
A QUICK GUIDE TO  
THE COMBINATION PRACTICE OF “PRAYER AND FASTING” 

 
WHAT IS FASTING 
Historically and Biblically Fasting is the complete abstention from food and water (Ex 34:28, Deut. 9:9) or from 
particular foods for a given period of time for a spiritual purpose. Fasting has also been used in a more general 
sense to refer to abstention from anything that is valued, loved or of significant importance. Fasting has been 
practiced individually or communally (nationally). Originally, the only national day of fasting was the Day of 
Atonement, but later other fast days were added (Ezra 8:21-23; Neh 9:1, Zech 8:19).  
 
WHY FAST 
The practice of Fasting in scripture is many-sided. Individual fasts were held for a variety of reasons, including 
penance (1 Sam. 14:24), mourning (2 Sam. 1.12, 3.35-36, 12.16), reinforcement of prayer (Luke 2.27), and 
divination or preparation for a divine revelation (Ex. 34.28, Dan 9.3). There were also communal fasts especially 
as an act of penitence. The Jews were also known to misuse fasting by making it a public show of spiritual 
discipline and superiority. Jesus’ approach to fasting was distinguished from that of the Jews both by his critique 
in Matt 6.16-18 and his rebut in Matt 9.14-17. There is little doubt that fasting was (1) practiced by Jesus (Matt 
4.1-11) and (2) Expected by Jesus of his followers (“WHEN you fast” – Matt 6.16).  Fasting was generally 
practiced to “enhance the holy life,” and to “strengthen our prayers.” 
 
Jesus’ fasting was deliberately connected to the commencement of his ministry in Luke 4.14-15. During this 
period of fasting Jesus’ reference to Deuteronomy 8.3 (“human beings do not live by bread alone…”) suggested 
that fasting provides the believer with an occasion for prioritizing, an opportunity to remember that his/her life 
is first about an allegiance to God. It is a time of self-denial, enabling us to highlight this critical aspect of 
discipleship (Matt 16.24 – if anyone wants to be my disciples… deny themselves). It is a rigid self-denial which 
challenges us to give precedence to our relationship with the Father over and against our inclination for strong 
attachment to worldly things. As part of Jesus’ preparation for ministry, it served to remind of what really 
matters – our faithfulness in relationship with God over and above our temporal needs – however urgent these 
needs are.  
 
Additionally, fasting was about strengthening prayer. In the advice given by Jesus to his bewildered disciples 
“this kind can come out only through prayer and fasting” Mark 9:29 (KJV see also notes to NRSV & NIV), the 
understanding here is that fasting reflects sincerity and dept of desire, enables focus and singlemindedness 
(less distractions) and adds intensity.  
 
Fasting is not a weight loss plan but is a spiritual exercise that is normally accompanied by prayer and should 
contribute to one’s spiritual development. It ought to be a time of deliberate reflection on our relationship with 
God as we explore issues such as our priorities and the call to self-denial. It provides an opportunity for focussed 
prayer where particular areas of concern can be individually and collectively brought to the Lord. 
 
HOW TO FAST 
Persons either observe a full fast, partial fast or other variations. Each person will need to decide whether they 
abstain from all foods and water, only food, solid foods, or certain foods and practices. Totally abstaining from 
food and water is strongly encouraged. Each person however must take cognizance of their health without using 
health as a scapegoat from abstaining totally. It is a challenge to truly deny self in this set aside practice (as well 
as in our general spiritual walk), so a simple cop-out undermines the purpose and intention. It will be a challenge 
to body, mind and spirit. It is not expected to be easy or a matter of what you prefer, or feel is convenient. As 
such, while it is possible to have other fasts apart from total abstinence, make your decision prayerfully and 



sincerely. Conscious of the need to preserve one’s health as a gift from God variations to the total fast have 
included abstaining from something that is of value, importance and loved dearly. While some have fasted from 
meat, sweets, solid foods, others have fasted by missing a meal, from using their cell-phones or from watching 
the television. Most people fast for a day, some have fasted for seven days, forty days, twenty-one days (as in 
the Daniel Fast) and other times based on the particular purpose.  
 
Whatever your decision as to the type of fast you will keep, it is very important to accompany the time with 
prayer.  
 
You are particularly encouraged to spend a moment in prayer to begin the fast, a moment in the morning, a 
moment at midday, a moment in the afternoon and a moment to break the fast. Your moments are determined 
by you whether it is for hours or minutes. Whatever you choose, remember to pray. Often a prayer guide is 
provided which enables the communal participation in prayer.  
 
WHEN TO FAST 
Most fasts are observed from 6.00 am. to 6.00 pm. The Wesleyan model of fasting has also been employed: 
fasting from after their last meal on Thursday Evening (perhaps between 6.00 – 9.00 pm) through to Friday 
afternoon 3/4:00 p.m. As in the case of examples like John Wesley, fasting can be a weekly spiritual exercise, or 
seasonal (occasional), in which case it is informed by particular events or a call of the community to prayer and 
fasting.  
 
Conclusion  
Fasting has experienced a strange silence in the Christian community. For a practice observed by Jesus and 
commended to his disciples for after his ascension, it has not received rigorous attention. Self-denial is critical to 
our faith and a practice that reinforces this principle certainly has significant benefit, therefore LET US FAST.  
 


