“A Hunger for God applied fasting to my everyday life. It’s not just for mystics and
the monastics, but for every Christian. Fasting is not about us, nor is it about our
devotion to God, as so many prescribe. We are a culture of abundance that indulges
and abuses—fasting is a means of God’s grace to embrace someone greater than our
appetites. This book radically changed, simplified, and drew me nearer to Christ.”
Keyan Soltani
“A Hunger for God came to me in a time in my life when pain and heartache brought
about a thirst that only our Savior can fill! I am always hungry and thirsty for more
of him. In these pages I felt God’s extravagant love at each turn. What a treasure!”
Amy Kneen
“Few books have had such an impact on my life as A Hunger for God. While trying to understand how God could use fasting in my life, I was overwhelmed by my
need for Christ, homesickness for heaven, and longing to take the light of Christ
to the world. John Piper shows clearly with Scripture God’s purpose and view of
our fasting for the joy of our soul and the glory of his name. This book has helped
me cherish the Giver rather than the gift.”
Octavio Sánchez
“In the most desperate time of my Christian life, this book taught me to see God
as all fulfilling. As I turned to God, I found joy in the midst of suffering. No longer
did I see this season in my life as destruction but as a time of providential guidance
toward seeing God as the longed-for object and fulfillment of my soul. A Hunger
for God helped turn my desperation into affection.”
Rudy Rackley
“I came to the United States hungry for money, success, and the American dream.
I did not know that God was going to chase me away from worshiping these and
draw me to worship him. The Spirit used A Hunger for God mightily in my life. I
came to grasp with what it means to renounce all things for the sake of Christ, to
tear down strongholds in obedience to him, and to rejoice in the hope of the glory
of God. Bread was made so that I can worship God through my enjoyment of him
in eating it—not by glorifying it or by glorifying myself for providing it. I’m encouraged that this book is being rereleased, and may God use it to show himself greater
than all gifts to a whole new generation of men and women throughout the world.”
Victor Chininin Buele
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FOR E WOR D

As we look out at the church today, there is so much that encourages
us and fills us with gratitude. There is renewed zeal among God’s people for the spread of God’s glory across the earth. Like never before
we hear brothers and sisters in different circles and different streams
of contemporary Christianity talking about the gospel and mission,
about transforming cities and reaching unreached people groups. These
conversations are essential, and we hope they will continue with even
greater intensity and intentionality in the days ahead.
But sometimes what we are not hearing can be as illuminating
as what we do hear. It reminds us of an exchange in an old Sherlock
Holmes mystery, where Holmes refers to “the curious incident of the
dog in the night-time” during a robbery. A fellow detective, confused
at Holmes’s comment, responds that “the dog did nothing in the nighttime”—to which Holmes responds: “That was the curious incident.”
Despite the proliferation of Christian publishing and Christian conferences, J. I. Packer’s observation of our own curious incident still rings
true:
When Christians meet, they talk to each other about their Christian
work and Christian interests, their Christian acquaintances, the state
of the churches, and the problems of theology—but rarely of their
daily experience of God.
Modern Christian books and magazines contain much about
Christian doctrine, Christian standards, problems of Christian conduct, techniques of Christian service—but little about the inner realities of fellowship with God.
Our sermons contain much sound doctrine—but little relating
to the converse between the soul and the Saviour.
We do not spend much time, alone or together, in dwelling on
the wonder of the fact that God and sinners have communion at all;
no, we just take that for granted, and give our minds to other matters.
9

Foreword

Thus we make it plain that communion with God is a small
thing to us.1

Think about it. Where are the passionate conversations today about
communing with God through fasting and prayer? We seem to find it
easier to talk much of plans and principles for proclaiming the gospel
and planting churches, and to talk little of the power of God that is
necessary for this gospel to be proclaimed and the church to be planted.
If we really want to be a part of seeing disciples made and churches
multiplied throughout North America and to the ends of the earth, we
would be wise to begin on our knees.
It is for this reason that we gladly commend this new edition of
John Piper’s Hunger for God. If you have read or heard anything from
Piper, you know that he is rightly and biblically passionate about the
spread of God’s glory. But at the same time, he is acutely and biblically
aware of our need for God’s grace. He knows that apart from dependence on and desperation for God, we will not only miss the ultimate
point of our mission, but we will also neglect the ultimate need of our
souls.
We were made to feast on God. In the words of the psalmist, we
were created to cry:
O God, you are my God; earnestly I seek you;
my soul thirsts for you;
my flesh faints for you,
as in a dry and weary land where there is no water.
So I have looked upon you in the sanctuary,
beholding your power and glory.
Because your steadfast love is better than life,
my lips will praise you.
So I will bless you as long as I live;
in your name I will lift up my hands.
My soul will be satisfied as with fat and rich food. (Psalm 63:1–5)

We have read the sad statistics about the number of young people
who turn away from the church once they are out of their parents’
home. We have heard people explain that they have “tried God” when
10
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they were young but that it didn’t work for them. But we have to wonder: did they “earnestly” seek him with their whole hearts? Did they cry
out to him in fasting and prayer? Sometimes we “earnestly seek” after
things from God rather than God himself. It is hard for us to imagine
anyone leaving the presence of the living God—the maker and sustainer
of heaven and earth—and looking for something better!
There is spiritual delight to be found in God that far supersedes the
physical diet of this world, and fasting is the means by which we say to
God, “More than our stomachs want food, our souls want you.” Once
we “taste and see that the Lord is good” (Psalm 34:8), the things of the
world no longer appeal to us in the same way.
As Piper says in the opening pages of this book, “Beware of books
on fasting.” This is not a book of legalism. It’s not a book of technique.
It does not contain a twelve-step plan. At the end of the day, it’s a book
more about our hearts than about our stomachs. Abstaining from food
(or other things) for a period of time is not an end in itself but a means
to cause us to learn about and increase our love for Christ. As Piper
explains in this book, the Bible gives us many reasons to fast:
• We fast because we’re hungry for God’s Word and God’s Spirit in
our lives.
• We fast because we long for God’s glory to resound in the church
and God’s praise to resound among the nations.
• We fast because we yearn for God’s Son to return and God’s kingdom to come.
• Ultimately we fast simply because we want God more than we want
anything this world has to offer us.

Few things are as frustrating as trying to convince our loved ones
of the greatness and grandeur of God. We are jealous for our neighbors and our faith family and the nations to find satisfaction in God
alone. As we recently reread the book you hold in your hands, we have
tried to imagine what it would be like if our churches were filled with
believers fasting regularly and biblically. What might God be pleased
11
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to do if his church rises up to say, “This much, O God, we want you!”?
We encourage you to read this book, asking great things from God,
“who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think!”
(Ephesians 3:20).
Francis Chan and David Platt
The Multiply Movement
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Beware of books on fasting. The Bible is very careful to warn us about
people who “require abstinence from foods that God created to be received
with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth” (1 Timothy
4:1–3). The apostle Paul asks with dismay, “Why . . . do you submit to
regulations—‘Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch’?” (Colossians
2:20–21). He is jealous for the full enjoyment of Christian liberty. Like a
great declaration of freedom over every book on fasting flies the banner,
“Food will not commend us to God. We are no worse off if we do not eat,
and no better off if we do” (1 Corinthians 8:8). There once were two men.
One said, “I fast twice a week”; the other said, “God, be merciful to me,
a sinner!” Only one went down to his house justified (Luke 18:12–14).
The discipline of self-denial is fraught with dangers—perhaps
only surpassed by the dangers of indulgence. These also we are warned
about: “‘All things are lawful for me,’ but I will not be dominated by
anything” (1 Corinthians 6:12). What masters us has become our god;
and Paul warns us about those whose “god is their belly” (Philippians 3:19). Appetite dictates the direction of their lives. The stomach is
sovereign. This has a religious expression and an irreligious one. Religiously, “ungodly people . . . pervert the grace of our God into sensuality” (Jude 4) and tout the slogan, “Food is meant for the stomach and
the stomach for food” (1 Corinthians 6:13). Irreligiously, with no pretext of pardoning grace, persons simply yield to “the desires for other
things [that] enter in and choke the word” (Mark 4:19).
“Desires for other things”—there’s the enemy. And the only
weapon that will triumph is a deeper hunger for God. The weakness
of our hunger for God is not because he is unsavory, but because we
keep ourselves stuffed with “other things.” Perhaps, then, the denial of
our stomach’s appetite for food might express, or even increase, our
soul’s appetite for God.
13
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What is at stake here is not just the good of our souls, but also the
glory of God. God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied
in him. The fight of faith is a fight to feast on all that God is for us in
Christ. What we hunger for most, we worship.
His goodness shines with brightest rays
When we delight in all his ways.
His glory overflows its rim
When we are satisfied in him.
His radiance will fill the earth
When people revel in his worth.
The beauty of God’s holy fire
Burns brightest in the heart’s desire.

Between the dangers of self-denial and self-indulgence there is a
path of pleasant pain. It is not the pathological pleasure of a masochist,
but the passion of a lover’s quest: “I have suffered the loss of all things
and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ” (Philippians 3:8). That is the path we will try to follow in this book.
That I could even attempt the journey is owing to God’s grace, which
I live on every day. It has come to me in Jesus who loved me and gave
himself for me. It has come to me in my wife, Noël, who supports me in
the work of preaching and writing and tending the flock. I love you, Noël,
and thank you for your partnership in the great work. God has been
good to us. Grace has come to me again in the faithful labors of Carol
Steinbach, whose careful reading has left its mark, and whose industry
created the indexes. And grace has come to me through my fellow elders
at Bethlehem Baptist Church. They forged a mission statement for our
church that I embrace as the mission of my life. And they gave me the
charge and the time to write this book and make it a part of that mission:
“We exist to spread a passion for the supremacy of God in all things for
the joy of all peoples.” That is my prayer for this book. When God is the
supreme hunger of our hearts, he will be supreme in everything.
John Piper
May 1, 1997
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Whom have I in heaven but you?
And there is nothing upon earth that I desire besides you.
My flesh and my heart may fail,
but God is the strength of my heart and my portion for ever.
P SALM 73:25–26

Almost everywhere at all times fasting has held a place
of great importance since it is closely linked with the
intimate sense of religion. Perhaps this is the
explanation for the demise of fasting in our day.
When the sense of God diminishes, fasting disappears.
E DWARD F ARRELL 1

I N T R ODUCT ION
A Homesickness for God

The birthplace of Christian fasting is homesickness for God. In the
summer of 1967 I had been in love with Noël for a whole year. If you
had told me then that we would have to wait another year and a half
to marry, I would have protested firmly. For us, it seemed, the sooner
the better. It was the summer before my senior year in college. I was
working as a water safety instructor at a Christian athletic camp in
South Carolina. She was hundreds of miles away working as a waitress.
Never had I known an aching like this one. I had been homesick
before, but never like this. Every day I would write her a letter and talk
about this longing. In the late morning, just before lunch, there would
be mail call. When I heard my name and saw the lavender envelope, my
appetite would be taken away. Or, more accurately, my hunger for food
was silenced by the hunger of my heart. Often, instead of eating lunch
with the campers, I would take the letter to a quiet place in the woods
and sit down on the leaves for a different kind of meal. It wasn’t the
real thing. But the color, the smell, the script, the message, the signature
were foretastes. And with them, week by week, I was strengthened in
hope, and the reality just over the horizon was kept alive in my heart.

The Romance and the Resistance of Fasting
Christian fasting, at its root, is the hunger of a homesickness for God.
But the story of my heart-hunger to be with Noël could be misleading. It tells only half the story of Christian fasting. Half of Christian
fasting is that our physical appetite is lost because our homesickness
for God is so intense. The other half is that our homesickness for God
17
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is threatened because our physical appetites are so intense. In the first
half, appetite is lost. In the second half, appetite is resisted. In the first,
we yield to the higher hunger that is. In the second, we fight for the
higher hunger that isn’t. Christian fasting is not only the spontaneous effect of a superior satisfaction in God; it is also a chosen weapon
against every force in the world that would take that satisfaction away.

God’s Greatest Adversaries Are His Gifts
The greatest enemy of hunger for God is not poison but apple pie. It is
not the banquet of the wicked that dulls our appetite for heaven, but
endless nibbling at the table of the world. It is not the X-rated video,
but the prime-time dribble of triviality we drink in every night. For all
the ill that Satan can do, when God describes what keeps us from the
banquet table of his love, it is a piece of land, a yoke of oxen, and a
wife (Luke 14:18–20). The greatest adversary of love to God is not his
enemies but his gifts. And the most deadly appetites are not for the
poison of evil, but for the simple pleasures of earth. For when these
replace an appetite for God himself, the idolatry is scarcely recognizable, and almost incurable.
Jesus said some people hear the word of God, and a desire for God
is awakened in their hearts. But then, “as they go on their way they are
choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life” (Luke 8:14). In
another place he said, “The desires for other things enter in and choke
the word, and it proves unfruitful” (Mark 4:19). “The pleasures of life”
and “the desires for other things”—these are not evil in themselves.
These are not vices. These are gifts of God. They are your basic meat
and potatoes and coffee and gardening and reading and decorating
and traveling and investing and TV-watching and Internet-surfing and
shopping and exercising and collecting and talking. And all of them can
become deadly substitutes for God.

The Deadening Effects of Innocent Delights
Therefore, when I say that the root of Christian fasting is the hunger of
homesickness for God, I mean that we will do anything and go without
18
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anything if, by any means, we might protect ourselves from the deadening effects of innocent delights and preserve the sweet longings of our
homesickness for God. Not just food, but anything. Several years ago
I called our people to fast for a twenty-four-hour period once a week
(breakfast and lunch on Wednesdays, if possible) during the month of
January. We were facing huge issues of self-assessment and direction,
and we needed the fullness of God’s presence with all his wisdom and
purifying power. Within a few days I got this note in the mail:
I’m behind this. I think God is in it. It doesn’t work for me on Wednesday. I’m with people over lunch every day. So I have a couple of things
I believe are from the Spirit that may be more of a fast for some than
food. I thought not watching television for a week, or for a month,
or a night of the week when I normally watch it, might be more of
a fast than food. Instead of watching my favorite program, I might
spend the time talking and listening to God. I wonder if there might
be others for whom this would be a fast and would be a focused time
of prayer to them.

I said to the congregation the next Sunday, “Amen. If you say, ‘Fasting on Wednesday doesn’t work for me,’ that’s okay. If your heart is
right and you’re open to the Lord and you’re asking him, ‘Lord, draw
me into the spirit of awakening through fasting,’ he will show you.
He’ll show you when and how. If your health doesn’t allow for that, if
the doctor says, ‘No fasting for you,’ that’s fine. The Great Physician
knows all about that, and something else will work for you.”
The issue is not food per se. The issue is anything and everything
that is, or can be, a substitute for God. Martyn Lloyd-Jones (1899–
1981), the pastor of Westminster Chapel in London, delivered a great
sermon on fasting when he was preaching through the Sermon on the
Mount in 1959–1960. In it he said,
Fasting if we conceive of it truly, must not . . . be confined to the
question of food and drink; fasting should really be made to include
abstinence from anything which is legitimate in and of itself for the
sake of some special spiritual purpose. There are many bodily functions which are right and normal and perfectly legitimate, but which
19
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for special peculiar reasons in certain circumstances should be controlled. That is fasting.2

My assumption so far has been that good things can do great damage. Oxen and fields and marriage can keep you out of the kingdom
of heaven. Which is why Jesus says, “No one of you can be my disciple
who does not bid farewell to all his own possessions” (Luke 14:33 at3).
Anything can stand in the way of true discipleship—not just evil, and
not just food, but anything. Nor should it be surprising that the greatest
competitors for our devotion and affection for God would be some of
his most precious gifts.

When Abraham Preferred God to the Life of His Son
How does fasting help us keep from turning gifts into gods? Consider
the almost-sacrifice of Isaac by his father Abraham. When Abraham
had stretched out his hand to kill his son and the heir of God’s promise,
“the angel of the Lord called to him from heaven and said, ‘Abraham,
Abraham!’ And he said, ‘Here I am.’ He said, ‘Do not lay your hand on
the boy or do anything to him, for now I know that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me’” (Genesis
22:11–12). Now here was a radical kind of fast: the sacrifice of a son.
God did not call for this “fast” because Isaac was evil. On the contrary,
it was because in Abraham’s eyes he was so good. Indeed he seemed
indispensable for the fulfillment of God’s promise. Fasting is not the
forfeit of evil but of good.
But why would God call for such a thing? Because it was a test.
Does Abraham delight in the fear of the Lord (Isaiah 11:3) more than
he delights in his own son? God spoke through the angel: “Now I know
that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only
son, from me.” These words, “now I know”—what do they mean? Did
God not know that Abraham was a God-fearing man and that he valued God above his son? The Bible teaches that God knows the hearts
of all men (1 Kings 8:39; Acts 1:24); indeed, he “fashions the hearts of
them all” (Psalm 33:15). Why then the test? Here is the way C. S. Lewis
answers the question:
20
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[I am concerned with the question] “If God is omniscient he must
have known what Abraham would do, without any experiment; why,
then, this needless torture?” But as St. Augustine points out, whatever
God knew, Abraham at any rate did not know that this obedience
would endure such a command until the event taught him; and the
obedience which he did not know that he would choose, he cannot be
said to have chosen. The reality of Abraham’s obedience was the act
itself; and what God knew in knowing that Abraham “would obey”
was Abraham’s actual obedience on that mountain top at that moment. To say that God “need not have tried the experiment” is to say
that because God knows, the thing known by God need not exist.4

God wills to know the actual, lived-out reality of our preference for
him over all things. And he wills that we have the testimony of our own
authenticity through acts of actual preference of God over his gifts.
Lewis is right that God may as well not have created the world, but only
imagined it, if his knowing what “would be” is as good as his knowing
it in the very act. God wills that he have an experiential-knowing, an actual seeing-knowing, a watching-knowing. A real lived-out human act
of preference for God over his gifts is the actual lived-out glorification
of God’s excellence for which he created the world. Fasting is not the
only way, or the main way, that we glorify God in preferring him above
his gifts. But it is one way. And it is a way that can serve all the others.

Eating as the Anesthesia of Sadness
Lewis referred to St. Augustine. What Augustine said was this: “For the
most part, the human mind cannot attain to self-knowledge otherwise
than by making trial of its powers through temptation, by some kind
of experimental and not merely verbal self-interrogation.”5 In other
words, we easily deceive ourselves that we love God unless our love is
frequently put to the test, and we must show our preferences not merely
with words but with sacrifice. Admittedly the sacrifice of a son says
more than the sacrifice of a sandwich. But the principle is the same.
And many small acts of preferring fellowship with God above food can
form a habit of communion and contentment that makes one ready for
the ultimate sacrifice. This is one way that fasting serves all our acts of
21
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love to God. It keeps the preferring faculty on alert and sharp. It does
not let the issue rest. It forces us to ask repeatedly: do I really hunger for
God? Do I miss him? Do I long for him? Or have I begun to be content
with his gifts?
Christian fasting is a test to see what desires control us. What are
our bottom-line passions? In his chapter on fasting in Celebration of
Discipline, Richard Foster says, “More than any other discipline, fasting reveals the things that control us. This is a wonderful benefit to
the true disciple who longs to be transformed into the image of Jesus
Christ. We cover up what is inside of us with food and other things.”6
Psychologically, that sort of thing is spoken of a lot today, especially
in regard to people who have much pain in their lives. We would say
they “medicate” their pain with food. They anesthetize themselves to
the hurt inside by eating. But this is not some rare, technical syndrome.
All of us do it. Everybody. No exceptions. We all ease our discomfort
using food and cover our unhappiness by setting our eyes on dinnertime. Which is why fasting exposes all of us—our pain, our pride, our
anger. Foster continues:
If pride controls us, it will be revealed almost immediately. David
said, “I humbled my soul with fasting” [Psalm 35:13]. Anger, bitterness, jealousy, strife, fear—if they are within us, they will surface
during fasting. At first, we will rationalize that our anger is due to our
hunger. And then, we know that we are angry because the spirit of
anger is within us. We can rejoice in this knowledge because we know
that healing is available through the power of Christ.7

One of the reasons for fasting is to know what is in us—just as
Abraham showed what was in him. In fasting it will come out. You will
see it. And you will have to deal with it or quickly smother it again.
When midmorning comes and you want food so badly that the thought
of lunch becomes as sweet as a summer vacation, then suddenly you
realize, “Oh, I forgot, I made a commitment. I can’t have that pleasure.
I’m fasting for lunch too.” Then what are you going to do with all the
unhappiness inside? Formerly, you blocked it out with the hope of a
tasty lunch. The hope of food gave you the good feelings to balance
22
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out the bad feelings. But now the balance is off. You must find another
way to deal with it.

The Hungry Handmaid of Faith
At these points we really begin to discover what our spiritual resources
are. The things I discover about my soul are so valuable for the fight
of faith. I almost subtitled this book: Fasting—the Hungry Handmaid
of Faith. What a servant she is! Humbly and quietly, with scarcely a
movement, she brings up out of the dark places of my soul the dissatisfactions in relationships, the frustrations of the ministry, the fears of
failure, the emptiness of wasted time. And just when my heart begins to
retreat to the delicious hope of eating supper with friends at Pizza Hut,
she quietly reminds me: not tonight. It can be a devastating experience
at first. Will I find spiritual communion with God sweet enough, and
hope in his promises deep enough, not just to cope, but to flourish and
rejoice in him? Or will I rationalize away my need to fast and retreat to
the medication of food? The apostle Paul said, “I will not be dominated
by anything” (1 Corinthians 6:12). Fasting reveals the measure of food’s
mastery over us—or television or computers or whatever we submit to
again and again to conceal the weakness of our hunger for God.

Why Did God Create Bread and Hunger?
One of the reasons food has this amazing power is that it is so basic to
our existence. Why is this? I mean, why did God create bread and design human beings to need it for life? He could have created life that has
no need of food. He is God. He could have done it any way he pleased.
Why bread? And why hunger and thirst? My answer is very simple: He
created bread so that we would have some idea of what the Son of God
is like when he says, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35). And he created the rhythm of thirst and satisfaction so that we would have some
idea of what faith in Christ is like when Jesus said, “Whoever believes
in me shall never thirst” (John 6:35). God did not have to create beings
who need food and water and who have capacities for pleasant tastes.
But man is not the center of the universe, God is. And everything,
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as Paul says, is “from him and through him and to him” (Romans
11:36). “To him” means everything exists to call attention to him and
to bring admiration to him. In Colossians 1:16, Paul says more specifically that “all things were created through [Christ] and for [Christ].”
Therefore bread was created for the glory of Christ. Hunger and thirst
were created for the glory of Christ. And fasting was created for the
glory of Christ.
Which means that bread magnifies Christ in two ways: by being
eaten with gratitude for his goodness, and by being forfeited out of
hunger for God himself. When we eat, we taste the emblem of our heavenly food—the Bread of Life. And when we fast we say, “I love the Reality above the emblem.” In the heart of the saint both eating and fasting
are worship. Both magnify Christ. Both send the heart—grateful and
yearning—to the Giver. Each has its appointed place, and each has its
danger. The danger of eating is that we fall in love with the gift; the
danger of fasting is that we belittle the gift and glory in our willpower.

How the Book Is Organized
There is no safe and easy way home to heaven. The hard and narrow
way is strewn with obstacles and many fatal paths of innocent pleasure.
There is a war to be fought within and without. And one of the weapons along the way is fasting. Therefore this book has an inward and
an outward thrust. It’s about the inward war with our own appetites
that compete with hunger for God. And it’s about the outward war of
revival and reformation and world evangelization and social justice and
cultural engagement. Though they are deeply interwoven, the first three
chapters are more inward, and the last three are more outward. And
the one in the middle is a crossover chapter because longing and fasting for the coming of Christ is intensely personal but demands global
engagement until he comes.

Why I Wrote This Book
My aim and my prayer in writing this book is that it might awaken a
hunger for the supremacy of God in all things for the joy of all peoples.
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Fasting proves the presence, and fans the flame, of that hunger. It is an
intensifier of spiritual desire. It is a faithful enemy of fatal bondage to
innocent things. It is the physical exclamation point at the end of the
sentence: “This much, O God, I long for you and for the manifestation
of your glory in the world!”
One might think that those who feast most often on communion
with God are least hungry. They turn often from the innocent pleasures
of the world to linger more directly in the presence of God through the
revelation of his Word. And there they eat the Bread of Heaven and
drink the Living Water by meditation and faith. But, paradoxically, it
is not so that they are the least hungry saints. The opposite is the case.
The strongest, most mature Christians I have ever met are the hungriest
for God. It might seem that those who eat most would be least hungry.
But that’s not the way it works with an inexhaustible fountain, and an
infinite feast, and a glorious Lord.
When you take your stand on the finished work of God in Christ,
and begin to drink at the River of Life and eat the Bread of Heaven,
and know that you have found the end of all your longings, you only
get hungrier for God. The more satisfaction you experience from God,
while still in this world, the greater your desire for the next. For, as C. S.
Lewis said, “Our best havings are wantings.”8
The more deeply you walk with Christ, the hungrier you get for Christ
. . . the more homesick you get for heaven . . . the more you want “all the
fullness of God” . . . the more you want to be done with sin . . . the more
you want the Bridegroom to come again . . . the more you want the Church
revived and purified with the beauty of Jesus . . . the more you want a
great awakening to God’s reality in the cities . . . the more you want to
see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ penetrate the darkness of
all the unreached peoples of the world . . . the more you want to see false
worldviews yield to the force of Truth . . . the more you want to see pain
relieved and tears wiped away and death destroyed . . . the more you long
for every wrong to be made right and the justice and grace of God to fill
the earth like the waters cover the sea.
If you don’t feel strong desires for the manifestation of the glory
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of God, it is not because you have drunk deeply and are satisfied. It is
because you have nibbled so long at the table of the world. Your soul
is stuffed with small things, and there is no room for the great.9 God
did not create you for this. There is an appetite for God. And it can
be awakened. I invite you to turn from the dulling effects of food and
the dangers of idolatry, and to say with some simple fast: “This much,
O God, I want you.”
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The days will come when the bridegroom
is taken away from them, and then they will fast.
M ATTHEW 9:15

If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the world,
why, as if you were still alive in the world,
do you submit to regulations—“Do not handle, Do not taste,
Do not touch” (referring to things that all perish as they are used)—
according to human precepts and teachings?
These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting
self-made religion and asceticism and severity to the body,
but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh.
Colossians 2:20–23

1

IS FA ST I NG CH R IST I A N ?
New Fasting for the New Wine

There’s a little document called the Didache which was written near the
end of the first century. In it there is a section on fasting. One verse goes
like this: “Let not your fasts be with hypocrites, for they fast on Mondays
and Thursdays, but do you fast on Wednesdays and Fridays.”1 Now that
seems strange. Why is changing the fast days such a big deal? I think the
point of the early church was this: the Jewish custom was to celebrate its
Sabbath on Saturday. That’s what the Old Covenant called for. Now, to
show that we have continuity and discontinuity from Judaism, we Christians will celebrate the Sabbath, but on a different day. We will celebrate
on Sunday, the day the Lord rose from the dead and created a new people.
In the same way the Jews did their fasting on Mondays and Thursdays,
but we will do ours on different days. Why? Same reason: to show there
is continuity and discontinuity. Yes, we embrace fasting; but, no, not just
as we find it. There is something new about Christian fasting. We’ll take
it, but we’ll change it. No, we don’t mean that fasting on different days is
what makes it Christian. That is only a pointer. But Christian fasting is
new. That is for sure. How it is new is the point of this chapter.
In this connection, the most important word on fasting in the Bible
is Matthew 9:14–17.2 I know this is a sweeping claim for me to make.
But I say it because these words of Jesus speak most directly and deeply
to the central problem of fasting—namely, Is it a distinctively Christian
thing to do? If so, how?
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It Is Not Obvious That Fasting Is Christian
This is a crucial question for at least four reasons. First of all, fasting,
as a deliberate abstinence from food for religious, cultural, political, or
health reasons, is “a practice found in all societies, cultures and centuries.”3 Virtually every religion in the world practices fasting. And even
nonreligious people fast for political and health reasons. So why should
Christians join this pagan parade of asceticism? Second, even if fasting was practiced extensively by God’s people in the Old Testament,
does not the arrival of the kingdom in the ministry of Jesus make this
practice obsolete? Can you put the new wine of the kingdom into the
old wineskins of external form and ritual? Third, does not the finished
triumph of Christ on the cross, and the ongoing presence of the Holy
Spirit in the church mean that the victorious Christ is so powerfully
among us that the dominant spirit of life should be celebration, not
mortification? And besides these three objections, does not the triumph
of fasting over the body’s appetites lead to pride and self-reliance,
which is even worse than gluttony?
So it is not at all obvious that fasting is a distinctively Christian
thing to do. If it is, we need to see how it relates to the Center. And the
Center is the triumph of Christ in dying and rising and reigning over
history for the salvation of his people and the glory of his Father.

Fasting Is a Universal Religious Practice
No one knows how or where fasting had its beginning.4 Wherever you
go, there are customs and traditions of fasting. Most people are aware
of the Jewish fasts including Yom Kippur, or the day of Atonement
(Leviticus 16:29–31),5 and the Muslim fasting during Ramadan and the
severe fasting of the Hindu high caste of Brahmans.6 But the extent of
the practice is worldwide. For example,
the Andaman Islanders . . . abstain from certain fruits, edible roots,
etc. at certain seasons, because the god Puluga . . . requires them, and
would send a deluge if the taboo were broken. . . . Among the Koita
of New Guinea a woman during pregnancy must not eat bandicoot,
echidna, certain fish, and iguana; and the husband must observe the
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same food taboos. . . . Among the Yoruba, [at the death of a husband] widows and daughters are shut up and must refuse all food
for at least 24 hours. . . . In British Columbia, the Stlatlumh (Lillooet) spent four days after the funeral feast in fasting, lamentations,
and ceremonial ablutions. . . . Before slaying the eagle, a sacred bird,
the professional eagle-killer among the Cherokees had to undergo a
long vigil of prayer and fasting. . . . [Other] American Indian youth
[often undergo prolonged austerities] in order that by means of a vision [they] may see the guardian spirit which will be [theirs] for the
remainder of [their] life. . . . Among the tribes of New South Wales,
boys at the bora ceremonies are kept for two days without food, and
receive only a little water.7

Fasting Is a Political Weapon
In addition to worldwide religious fasting, there is also political or
protest fasting. One of the most famous examples is Mahatma Gandhi, who lived from 1869 to 1948 and spent over thirty years crusading
peacefully for the independence of India. His family and his Hindu
culture fed his passion for fasting as a political weapon. His mother was
a devout Hindu who went beyond the required duties of fasting each
year and added several more rigorous fasts during the rainy season.
Gandhi recalled,
She would take the hardest vows and keep them without flinching.
Living on one meal a day during the Chaturmas was a habit with
her. Not content with that she fasted every alternate day during one
Chaturmas. During another Chaturmas, she vowed not to have food
without seeing the sun. We children on those days would stand, staring at the sky, waiting to announce the appearance of the sun to our
mother. Everyone knows that at the height of the rainy season the sun
does not often condescend to show his face. And I remember days
when, at his sudden appearance, we would rush and announce it to
her. She would run out to see with her own eyes, but by that time the
fugitive sun would be gone, thus depriving her of her meal. “That
does not matter,” she would say cheerfully, “God did not want me to
eat today.” And then she would return to her round of duties.8

It’s not surprising that Gandhi would make fasting an essential
part of his political career. By the ancient laws of Manu, a creditor
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could only collect a debt owed him by shaming the debtor. He would
sit, for example, before the debtor’s house without eating day after
day until the debtor was shamed into paying his debt. Eric Rogers observed that “this very Indian technique worked for Gandhi. . . . His
fasting undoubtedly touched more hearts than anything else he did.
Not just in India, but practically everywhere, men were haunted by the
image of a frail little man cheerfully enduring privation for the sake of
a principle.”9

Fasting Is a Health Regimen
Then, besides religious and political fasting there is health fasting,
with or without religious associations. A brief search on the World
Wide Web under the topic “fasting” reveals hundreds of organizations
and publications devoted to fasting for health. For example, one of the
prominent locations is the Fasting Center International. The blurb on
their Internet home page goes like this:
Feeling out of shape, self-conscious, low on energy, or downright unhealthy? Want to improve your physical health, while heightening
your clarity of consciousness and your spirituality, as well? Scientific juice-fasting enables you to accomplish all of these goals, very
quickly, without any interruption of your work, life, exercise or study
routines. Fact is, you’ll experience more energy than you now have,
during and after your fast!

Glimpses like these, of worldwide religious, political, and health
fasting, free us from the notion that fasting, in and of itself, is peculiarly Christian. It may, in fact, be emphatically anti-Christian, as it was
already in the New Testament, when forty men “bound themselves by
an oath neither to eat nor drink” until they had killed the apostle Paul
(Acts 23:21). And it may be distorted, even among Christians, not only
into legalistic technique (as we will see), but also into a destructive
bondage like anorexia nervosa.10 All of this raises the question why
a Christian would put much stock in a ritual so widely used for nonChristian religious, political, and fitness purposes.
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Does Fasting Belong in the Kingdom of God?
Not only that, the prevalence of fasting in the Old Testament raises the
question whether the practice has abiding validity for people who live
on this side of the coming of the Messiah and the appearance of the
kingdom of God. Jesus said, “If it is by the finger of God that I cast out
demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Luke 11:20).
And when the Pharisees asked about the coming of the kingdom, he
said, “The kingdom of God is in the midst of you” (Luke 17:21). So
there is a profound sense in which the long-awaited kingdom of God
has already come in the life and ministry of Jesus.
This is the “mystery of the kingdom” that Jesus had in mind when
he said to his disciples, “To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside everything is in parables” (Mark
4:11). This was a stunning new reality in the world. “The new truth,
now given to men by revelation in the person and mission of Jesus, is
that the Kingdom which is to come finally in apocalyptic power, as
foreseen in Daniel, has in fact entered into the world in advance in a
hidden form to work secretly within and among men.”11
So the question is pressing: does fasting belong in the Church—the
new kingdom people that God is assembling from all the peoples of the
world? Some think not. For example, in his book, Prayer and Fasting:
A Study in the Devotional Life of the Early Church, Keith Main argues
that the inbreaking of the kingdom of God in Jesus’ ministry radically
changes the importance of fasting. “Thus far,” he says, “we have suggested that the joy and thanksgiving that marks the prayer life of the
New Testament is a sign of the inbreaking of the Kingdom of God.
Fasting is no longer consistent with the joyous and thankful attitude
that marks the fellowship.”12

Does Paul Nullify Fasting?
Keith Main’s viewpoint gains more credibility when we look at the rest
of the New Testament outside the Gospels. Fasting is barely visible.13
Main presses his point:
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[Fasting] ceases to be a crucial issue within the church. . . . Paul, following the lead of Jesus, deliberately diverted the disciples’ attention
away from fasting and any form of food asceticism and into prayer,
service, and toil on behalf of the Kingdom. Missionary work served
as a corrective and counterpoise not only to apocalyptic dreaming but
also to the outworn and overworked custom of fasting. . . . A sense of
Life Eternal is ever breaking in upon us. The believer marches to the
sound of music from a different world! And it is exceedingly difficult
to reconcile the Risen Christ with the fasting forms.14

Does the scarcity of fasting in the New Testament epistles, and
the joyful presence of the kingdom and the glorious ministry of the
Spirit of Christ nullify the relevance of fasting in the Christian church?
The urgency of this question is what makes Jesus’ words on fasting in
Matthew 9:14–17 so important—the most important in the Bible in
my opinion.
The urgency is increased when we consider that in Paul’s letters
food is celebrated as something good, asceticism is treated as a weak
weapon against fleshly indulgence, and practices of eating and drinking
are regarded as nonessential, except as they express love and contentment in Christ.

The Goodness of Food
In 1 Timothy 4:1–5 Paul warns that in the end times “some will depart
from the faith . . . and require abstinence from foods.” He responds
to this attitude toward food by saying, “God created [food] to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth. For
everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it
is received with thanksgiving, for it is made holy by the word of God
and prayer.” So Paul is eager to warn against a kind of asceticism that
exalts fasting in such a way that the goodness of God in the gift of food
is overlooked or distorted. Even during the holy times of sharing the
Lord’s Supper, Paul did not discourage eating, but told the Corinthians
to “eat at home—so that when you come together it will not be for
judgment” (1 Corinthians 11:34).
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The Weakness of Asceticism
And when Paul pondered the value of harsh measures for the body, he
cautioned the Colossians that such disciplines are of limited value and
can stir up as much carnal pride as they subdue carnal appetite. He
fears that the Colossians have drifted away from deep and simple faith
in Christ toward external ritual as a means of sanctification: “Why . . .
do you submit to regulations—‘Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not
touch’ (referring to things that all perish as they are used)—according
to human precepts and teachings?” (Colossians 2:20–22).
What’s wrong with these “human precepts and teachings” that call
us not to “taste”? He answers, “These have indeed an appearance of
wisdom in promoting self-made religion and asceticism and severity
to the body, but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the
flesh” (Colossians 2:23). This is a strong warning against any simplistic
view of fasting that thinks it will automatically do a person spiritual
good. It is not that simple. “Severity to the body” may only feed a
person’s flesh with more self-reliance. C. S. Lewis saw this clearly and
sounded the warning:
Fasting asserts the will against the appetite—the reward being selfmastery and the danger pride: involuntary hunger subjects appetites
and will together to the Divine will, furnishing an occasion for submission and exposing us to the danger of rebellion. But the redemptive effect of suffering lies chiefly in its tendency to reduce the rebel
will. Ascetic practices which, in themselves, strengthen the will, are
only useful insofar as they enable the will to put its own house (the
passions) in order, as a preparation for offering the whole man to
God. They are necessary as a means; and as an end, they would be
abominable, for in substituting will for appetite and there stopping,
they would merely exchange the animal self for the diabolical self. It
was therefore truly said that “only God can mortify.”15

The true mortification of our carnal nature is not a simple matter
of denial and discipline. It is an internal, spiritual matter of finding
more contentment in Christ than in food.
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Eating and Not Eating Are Not Essential
Paul regards eating or not eating as a matter that is nonessential in itself, but which gains value as it expresses love and superior satisfaction
in God. Therefore he tells the Roman church, “Let not the one who eats
despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass
judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. Who are
you to pass judgment on the servant of another? It his before his own
master that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, for the Lord is
able to make him stand. . . . Each one should be fully convinced in his
own mind. . . . The one who eats, eats in honor of the Lord, since he
gives thanks to God, while the one who abstains, abstains in honor of
the Lord and gives thanks to God” (Romans 14:3–6).
These words from Romans 14 are not addressed to a situation of
fasting. The situation has to do with eating food that some in the church
consider taboo because of its associations. But that does not change the
principle. Eating and not eating—fasting and not fasting—can both be
done “for the Lord” with “[giving] thanks to God.” Therefore, “each
one should be fully convinced in his own mind.” And, as Paul says in
Colossians 2:16, “Let no one pass judgment on you in questions of
food and drink.” For “food will not commend us to God. We are no
worse off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do” (1 Corinthians
8:8). For “‘all things are lawful for me,’ but not all things are helpful.
‘All things are lawful for me,’ but I will not be dominated by anything”
(1 Corinthians 6:12).

The Most Important Word on Fasting in the Bible
So the question demands our attention: Is fasting Christian? If so, how?
This is what the words of Jesus in Matthew 9:14–17 ultimately address.
That is why they are the most important words on fasting in the Bible.
It’s time to look at them.
Then the disciples of John came to [Jesus], saying, “Why do we and
the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?” And Jesus said to
them, “Can the wedding guests mourn as long as the bridegroom is
with them? The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away
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from them, and then they will fast. No one puts a piece of unshrunk
cloth on an old garment, for the patch tears away from the garment,
and a worse tear is made. Neither is new wine put into old wineskins. If it is, the skins burst and the wine is spilled and the skins are
destroyed. But new wine is put into fresh wineskins, and so both are
preserved.”

The disciples of John the Baptist come to Jesus and ask why Jesus’
disciples don’t fast. So evidently Jesus’ disciples were not fasting while
he was with them. In fact, Jesus had set them an example that earned
him the reputation of being anything but an ascetic. When he praised
the ministry of John the Baptist he said to the crowds, “John the Baptist
has come eating no bread and drinking no wine, and you say, ‘He has
a demon.’ The Son of Man has come eating and drinking, and you say,
‘Look at him! A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and
sinners!’” (Luke 7:33–35). In other words, John practiced much fasting,
and Jesus practiced little if any (apart from his initial forty-day fast).

Why Didn’t Jesus’ Disciples Fast?
Now the disciples of John have come to Jesus and want to know why
this is. “Why do we and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not
fast?” Jesus answers with a word picture. He says, “Can the wedding
guests mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them?” With those
words Jesus teaches us two things. One is that fasting was, by and large,
associated with mourning in that day. It was an expression of brokenheartedness and desperation, usually over sin or over some danger or
some deeply longed-for blessing. It was something you did when things
were not going the way you wanted them to.
But that’s not the situation with the disciples of Jesus. This is the
second thing he teaches: the Messiah has come, and his coming is like
the coming of a bridegroom to a wedding feast. This, he says, is just
too good to mingle with fasting. Jesus was making a tremendous claim
for himself here. In the Old Testament God had pictured himself as the
husband of his people Israel. “As a young man marries a young woman,
so shall your sons marry you, and as the bridegroom rejoices over the
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bride, so shall your God rejoice over you” (Isaiah 62:5). “‘When I [the
Lord] passed by you [Israel] again and saw you, behold, you were at the
age for love, and I spread the corner of my garment over you and covered your nakedness; I made my vow to you and entered into a covenant
with you, declares the Lord God, and you became mine” (Ezekiel 16:8).
“I [the Lord] will betroth you [Israel] to me forever. I will betroth you
to me in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love and in mercy. I
will betroth you to me in faithfulness. And you shall know the Lord”
(Hosea 2:19–20).
Now the Son of God, the Messiah, the long-hoped-for Prince and
Ruler in Israel, has come, and he claims to be the Bridegroom—that is,
the husband of his people—who will be the true Israel. John the Baptist
had recognized this already. When his disciples asked him about who
Jesus was, he said, “You yourselves bear me witness, that I said, ‘I am
not the Christ, but I have been sent before him.’ The one who has the
bride is the bridegroom. The friend of the bridegroom, who stands and
hears him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom’s voice. Therefore this joy
of mine is now complete” (John 3:28–29).
John’s partially veiled claim is the kind Jesus made about his identity with God. If you had ears to hear, you could hear it. God, the one
who betrothed Israel to himself in covenant love, has come.
This is so stunning and so glorious and so unexpected in this form
that Jesus said, you simply cannot fast now in this situation. It is too
happy and too spectacularly exhilarating. Fasting is for times of yearning and aching and longing. But the bridegroom of Israel is here. After
a thousand years of dreaming and longing and hoping and waiting, he
is here! The absence of fasting in the band of disciples was a witness to
the presence of God in their midst.

When Will the Disciples Fast?
But then Jesus said, “The days will come when the bridegroom is taken
away from them, and then they will fast.” This is the key sentence:
“Then they will fast.” When is he referring to?
Some have suggested that he was referring only to the several days
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between his death and resurrection. In other words, the Bridegroom
will be taken away from Good Friday through Easter Sunday morning.
During those three days the disciples would fast. But then he would be
with them again, and they would not fast any longer. Support for this
view is found in John 16:22–23 where Jesus predicts his death and resurrection with these words: “So also you have sorrow now, but I will see
you again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy
from you. In that day you will ask nothing of me. Truly, truly, I say to
you, whatever you ask of the Father in my name, he will give it to you.”
In other words, after the resurrection, during the church age, there will
be indestructible joy among Christ’s disciples. Does this mean that fasting is excluded? Is Jesus only prophesying that his disciples would fast
between Good Friday and Easter?
That is very unlikely for several reasons. One is that, for all its joy,
the early church fasted on certain occasions (Acts 13:1–3; 14:23; 2 Corinthians 6:5; 11:27). Therefore the earliest Christians did not take Jesus’
words to mean that fasting would be excluded after the resurrection.
What then does Jesus mean when he says, “The days will come
when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast”?
He means that after his death and resurrection he will return to his
Father in heaven, and during that time the disciples will fast. Robert
Gundry is right when he says, “The entirety of the church age constitutes ‘the days’ that ‘will come when the bridegroom is taken away.’”16
In my judgment, the strongest reason for this view is that the only other
place in Matthew where Jesus uses this term “bridegroom” is to refer to
himself coming back at the end of the church age. In Matthew 25:1–13
Jesus pictures his second coming as the arrival of the bridegroom. “At
midnight there was a cry, ‘Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet
him’” (verse 6). So Jesus clearly thinks of himself as a bridegroom who
is gone not only for three days between Good Friday and Easter, but
for all the time until the second coming. This is the time he has in mind
when he says, “Then they will fast”—until the second coming.
Arthur Wallis is justified in entitling the sixth chapter of his book,
God’s Chosen Fast, “The Time Is Now.”17 Now is when Jesus says his
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disciples will fast. He is saying: Now while I am here in your midst as
the bridegroom you cannot fast, but I am not going to remain with
you. There will come a time when I return to my Father in heaven. And
during that time you will fast. That time is now.
It is true that Jesus has given the Holy Spirit in his absence, and
that the Holy Spirit is “the Spirit of Jesus” (Acts 16:7; 2 Corinthians
3:17). So in a profound and wonderful sense Jesus is still with us. He
said, speaking of the “Comforter,” the Spirit, “I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you” (John 14:18). Nevertheless, there is a greater
degree of intimacy that we will enjoy with Christ in heaven when this
age is over. So in another sense Christ is not with us, but away from us.
This is why Paul said in 2 Corinthians 5:8 “We would rather be away
from the body and at home with the Lord,” and in Philippians 1:23,
“To depart and be with Christ . . . is far better.” In other words, in this
age there is an ache inside every Christian that Jesus is not here as fully
and intimately and as powerfully and as gloriously as we want him to
be. We hunger for so much more. That is why we fast.

Is Fasting the Old Wineskin That Has to Go?
But then Jesus says something very crucial in Matthew 9:16–17. He puts
together two images, one about patched garments, and the other about
worn-out wineskins. “No one puts a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old
garment, for the patch tears away from the garment, and a worse tear
is made. Neither is new wine put into old wineskins. If it is, the skins
burst and the wine is spilled and the skins are destroyed. But new wine
is put into fresh wineskins, and so both are preserved.”
The patch of unshrunk cloth and the new wine represent the new
reality that has come with Jesus—the Kingdom of God is here. The
Bridegroom has come. The Messiah is in our midst. And that is not
temporary. He is not here and then gone. The kingdom of God did not
come in Jesus and then just vanish out of the world. Jesus died for our
sins once for all. He rose from the dead once for all. The Spirit was sent
into the world as the real presence of Jesus among us. The kingdom
of God is the present reigning power of Christ in the world subduing
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hearts to the King and creating a people who believe him and serve him
in faith and holiness. The Spirit of the bridegroom is gathering and
purifying a bride for Christ. This is the gospel of Christ and “the mystery of the kingdom” that we referred to above.18 This is the new wine.
And Jesus says the old wineskins can’t contain it. Something has
to change. What is the old wineskin? In the context, we can’t escape
the connection with fasting. There is no break in Jesus’ thought. Follow it from verse 15 to 16: “The days will come when the bridegroom
is taken away from them, and then they will fast. No one puts a piece
of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. . . .” There is no break. And
this is true in all three Gospels where this account is recorded. The old
unshrunken patch of cloth and the old brittle wineskins relate directly
to fasting as an old Jewish custom.
Fasting was inherited from the Old Testament and had been used
as part of the Jewish system of relating to God. In Luke 18:11–12 we
get a glimpse of this old practice as the Pharisee prays, “God, I thank
you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or
even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I
get.” This traditional fasting is the old wineskin. And Jesus says that it
cannot contain the new wine of the kingdom that he is bringing.
Now this presents us with a problem. In Matthew 9:15 Jesus says
that we will fast when the Bridegroom is gone. And two verses later
he says that the old fasting cannot contain the new wine of the kingdom. In other words, Jesus’ disciples will fast; but the fasting they have
known is not suitable for the new reality of his presence and the inbreaking kingdom of God.

New Wine Calls for New Fasting
What then shall we say? Are we to fast as Christians, or are we not? Is
fasting Christian, or isn’t it? I believe the answer is that the new wine of
Christ’s presence demands not no fasting, but new fasting. Years ago I
wrote in the margin of my Greek Testament beside Matthew 9:17, “The
new fasting is based on the mystery that the bridegroom has come, not
just will come. The new wine of his presence calls for new fasting.”
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In other words, the yearning and longing and ache of the old fasting was not based on the glorious truth that the Messiah had come.
The mourning over sin and the yearning for deliverance from danger
and the longing for God that inspired the old fasting were not based on
the great finished work of the Redeemer and the great revelation of his
truth and grace in history. These things were all still in the future. But
now the Bridegroom has come. And in coming he struck the decisive
blow against sin and Satan and death.
What distinguishes Christianity from Judaism is that the longedfor kingdom of God is now present as well as future. The King has
come. “The kingdom of God has come upon you” (Luke 11:20). “The
kingdom of God is in the midst of you” (Luke 17:21). It is true that
the kingdom of God is not yet fully consummated. It is still to come in
glorious fullness and power. At the Last Supper Jesus said, “From now
on I will not drink of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God
comes” (Luke 22:18). So it is plain that the kingdom of God is still a
future reality yet to come, even though Jesus said that “the kingdom of
God has come upon you” and “is in the midst of you” (which is why
George Ladd’s book is entitled The Presence of the Future19).
This is the Center referred to earlier, which fasting has to relate to
if it is going to be Christian. The Center is the decisive triumph of the
Son of God, the Messiah, entering history and dying and rising from
the dead and reigning over history for the salvation of his people and
the glory of his Father. Christians are a people captured by a great hope
that one day they will see and be enthralled by the fullness of the glory
of God in Christ. But what is decisively Christian in this is that our
hope is rooted in the past historical triumph of that very God over sin
and death and hell by the death and resurrection of Jesus.20 Christianity is a vibrant hope for the consummation of history in the universal
manifestation of the glory of God in Christ—a hope that is unshakably
rooted in the past incarnation of Christ who offered himself once for all
as a sacrifice for sin and sat down at the right hand of God (Hebrews
10:12). This is the new wine.
The great, central, decisive act of salvation for us today is past, not
42

Is Fasting Christian?

future. And on the basis of that past work of the Bridegroom, nothing
can ever be the same again. The Lamb is slain. The blood is shed. The
punishment of our sins is executed. Death is defeated. The Spirit is sent.
The wine is new. And the old fasting mindset is simply not adequate.

The Newness of the New Fasting
What then is new about the new Christian fasting? What’s new about
Christian fasting is that it rests on all this finished work of the Bridegroom. It assumes that. It believes that. It enjoys that. The aching and
yearning and longing for Christ and his power that drive us to fasting
are not the expression of emptiness. Need, yes. Pain, yes. Hunger for
God, yes. But not emptiness. The firstfruits of what we long for have
already come. The down payment of what we yearn for is already paid.
The fullness that we are longing for and fasting for has appeared in
history, and we have beheld his glory. It is not merely future. We do not
fast out of emptiness. Christ is already in us the hope of glory (Colossians 1:27). We have been “sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, who
is [now!] the guarantee of our inheritance” (Ephesians 1:13–14; see also
2 Corinthians 1:22; 5:5).
We have tasted the powers of the age to come, and our fasting is
not because we are hungry for something we have not experienced, but
because the new wine of Christ’s presence is so real and so satisfying.
We must have all that it is possible to have. The newness of our fasting
is this: its intensity comes not because we have never tasted the wine of
Christ’s presence, but because we have tasted it so wonderfully by his
Spirit, and cannot now be satisfied until the consummation of joy arrives. The new fasting, the Christian fasting, is a hunger for all the fullness of God (Ephesians 3:19), aroused by the aroma of Jesus’ love and
by the taste of God’s goodness in the gospel of Christ (1 Peter 2:2–3).

The Fasting That Is Feasting
Another way to say it is that the new fasting is the fasting of faith.
Faith stands on the finished work of Christ and, on that foundation,
becomes the “assurance of things hoped for” (Hebrews 11:1). Faith is
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a spiritual feasting on Christ with a view to being so satisfied in him
that the power of all other allurements is broken.21 This feasting begins
by receiving the past grace of Christ’s death and resurrection, and then
embraces all that God promises to be for us in him. As long as we are
finite and fallen, Christian faith will mean both delighting in the (past)
incarnation and desiring the (future) consummation. It will be both
contentment and dissatisfaction. And the dissatisfaction will grow directly out of the measure of contentment that we have known in Christ.

Fasting Does Belong in the Kingdom of God
This understanding of Christian fasting answers all the concerns raised
earlier by Keith Main. He said that “the prayer life of the New Testament is a sign of the inbreaking of the kingdom of God. Fasting is
no longer consistent with the joyous and thankful attitude that marks
the fellowship.”22 We see now that this is an overstatement. Yes, the
kingdom has broken in. Yes, there is a deep drinking even now on the
end-time glory manifest in Christ and experienced by his Spirit. But,
no, this is not so full and uninterrupted that aching and longing and
desiring are completely overcome.
Even Main himself backs off and admits this when he says,
It is true that the crisis and the tragedy are there as a stark reality. The
Kingdom is not fully realized. Granted that the Bridegroom is present
and now is not an appropriate time to mourn. Yet this is not entirely
so, for we are still in the flesh and weak in faith. . . . Within this “bitter
struggle” the believer, in his devotional life, might conceivably find
occasion to fast. It would be only one among many of the ingredients
that go to make up the life of the man in Christ.23

That’s right. The presence of the Bridegroom through his Spirit, in the
triumph of forgiveness and fellowship, does not make fasting negligible,
it makes it new.

Fasting as an Expression of Dissatisfied Contentment
As an act of faith, Christian fasting is an expression of dissatisfied
contentment in the all-sufficiency of Christ. It is an expression of secure
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and happy longing for the all-satisfying fullness of Christ. Christian
fasting does not tremble in the hope of earning anything from Christ. It
looks away from itself to the final payment of Calvary for every blessing
it will ever receive. Christian fasting is not self-wrought discipline that
tries to deserve more from God. It is a hunger for God awakened by the
taste of God freely given in the gospel.

Christian Fasting Affirms the Goodness of Food
This is why the warnings we raised earlier from Paul’s letters are not
really objections against Christian fasting, but only against its distortions. “God created [food] to be received with thanksgiving by those
who believe and know the truth. For everything created by God is good,
and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, for it is
made holy by the word of God and prayer” (1 Timothy 4:3–5). Paul’s
praise for the goodness of food, and for the freedom that Christians
have to enjoy it, is not a contradiction of Christian fasting. The Christian says yes to every good and perfect gift that comes down from the
Father of lights (James 1:17).
Fasting is not a no to the goodness of food or the generosity of God
in providing it. Rather, it is a way of saying, from time to time, that
having more of the Giver surpasses having the gift. If a husband and
wife resolve to give up sexual relations for a season to deal earnestly
with a problem keeping them at odds, this is not a condemnation of sex
but an exaltation of love. Food is good. But God is better. Normally we
meet God in his good gifts and turn every enjoyment into worship with
thanksgiving. But from time to time we need to test ourselves to see if
we have begun to love his gifts in place of God.

Christian Fasting Is Not “Willpower Religion”
The great danger Paul saw in self-made and self-exalting fasting does
not nullify the new Christian fasting. Paul warns that there is a fasting
that is a “self-made religion and asceticism and severity to the body,
[but has] no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh” (Colossians
2:23). In other words, this fasting is a “willpower religion”24 that ac45
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tually stirs up the spiritual pride of the flesh even while mastering its
physical appetites.
But this is the exact opposite of Christian fasting. Christian fasting moves from broken and contrite poverty of spirit to sweet satisfaction in the free mercy of Christ to ever greater desires and enjoyments
of God’s inexhaustible grace. Christian fasting does not bolster pride,
because it rests with childlike contentment in the firmly accomplished
justification of God in Christ, even while longing for all the fullness of
God possible in this life. Christian fasting is the effect of what Christ
has already done for us and in us. It is not our feat, but the Spirit’s
fruit. Recall that the last-mentioned fruit of the Spirit is “self-control”25
(Galatians 5:23).

All Eating Is Lawful, but Not All Is Helpful
What all this means for Paul’s practice is that he was free to fast or not
to fast. “‘All things are lawful for me,’ but not all things are helpful.
‘All things are lawful for me,’ but I will not be dominated by anything”
(1 Corinthians 6:12). The reason for this is that the act of fasting was
not the essential thing. Doing it—or not doing it—for the glory of God
was the essential thing: “The one who eats, eats in honor of the Lord,
since he gives thanks to God, while the one who abstains, abstains in
honor of the Lord and gives thanks to God” (Romans 14:6). Fasting
gives glory to God when it is experienced as a gift from God aimed at
knowing and enjoying more of God. God is glorified in us when we aim
our behavior at being most satisfied in him. We may do this by grateful
eating or by grateful fasting. His gifts leave a hunger for him beyond
themselves, and fasting from his gifts puts that hunger to the test.

Should a Christian Buffet the Body?
It is misleading, without careful qualification, to say (as Keith Main
does) that “Paul . . . deliberately diverted the disciples’ attention
away from fasting and any form of food asceticism and into prayer,
service, and toil on behalf of the kingdom.”26 I agree with the positive second half of this statement, not the negative first half. I would
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say Paul did direct our attention toward fasting and numerous other
kinds of self-denial—not as meritorious religious rituals, and not as
an end in themselves, but as a weapon in the fight of faith. Twice,
when Paul was listing his trials, he mentioned fasting. “[I have been]
in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and
thirst, often in fastings,27 in cold and exposure” (2 Corinthians 11:27;
see also 6:5).
This fits with what he said about how he handled the appetites
of his body. “I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after
preaching to others I myself should be disqualified” (1 Corinthians
9:26–27). I take this to mean that Paul regarded some ascetic discipline
as a useful weapon in the fight of faith. Holding fast to Christ by faith
is the key to not being “disqualified.” This is plain, for example, from
Colossians 1:23, “[Christ will present you holy and blameless to God] if
indeed you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from
the hope of the gospel.” Persevering faith is the key to standing before
God acceptable in the last day.
Paul says that one weapon in this ongoing fight of faith is the practice of “disciplining” the body. He was not unaware that the desires of
the body are deceitful as well as delightful. He said that the “old self” is
“being corrupted in accordance with the desires of deceit” (Ephesians
4:22, at). The nature of this deceit is to lure us subtly into living for
the “fleeting pleasures” of body and mind, rather than the spiritual
delights of knowing and serving God. These pleasures start as innocent
delights in food and reading and resting and playing, but then become
ends in themselves and choke off spiritual hunger for God. Paul buffets
his body to put himself to the test. Does he hunger for God? Is his faith
real? Or is he becoming the slave of comfort and bodily pleasures? You
can hear the passion of his heart in 1 Corinthians 6:12, “I will not be
dominated by anything.” This is not the pride of Stoic self-exaltation.
It is the passionate resolve to resist anything that lures the heart away
from an all-controlling satisfaction in God.
When I was preaching on fasting and prayer some years ago, a
young man came up to me after one of the messages and told me a story
47

A H U NGE R FOR G OD
that illustrates the kind of buffeting the body in prayer that fits a person
for heaven. I had referred to the South Korean church as pacesetters in
this regard. That moved the young man to talk to me after the service.
I grew up on the mission field in Korea. There is one experience emblazoned on my mind to show the sacrificial dedication to prayer and
fasting in Korea. My father worked with a leper colony, and they had
prayer meetings that met at four o’clock in the morning. I was a little
boy, but my father took me with him, getting me up at about 3:30
a.m. to get there on time. He sat me down in the back where I could
see out the door. And I’ll never forget one man who had no legs, no
crutches, and was using his hands and crabbing along the ground,
dragging his body to pray at 4 a.m. I’ll never forget that.

Rising early is a kind of fast. And coming to pray when it is hard to
get there is another kind of fast. When we make such choices, we make
war on the deceitfulness of our desires and declare the preciousness of
prayer and the all-surpassing worth of God.

Is Fasting Christian?
Is fasting Christian? It is if it comes from confidence in Christ and is
sustained by the power of Christ and aims at the glory of Christ. Over
every Christian fast should be written the words, “I count everything
as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my
Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them
as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ” (Philippians 3:8). In fasting,
as well as in all other privations, every loss is for the sake of “gaining
Christ.” But this does not mean that we seek to gain a Christ we do
not have. Nor does it mean that our progress depends on ourselves.
Four verses later Paul makes plain the dynamics of the entire Christian
life—including fasting: “I press on to make it my own, because Christ
Jesus has made me his own” (v. 12).
This is the essence of Christian fasting: We ache and yearn—and
fast—to know more and more of all that God is for us in Jesus. But only
because he has already laid hold of us and is drawing us ever forward
and upward into “all the fullness of God.”
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My prayer for the Christian church is that God might awaken in
us a new hunger for himself—a new fasting. Not because we haven’t
tasted the new wine of Christ’s presence, but because we have tasted it
and long, with a deep and joyful aching of soul, to know more of his
presence and power in our midst.
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