 

Contributed by Charlie Armstrong 
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