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16 “When you fast, do not look sullen like the hypocrites, for they make their faces unattractive 
so that people will see them fasting. I tell you the truth, they have their reward. 17 When you 
fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18 so that it will not be obvious to others when 
you are fasting, but only to your Father who is in secret. And your Father, who sees in secret, 
will reward you. 

Matthew 6:16-18 (NET) 

SHOULD WE FAST? “When you fast…” v. 16a

- Jesus never commands us to fast.

- None of the NT authors command us to fast.

- It is not required for the Christian life. 


However…we fast because

- Jesus assumes his followers will fast (v. 16 - “When you fast”)

- Jesus fasted

- The early church fasted (Acts 13, 14) 


WHY WOULD WE FAST? “do not look sullen like the hypocrites, for they make their faces 
unattractive so that people will see them fasting. I tell you the truth, they have their reward. 17 
When you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18 so that it will not be obvious to 
others when you are fasting, but only to your Father who is in secret.” (v 16b-18a)


In his book, “Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life,” Dr. Donald S. Whitney writes about 10 
reasons (or purposes) for fasting. He said without a spiritual purpose, fasting is only a physical 
exercise and can be a “miserable, self-centered experience.”


1. To strengthen prayer. (Nehemiah “fasted and prayed before the God of heaven” 1:4) 

2. To seek God’s guidance (Judges 20) 

3. To express grief (1 Samuel 31:13 - after death of King Saul, 2 Samuel 1:11-12 - death of 

Jonathan). 

4. To seek deliverance or Protection (2 Chronicle 20:3-4) 

5. To express repentance and the Return to God (Joel 2:12) 

6. Humble oneself before God (Psalm 25:13)

7. To Express Concern for the work of God (Daniel 9:3)

8. To minister to the needs of others (Isaiah 58:6-7)

9. To overcome temptation and dedicate yourself to God (Matthew 4:1-11) 

10. To express love and worship to God (Luke 2:37)


THE REWARD OF FASTING “And your Father, who sees in secret, will reward you.” (v 18b) 

- Greater connection and depth in our relationship with God. 

- Jesus is enough! 


BOTTOM LINE: Fasting is a deeply rewarding spiritual discipline that intensifies our 
hunger for God through the denial of our temporal appetites.


John the Baptist “He (Jesus) must increase but I must decrease.” (John 3:30) 




“Self-indulgence is the enemy of gratitude, and self-discipline usually its friend and generator. 
That is why gluttony is a deadly sin. The early desert fathers believed that a person’s appetites 
are linked: full stomachs and jaded palates take the edge from our hunger and thirst for 
righteousness. They spoil the appetite for God.” 


Cornelius Plantinga, Jr. 


Questions for further study and reflection: 

Where is God at work in your life right now? 

What spiritual disciples have been most meaningful to you and why? 

How do you feel about Christian fasting? 

How do you feel about the Plantinga quote? 

How are John the Baptist’s words about Jesus (“He must increase but I must decrease”) 
relevant to the practice of fasting? 

Read Matthew 6:1-18. 

Compare and contrast Jesus’ teaching on prayer, giving, and fasting. How are they similar? 
How are they different? 

Share a time when you (or someone you know) did something good but for selfish reasons.  
What is fulfilling?

Of the 10 purposes for fasting, which is most relevant in your life at this moment? 

What is your biggest challenge/concern about fasting? 

For those who are planning on participating in the church-wide fast, what is your desired 
outcome? 

Commit to praying and supporting one another during this time of fasting. 



