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1 

What Is Fasting? 

The theme of this study is “How to Fast Successfully.” This subject does not 

readily lend itself to a sermon, but rather to some practical teaching on various 

aspects of fasting. Many people ask: “How do I fast? How long do I fast? How often 

should I fast? How should I break my fast?” The purpose of this study is to answer 

these questions and to clear up some misconceptions about fasting. 

I think it is good to begin with a definition of fasting.  The definition I have used 

several times is: Fasting is abstaining from food for spiritual purposes. Normally 

fasting is not abstaining from fluids, but only from solid food. Although there were 

occasions in the Bible when people did fast without food or without water for as long 

as forty days, for this study we will consider fasting as abstaining from food for 

spiritual purposes. 

Many of the people who have asked, “How do I fast?” have been Christians and 

members of churches for many years. Yet, apparently no one has ever taught them 

about fasting, even though the Bible has much to say about the subject. Since most of 

these people know something about prayer, it may be good to begin by pointing out a 

parallel between fasting and praying. 

In the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 6, when Jesus speaks first about praying 

and then about fasting, He uses similar language in talking about both topics. The 

main difference is that when He talks about praying He includes a pattern prayer 

which we call the Lord’s Prayer. But I think there is a basic parallel between fasting 

and praying, and I'll point out two aspects of it. 

We all know we can pray as individuals, and most of us are also familiar with 

praying in groups. Group praying we usually refer to as a prayer meeting. Individual 

praying is what we do when we’re by ourselves. I believe there is the same 
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distinction in fasting: there is group fasting, where people fast together; and there is 

individual fasting, where a person fasts on his own. 

We are also familiar with two kinds of prayer: (1) regular prayer at a set time 

each day, and (2) special times of prayer when the Holy Spirit leads us to take extra 

time beyond our usual pattern of prayer for a special need. The same, I believe, is 

true of fasting. I think fasting should be a regular practice in the life of every 

disciplined Christian. But beyond those regular times of fasting, there are times when 

the Holy Spirit leads us to give additional emphasis to fasting. 

So we see that there is a parallel between praying and fasting. Just as there is 

individual prayer and collective prayer, so there is also individual fasting and 

collective fasting. Just as there are normal patterns of prayer and there are times of 

special prayer, so there should be normal patterns of fasting in the life of every 

Christian and there should be special times of fasting as the Holy Spirit leads. 
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Should All Christians Fast? 

If we go to the Bible and to the history of Israel and the early church, we find that 

fasting was a regular part of the life of God’s people. Under the Old Covenant, Israel 

was required by God to fast collectively at least once a year on the Day of 

Atonement and on other occasions. There are also records of individuals who 

fasted—Moses fasted, David fasted, Elijah fasted, and many of the kings of Israel led 

their people in fasting. 

In the book of Acts, we have records of the early church fasting together in 

groups for special needs. Particularly when they were sending forth apostles, but also 

when they were appointing elders in local churches, the early church would 

collectively fast and pray for God’s guidance.. Reliable church tradition and recorded 

history also tell us that for several centuries the early church practiced fasting 

regularly on Wednesday and Friday of each week. These were the two days normally 

recognized for fasting. 

The early Methodists under John and Charles Wesley regularly practiced fasting. 

It was a normal part of their procedure, although I find that many Methodists have 

never heard of it. In fact, John Wesley would not ordain a man to the Methodist 

ministry unless he would commit himself to fast every Wednesday and Friday until 

4:00 P.M. In other words, Wesley regarded it as an absolutely normal part of any 

Christian minister’s life and discipline. Personally, I believe that the restoration of 

this practice would change the lives of many ministries and ministers. 
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