Fast and Pray 

Examples from the Scriptures

Just now we talked about many examples from the Scriptures about prayer.  In Matthew 9:29, the disciples cannot drive out the evil spirit.  The Lord tells them that this kind can only be cast out by fasting and prayer.  We also see in Daniel 9:1-4, 21-25 that Daniel is someone who loves his nation.  He asks the Lord when his nation will be restored to them.  He fasts and prays.  The Lord sends an angel to tell him the prophecies.  Let us also look at some other passages, Acts 13:1-3.  What is the passage about?  It is about an early church at Antioch that has a vision.  They faithfully serve the Lord in fasting and praying.  Then the Holy Spirit tells them, “for me…they go(Acts 2:1-3).”  This is an inspiring vision.  The disciples have a vision in the church.  They know not how to do greater things for God.  As they fast and pray, the Holy Spirit reveals to them, “You need to go and preach the gospel.  Send your best, that is, Barnabas and Paul, to another place, to preach the good news.”

Why do we only occasionally hear about fasting and prayer?

Brothers and sisters, if you are unsure about your future, or if you don’t know what step to take next, why not try fasting and prayer, ask the Lord to lead you.  Fasting and prayer is a very powerful type of prayer.  So why so few people talk about it? There are several reasons.  As the Bible teaches, it is not to let others know when you fast and pray.  This is done between you and the Lord.  Fasting is a suffering.  When one suffers, he is not going to tell you, “I am suffering, ” as if he is making it public.  A lot of the times, people will not publicly tell others that they are fasting and praying. 

Another reason for having so few talk about fasting and prayer is that many people do not want to fast and pray.  They think to fast and pray is harmful to the body.  Actually, this is a faulty perception.  Our body has stored up so much that we should not have any problems missing meals one or two days.  Of course, we need to slowly train our body to get used to fasting and prayer.  You don’t want to do it too much or too often in the beginning.  But I can tell you that generally our body will do fine in fasting and prayer, except if one has diabetes or is pregnant.  Someone said his stomach starts growling if he misses a meal as if there is something wrong with that.  That is just your stomach’s special timer.  We are used to eat by certain time. And if we don’t, we feel uncomfortable somehow.  Actually this is a psychological alarm clock.  Even when the alarm goes off and we don’t eat, it won’t hurt our body.

The third reason for not talking about fasting and prayer?  We are afraid of going the other extreme, that is, we think that fasting and praying has to do with making a bargain with God.  In the Middle Ages, there was Asceticism.  Those practiced it made themselves suffer as if by suffering they can store up some kind of merit and that these merits can be exchanged with God for something. These were erroneous ideas.  They thought they are justified by their deeds.  This was one extreme.  In other words, one thinks he can do something for God in order to get God to do something for him.  The above are the three reasons for having so few talks about the fasting and prayer.  To sum up, reason one is that people do not want to make it public.  Second is that people think it is harmful to the body.  Third is the fear of overemphasizing it to make it an extreme case where people think they are justified by their deed.  We are to avoid this and not take the extreme.  Then fasting and prayer is very beneficial to us. 

Needed Attitude

Next we will talk about the kind of attitude we should have in fasting and prayer.  We need to know that fasting cannot go without prayer.  Just because you don’t eat doesn’t mean you have done something good.  What is fasting and prayer? It is when you are earnest, when you are willing to let go of your physical needs so you can focus on God for a time of prayer.  You are not bargaining with God.  We are not worthy to bargain with God.  We need to earnestly and faithfully pray before God.  Remember, fasting is not done without prayer.  When we fast, we need to pray.  You may go on with your normal routine.  You can still weed when you fast.  Of course, you should avoid doing that in the heat of day so you won’t have a heatstroke.  You can still work when you fast.  If you are on vacation, that will be an ideal time.  You can kneel and pray quietly at home.  When I fast and pray, I still work.  It is when I am hungry that I ask, “why am I hungry?”  I realized that I am fasting to pray.  Then I would pause to pray for the thing I am seeking the Lord for.  Let me say it again.  We don’t bargain with God when we fast and pray.  You fast and pray because you are willing to earnestly seek the Lord, letting go of the physical needs temporarily so you can focus on the Lord.  Remember, we need to have a joyful heart when we fast and pray.  Do not allow the Devil to attack us.  Fasting and prayer is a very good weapon.  So a lot of times the Enemy would attack us.  It is at this time that we need to keep a joyful heart so we can faithfully pray according to God’s word. 

Types of Fasting and Prayer

What kinds of fasting and prayer are there? There are the absolute fast, a general fast and a partial fast.  The absolute kind is no food at all, not even water.  Esther 4:16 is this kind.  There is the danger of destruction of the entire nation, so Queen Esther is going to plead with the King for her people, the Jews.  She does not know if she will succeed.  She asks her people, the Jews, to fast, to not eat or drink, and to pray for her.  You need to be careful if you are going to practice this kind.  We usually drink water when we fast.  If you do not take water, then don’t it for more than three days because your body needs water.  Don’t practice this kind for too long.  At the time of Esther, because of the urgency of the matter, she asks her people to have an absolute fast.  What is a partial fast?  This is what Daniel 10:3 speaks of.  He does not eat meat.  He eats only the vegetable.  Some people say they are fasting and praying, and they don’t eat meat. They are eating only vegetables and rice.  This is fine.  This is a partial fast.

When we speak of fasting, we usually mean the general kind of fasting.  That is like what it says in Matthew 4:2.  We drink water but we do not take food.  Our body needs water but we don’t eat.  In the beginning, you may skip two meals.  For example, you don’t eat breakfast and lunch,  and you don’t eat until dinner time.  I suggest that in the beginning you don’t fast for too long because your body needs to get used to it.  And don’t say that since I am fasting today, I need to eat a larger portion for breakfast. That is not good.  Or you say, I have just finished a fast so I need to eat a big dinner.  That is not good either. It is not good for your body.  Your stomach was put to rest and you suddenly put it to work too hard.  It is not good for your stomach.

Practical Fasting and Prayer

Brothers and sisters, I suggest that when you fast and pray, you apply the “little in little out”.  What does it mean?  It means before you fast, you eat a little, not too much.  After your fast, in the beginning don’t eat too much.  You go slowly in and out of this process.  I don’t know if you have heard of Tang Poet Tu Fu’s Shi Sheng in which a person dies of eating too much.  Why?  He is starved for too many days.  Then one day someone gives him some meat.  Because he has not had meat for too long, he cooks a lot of it.  His stomach is not able to take that much so he dies of eating too much meat.  So we have to be careful.  In the beginning, don’t fast for too long.  Maybe just two meals.  Then a whole day, 24 hours, from noon to next day noon, or even a longer time say 36 hours, or, 2 or 3 days is fine too.  Take note of your oral hygiene when you fast and pray.  You may have bad breath.  Why?  Because stored up nutrients are being consumed in your body.  Actually it is good for your body to fast because our body contains too much toxin.  We normally eat too much big meals and our body stores them up.  When we fast and pray, our body automatically consumes whatever remains in our body.  The toxin or the leftover storage consumed to give us energy.  It is these toxin that gives the bad breath.  That’s why we need to drink water and brush our teeth.  Keep a joyful heart/spirit.  Don’t let others see you with a frown.  Do wash yourself.  This time of fasting and prayer is between you and the Lord.  You don’t have to publicize it.   

How often should you fast and pray?  Some do it once a month, or once a week.  Others do it occasionally, that is, when there is a special need.  All of these is fine.  You can do it often, once a month, or occasionally, or when you have a special need, it is all up to you.  The main thing you need to understand is that when you fast and pray, you are temporarily setting aside the physical needs to focus on your prayer before the Lord.  Remember, when you fast, you need to pray.  And, if something or someone attacks you, you feel like throwing a temper tantrum, you need to pray for the Holy Spirit to enable you.  When you fast and pray, know that the enemy is there to attack you and to tempt you.  You need to pray with God’s word, ask the Holy Spirit to help you.  Then you prayer will be power.

Example

Let me now share a story with you.  There was one student at our university from the mainland.  Before he came to the Lord, there was an American friend who took him to a Bible Study.  They became good friends.  He didn’t believe in the Lord yet.  At the time, this student wanted to have his wife to come from China and join him here.  However, there was a problem with her visa.  Though he has not believed on the Lord, he prayed.  But his prayer didn’t seem to work. For a long time, his wife could not get the visa to come.  He told his American friend about his wife.  The friend told him that he would fast and pray for his wife’s visa.  The student felt  sorry for his friend, thinking why should you have to starve for MY wife’s visa.  I will fast and pray too then.  He did not understand what it means to fast and pray.  Amazingly, soon his wife got the visa and came.  He was very thankful.  Then he received the Lord.  Afterwards, he went through the discipleship training.

Thank the Lord!  His wife received the Lord soon after she came.  She came to the discipleship training as well.  After his wife came, their daughter was still in China.  They wanted their daughter to come.  But there was still problem with getting the visa.  She tried many times but didn’t get it.  So they thought of their American friend how he fasted and prayed.  Why don’t we do the same? So they fasted and prayed though they did not quite understand the meaning of fasting and prayer.

I remember that one Sunday at the discipleship training.  The couple came in together.  I noticed they did not quite look right (if you know what I mean).  They looked as if they are very upset and mad.  Normally they would share at the meeting.  This time they didn’t say a word.  That evening I went to visit them to see what had happened.  They fasted that evening.  And while fasting, they argued with each other.  So I shared with them that you need to understand the meaning of fasting and prayer.   It is not about not eating so you can get something from God.  We need to understand when we fast we need to pray.  You need to set aside the physical need, faithful to pray, set your spirit free so you can pray.  And you need to know that the Enemy would attack you at this time.  Then they understood why they fought with each other, how they argued over something small and made each other upset in the morning.  This kind of fasting and prayer was useless.  Instead, they were attacked by the Enemy.  I assured them that it was alright.  Now that you understand,  why don’t we pray together?  Repent and ask the Lord to forgive you.  And ask the Lord again about your daughter’s visa.  I still remember when we finished praying the phone rang.  The wife rushed to answer it.  It was from their daughter.  She just got her visa.  Now she can come.  I was so grateful to the Lord.  The Lord answered our prayer immediately.  Their daughter came and they were joyful.

So, brothers and sisters, it is very good to fast and pray.  But we need to understand its meaning and we need to be careful of the Enemy’s attack.  When you are upset, when there is a problem, perhaps it is his attack.  You need to pray for help.  Faithful fasting and prayer is a very powerful spiritual weapon.
