
Intro  
I appreciate both the aim of that song and where it was placed in our service today.  I think it embodies 
what we’ve been talking about for the past several weeks.  Matthew 6 opens with this 18 verse section 
focusing on how we practice our religion—or to put it the language Matthew himself uses, how we 
practice our righteousness. 

That’s how the radical heart obedience made possible by the work of the Holy Spirit plays itself out in our 
attitude and actions.  And it really is a whole heart endeavor.   

God wouldn’t be satisfied, and we’d never sing, Lord I give you most of my heart.  All that I adore is in You 
and my 401k.  Every moment I’m awake, except for my me-time, have your way with me.   

We’d never sing those things.  I think, though, that’s the hypocritical attitude Jesus has been confronting 
here and it characterizes our hearts more than we’d like to admit. 

We’ve sang lyrics of wholehearted devotion and now we turn our attention to a text in Matthew 6 that 
continues to flesh out for us what that devotion means in practical terms. 

There were three primary outward acts of religious devotion in Jewish life during the first century—giving 
to the poor, prayer, and fasting.   

Those three things are in view not just in Matthew 6 but also in the words of Jesus in Luke 18: 

9 He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and looked 
down on everyone else: 10 “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a 
tax collector. 11 The Pharisee was standing and praying like this about himself: ‘God, I thank you 
that I’m not like other people—greedy, unrighteous, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 12 I 
fast twice a week; I give a tenth of everything I get.’ 
13 “But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even raise his eyes to heaven but kept striking 
his chest and saying, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner!’ 14 I tell you, this one went down to his 
house justified rather than the other; because everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the 
one who humbles himself will be exalted.” 
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Notice the hypocritical attitude there of the pharisee.  Doing everything we’ve learned the last few weeks 
not to do, right?  Praying to be seen by others, making a public spectacle of his giving, and expressing his 
piety by talking about how often he fasts. 

We’ve covered generosity and prayer over the past three weeks.  Now, we turn our attention to fasting.    

This is a very interesting topic for me because there’s a great deal of disconnect here.  The Bible seems to 
speak often of fasting, but the modern church is almost silent.  If the Bible is very interested in something 
and we are not. . . we are probably the ones in the wrong.  I recall very few sermons on fasting in my time 
attending church.  And the fact that we’re here today is not due to my convictions on fasting.  We’re here 
because of a strongly held conviction about consecutive exposition and this is where the text has led us.   

So without anything else by way of introduction let’s see Jesus’s teaching on fasting from Matthew 
6:16-18 

16 “Whenever you fast, don’t be gloomy like the hypocrites. For they make their faces unattractive 
so that their fasting is obvious to people. Truly I tell you, they have their reward. 17 But when you 
fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18 so that your fasting isn’t obvious to others but to 
your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you. 

Prayer 

Before we dive into this text we need to just lay some groundwork. 

I never like to assume anything about where we’re at in regard to Scripture in a room like this and if you 
didn’t grow up around the Christian faith you might not even be familiar with what fasting means. 

We’re going to give it a narrow definition for the purpose of our time together.  There could be broader 
applications and we’ll acknowledge some of those before were finish.  But our narrow definition of 
Christian fasting is this: Fasting is going without food for spiritual purposes. 

There are a number of other reasons to abstain from food.  Fasting comes and goes as a trend in the 
dieting world.  But what we’re specifically addressing here is going without food as an act of worship. 

That’s how we define the idea that Jesus introduces here in Matthew 6.  And we need to define it because 
Jesus didn’t, really.  And there wouldn’t have been a need to define it because everyone in His original 
audience would have understood it well. 
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Fasting was common practice not just of the Jews but of all the religions they had encountered and that 
remains true of most religions today. 

Plato, Socrates, Aristotle, and Hippocrates were among the most influential Greek philosophers and they 
practiced fasting.  Confucius, Zoroaster, and the priests of the Hindu faith all practiced fasting and 
encouraged their followers to do the same. 

Modern Muslims celebrate an entire month of fasting during daylight hours and that tradition has 
spanned the history of Islam.  

So the act of going without food isn’t a uniquely Christian idea, but doing so as a practice of God’s 
righteousness working itself out in the life of a disciple is unique to our faith.  

And it’s not something new that Jesus introduces in Matthew 6 and it wasn’t abandoned by His disciples 
after the ascension. 

Fasting is mentioned at least 75 times in Scripture  and over 40 of those references are from the Old 1

Testament.  For those of us who are unfamiliar with fasting as a discipline there is much we can learn from 
studying just a few of those instances. 

David fasted often, it seems.  God caused the child born to David and Bathsheba to fall critically ill and 
David fasted while he pleaded for the infant’s life (2 Sam. 12:16).  He fasted when Abner, his military 
commander, died in 2 Samuel 3.  He even fasted on behalf of his enemies.  Look at Psalm 35: 

11 Malicious witnesses come forward; 
they question me about things I do not know. 
12 They repay me evil for good, 
making me desolate. 
13 Yet when they were sick, 
my clothing was sackcloth; 
I humbled myself with fasting, 
and my prayer was genuine. 

David was well-acquainted with the discipline of fasting.  And his fasts were typically done as an individual 
but we do have evidence from the Old Testament that all God’s people fasted together at times. 

 https://www.lifeway.com/en/articles/spiritual-disciplines-gospel-fasting-denial-prayer-donald-whitney1
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In Judges 20 the Israelite army fasted and wept after a battle in which they lost 18,000 men. 

Jehoshaphat proclaimed a national fast in Judah when they were threatened by the Moabites and 
Ammonites, that’s found in 2 Chronicles 20. From a human standpoint they couldn’t possibly win, and 
they cried out to God for help, foregoing food as they did so. Queen Esther and all the Jews in Susa 
fasted for three days before she went before the king to plead for the Jews to be spared from Haman’s 
wicked scheme against her people, that’s in Esther 4.  2

Many times, fasting accompanied a time of repentance.  When the people of Nineveh heard Jonah’s 
preaching they were so convicted that they believed in God and “They proclaimed a fast and dressed in 
sackcloth—from the greatest of them to the least … By order of the king and his nobles: No person or 
animal, herd or flock, is to taste anything at all. They must not eat or drink water. 8 Furthermore, both 
people and animals must be covered with sackcloth, and everyone must call out earnestly to God. Each 
must turn from his evil ways and from his wrongdoing. (Jonah 3:5, 7-8). Rather than resent the warning of 
judgment, they turned to God and sought His forgiveness and mercy. 

Just in those few quick examples we've seen fasting in response to what God was doing, in response to 
what His people hope’d He’d do, and we also see it as a response to God’s revelation.   

And we’ve only scratched the surface.  When Daniel was contemplating Jeremiah’s prediction of the 
seventy years of desolation in Jerusalem, he gave his “attention to the Lord God to seek him by prayer 
and petitions, with fasting, sackcloth, and ashes.” (Dan. 9:2–3).  Daniel’s fasting was a bi-product of his 
desperate seeking of God’s will. 

You see, there are numerous reasons for fasting expressed in the Old Testament.  But there was actually 
very little commanded in regard to fasting.  It seems like most fasts we see grew out of a genuine 
response to something that was at work in the life of God’s people. 

In fact, the only regular fast commanded in the Old Testament Law was on the day of atonement, the day 
the High Priest would make an offering to atone for the sins of all God’s people.  Leviticus 16 tells us: 

29 “This is to be a permanent statute for you: In the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month 
you are to practice self-denial and do no work, both the native and the alien who resides among 
you. 30 Atonement will be made for you on this day to cleanse you, and you will be clean from all 
your sins before the Lord. 31 It is a Sabbath of complete rest for you, and you must practice self-
denial; it is a permanent statute.  

 https://www.gty.org/library/bibleqnas-library/QA0151/is-fasting-a-command2
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I like the way our CSB translation characterizes the Hebrew word for fasting: self-denial.  That’s really what 
fasting is, isn’t it?  Denying that thing that your body thinks it needs the most.   

But apparently, self-denial didn’t play into the kind of fasting that was being practiced by Jesus’s 
contemporaries.  Or at least, not by the ones He’s condemning in our text. 

Verse 16: don’t be gloomy like the hypocrites. For they make their faces unattractive so that their fasting is 
obvious to people. Truly I tell you, they have their reward. 

Why were they fasting?  So that people would know they were fasting.  Even though there’s only one time 
in the Old Testament that fasting is commanded, it had become the legalistic practice of the Rabbis in 
Jesus’s day to fast twice per week.  And on those days these hypocrites would make sure it really looked 
like they were fasting. 

It says here they’d make their faces unattractive.  I don’t need any help doing that myself, but I believe 
what Jesus is getting at here is that they’d let themselves go.  They wouldn’t try to look normal, but 
instead they’d make sure their appearances alluded to the fact that they were in the midst of a fast. 

As C.H. Spurgeon said, “To look miserable in order to be thought holy- is a wretched piece of 
hypocrisy; and as it makes fasting into a trick to catch human admiration, it thereby destroys it as a 
means of grace.”  3

And, as He has done numerous times already, Jesus reminds us that the reward of those who seek glory 
in the eyes of man is just that: glory in the eyes of man. 

They have no reward from the Father.  Not because God chooses not to bless their fasting, but because 
their fasting wasn’t for God in the first place.  It was for them.  It wasn't a practice of righteousness, it was a 
practice of fake righteousness. 

Notice, though, in verse 17 that Jesus doesn’t throw out fasting altogether.  Instead, He says: “But when 
you fast.”  Jesus expects His disciples to fast. 

This isn’t the only place where we see this expectation, either.  Look over at Matthew 9: 

14 Then John’s disciples came to him, saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees fast often, but your 
disciples do not fast?”  

 http://www.godrules.net/library/spurgeon/45spurgeon9.htm3
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15 Jesus said to them, “Can the wedding guests be sad while the groom is with them? The time will 
come when the groom will be taken away from them, and then they will fast. 

Here we see Jesus setting out both the expectation of and the reasoning for fasting.  You see, both the 
Pharisees and John’s disciples regularly practiced fasting,  but Jesus’s disciples weren’t fasting at the time.  
John’s disciples get curious so they ask Jesus why this is the case. 

Notice that He responds by shifting the meaning of fasting altogether.  In all the examples of fasting we 
saw in the Old Testament, it was always rightly linked to prayer, but there was so often a sense of 
mourning to it.  That remains, doesn’t it?  The bridegroom is now taken away so the disciples would 
mourn a loss.  But is He taken away forever?  No! 

So fasting, distinctly Christian fasting, is both linked to prayer and mourning, but also to an expectation of 
Christ’s return!   

When we couple that with the context of chapter 6 I think we start to grasp what this is really all about.  
Remember, this whole section is within the context of the practice of righteousness.  We see that back up 
in verse 1 with the warning not to practice your righteousness in front of men.   

And this isn’t righteousness that saves you.  It’s an outgrowth of the salvation that has already happened 
in you.  To go back to the adoption language, these acts of righteousness are the family traits coming to 
fruition in your life.  It’s God’s character being reproduced in you.   We saw it first through giving and 
generosity, then through prayer, and now through fasting. 

In a distinctly Christian sense, fasting is an expression of our longing for God’s righteousness in our lives.  
More specifically than that, even, it’s an expression that our appetite for God’s righteousness has priority 
over our appetite for food. 

John Piper said it this way, “The heart of (fasting) is longing. We are putting our stomach where our 
heart is to give added intensity and expressiveness to our ache for Jesus.”  4

There are two key factors to understanding fasting in this way I want us to spend most of our remaining 
time walking through together today.  First, fasting is  

Fasting is God-Centered 

 https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/what-is-the-purpose-of-fasting4
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If fasting is going to draw us to God and display His righteousness then it must begin and end with Him.  I 
think that’s exactly why Jesus says what He says in the rest of the text we read earlier: 

‘put oil on your head and wash your face, 18 so that your fasting isn’t obvious to others but to your Father 
who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.’ 

Most fasting should be a secret discipline.  Sure, there are times when we should come together as a 
body of believers and intentionally fast.  But because most fasting is a heart-declaration of your devotion 
to God and a reliance on His provision then it’s a secret practice between you and Him. 

Fasting is God-centered because it is by its very nature one of the most humbling things we can engage 
in as Christ followers.   

Ezra linked it to humility when He said: 21 I proclaimed a fast by the Ahava River, so that we might 
humble ourselves before our God and ask him for a safe journey for us, our dependents, and all our 
possessions (Ezra 8:21) 

Fasting is perhaps the most concrete reminder we have of our dependence on God’s provision.  What do 
you depend on God for?  The only right answer to that question is everything.  But it’s such an easy 
answer for us to forget.  In fasting, though, we can have a very stark reminder of that truth. 

We are humbled when we hunger.  And we’re reminded that not just every meal we eat but every breath 
we breathe is a gift from God almighty.   

We’re not sustained by food, ultimately.  That was Jesus’s response to the temptation of food as He was 
fasting in the desert, right? 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2 After he had 
fasted forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. 3 Then the tempter approached him and said, “If 
you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.” 
4 He answered, “It is written: Man must not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from 
the mouth of God.” 

Fasting reminds us where the center of our existence really is.  It’s not in what we take in, but what is 
already in us if we belong to Christ. 

But fasting isn’t just God-centered.  It’s also idol-revealing.   
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Fasting is Idol-Revealing 

You’re familiar with the Snickers commercials, right?  They’ve had Betty White and Joe Pesci and a ton of 
other celebrities over the years.  The tagline is “You’re not you when you’re hungry.”  That’s a great way to 
sell candy bars, but it’s actually antithetical to the teaching of Scripture. 

You’re perhaps your most “you” when you’re hungry.  Our worst moment is a much better barometer of 
our hearts than our best moment.  I can tell a lot more about how righteous my heart attitude is when I 
don’t have all my needs met than when I do. 

And that’s exactly what fasting does for us.  It magnifies whatever idol is in our heart already and helps us 
to see it. 

We make much of God when we do without, but it also exposes our idolatries.  Sure, maybe you get 
cranky when you don’t eat because you get a headache or it messes with your blood sugar.  Those are 
legitimate.  But it’s also legitimate that fasting magnifies the attitudes that are already in your heart. 

I said earlier I think fasting could be applied more broadly for a Christian and this is where I think that 
principle holds true.  Food is a good thing, but we give it up from time-to-time to center our focus on 
God’s provision and help reveal our idols.  What other good things might you fast from to reveal the same 
things? 

TV? Social media?  Your phone altogether?  I want to reiterate again that the fasting taught in the Bible is 
strictly dealing with food.  That’s what the word in the New Testament means, to not eat food.  But the 
application here, I think, can be helpful in other areas.  What good thing would it do your heart good to 
let go of for a day, or a few days? 

Some of us have health issues that would make it legitimately dangerous to fast.  If that’s you . . don’t fast.  
But there may be something else you can give up. 

Fasting is an expression of the righteousness of God in our lives that centers us on His provision and 
reveals the sin that is still lingering in our hearts.  That’s the what and the why.  That’s what fasting is and 
why we should practice it.  But, really, more than anything don’t practice it because I’ve convinced you to.  
Practice it because Jesus assumes His followers will do so.  That’s much more important than anything I 
can say.   

And because this is so foreign to so many of us I want to make sure we take plenty of time to talk about 
application today.  How do we do it?  We’ve seen what it is, we’ve seen evidence from both Testaments, 
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we’ve looked at the motivations of the heart that are involved.  But you can’t stop eating forever, right?  
You’ll die. 

So how do we do it?  Let me give you four considerations to help you grow in fasting.  

First, fasting should happen quietly. 

Quietly 

Jesus said as much in our text today, didn’t He?  There will be times where we should call on each other 
as a church body to be especially focused on prayer and fasting but generally this is a private discipline.  
Just like Jesus pointed us to a quiet, private spot for the bulk of our prayer life the bulk of our fasting life 
should be between you and God. 

That doesn’t mean it needs to be a secret.  There’s nothing wrong with a couple or a Sunday School class 
fasting together.  But, again, we are pointed toward this being a private discipline.  So fasting should 
happen quietly and it should happen prayerfully. 

Prayerfully  

Fasting is always connected with prayer in Scripture and it should be the same in our lives.  By virtue of 
the practice itself you’ll be left with more time to pray, right?  The 30 minutes you would have spent eating 
lunch you now have free to devote to prayer.  The hunger pangs are reminders to focus yourself on 
prayer.   

It’s really effective to couple fasting with a  specific prayer concern, something you’re desperately seeking 
after.  Have you been struggling with a particular doctrinal issue?  Are you trying to get clarity on a 
specific situation?  Fasting coupled with intense prayer over that situation will go a long way.   
  
Fasting should happen prayerfully and quietly and it should also happen slowly. 

Slowly  

Jesus fasted for 40 days.  You can’t.  Some of us have those all-or-nothing personality types.  You think the 
couch-to-5k program means get off the couch and run a 5k.  Whatever we do we throw ourselves into it 
with incredible enthusiasm.   
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But the discipline of fasting takes training of your body.  So start by skipping one meal.  Skip the meal and 
replace the time you would have been eating or preparing the meal with prayer or Scripture reading or 
some other form of worship.   

The try a lunch-to-lunch fast.  The typical practice is that when you’re fasting you’ll only drink water. So eat 
lunch, but don’t eat again until lunch the next day.  That’s almost a full day and you’re skipping two meals.  
Try that a few times before you fast for a full day.   

We do have longer fasts recorded in the Bible but they were for very specific situations.  God could be 
leading you toward that.  But always in fasting make sure your motive is in the right place.  

Fasting for the glory of God is a learned discipline that should happen quietly, prayerfully, and slowly but 
it must happen worshipfully. 

Worshipfully  

Fasting is a fad from time-to-time in the health world because there are some benefits to it.  If you find 
yourself fasting a whole bunch right before that beach vacation your heart is probably in the wrong place.   

Fasting, as we’ve said, is a spiritual discipline.  It’s a way we worship God and grow in our understanding 
of Him and His will for our lives.  It’s one of the three ways Jesus points us to in Matthew 6 that God works 
out His righteousness in our lives.  Generosity, prayer, and fasting are markers of those who belong to 
Jesus Christ.  And when practiced properly they manifest God’s goodness both in us and through us.   

Learning the discipline of fasting takes time and it takes practice, but it’s worth it.  Will you commit to 
learning this discipline together?  
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