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Matthew 6:16-18 

 

Let’s turn our attention to our text for this morning. Let me encourage you to stand, if you have the 

ability, as we read our text. Matthew, recording Jesus’ teaching, under the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit, pens the following words: 

 

And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces that their 

fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. But when you 

fast, anoint your head and wash your face, that your fasting may not be seen by others but by 

your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you. Matthew 6:16–

18 

 

Brothers and sisters, “The grass withers and the flower fades, but the Word of our God stands forever” 

Isaiah 40:8. 

  

THE MOST MISUNDERSTOOD AND NEGLECTED SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE 

 

What do you think of when you think about fasting? Do you think about being miserable? Do you 

think about the super spiritual and the fanatic for Jesus? Do you think about the Catholic Church and 

lent? Do you think about losing weight? We all have preconceptions when it comes to the spiritual 

discipline of fasting. Did you know that fasting is mentioned more times in the Bible than baptism 

(77-75)? During Old Testament times, many faithful believers fasted - Moses, Samson, Samuel, 

Hannah, David, Elijah, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Daniel, and many others. And the New Testament 

tells us of the fasting of Anna, John the Baptist and his disciples, Jesus, Paul, and numerous others. 

We know that many of the early church Fathers fasted, and that Luther, Calvin, Wesley, Whitefield, 

and many other outstanding Christian leaders have fasted.1 
 
PENITENCE IS THE OVERARCHING THEME OF FASTING IN THE OLD TESTAMENT 
 

The purpose of fasting in the Old Testament was entirely different from the purpose of fasting in the 

New Testament. In the Old Testament, we see that fasting was connected to repentance and 

mourning over sin. The entire Hebrew nation was to fast on the Day of Atonement. This was the day 

                                                
1 John MacArthur, Matthew 1–7, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1985), 400. 



the Jews mourned over their sin and looked for the reconciliation, albeit temporary, that God 

provided through the sacrifices. This is the only instance in the Old Testament where Israel was 

commanded to fast (cf. Leviticus 23:27, 32). It was from this practice that the discipline of fasting 

spread to other facets of life.2  

 

Jonah’s Preaching - Jonah 3:1–5 
 
Revival Under the Prophet Samuel - 1 Samuel 7:3–6 
 
Death of Saul and Jonathan - 1 Samuel 31:8–13 

 
Response to Disaster - Joel 2:12–13 
 

SEEKING GOD’S DIRECTION IS THE OVERARCHING THEME OF FASTING IN THE NEW TESTAMENT  

 

After Jesus came, fasting was conceived of very differently. The early Christians were aware of the 

fact that their sins had been forgiven by Christ at the cross and therefore they didn’t mourn over their 

sin in the same way as those who lived before His death and resurrection. This isn’t to say that there 

wasn’t brokenness over sin. Jesus said, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted” 

Matthew 5:4. Mourning over sin is an evidence of grace in a believer’s life. We mourn differently, 

with hope fulfilled, this side of the cross.     

 

THE BIG QUESTION ABOUT FASTING 

 

Jesus said very little, by way of volume, about fasting. He spoke of it here in Matthew 6:16-18 and 

then again in Matthew 9:14-15. In Matthew 9 Jesus was confronted with the question of why His 

disciples didn’t fast. Then the disciples of John came to him, saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees 

fast, but your disciples do not fast?” And Jesus said to them, “Can the wedding guests mourn as long 

as the bridegroom is with them? The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, 

and then they will fast” Matthew 9:14–15. The disciples didn’t fast because fasting implied sorrow 

and mourning and the years of Jesus’ ministry weren’t sorrowful.  

 

WHAT IS FASTING ANYWAY? 

 

Strictly speaking, fasting is to abstain from food for a period of time in order to seek the Lord. It is a 

display of humility as we approach God with the realization that we are dependent upon Him alone 

for life, breath, and being (cf. Acts 17:28). John Stott even says, “To fast and to humble ourselves 

before God are virtually equivalent terms.”3  Fasting is a way to set aside the normal distractions of 
                                                
2 James Montgomery Boice, The Sermon on the Mount (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1972), 208-209.  
3 John R. Stott, The Message of the Sermon on the Mount (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1978), 136. 



this life in order to pursue intimacy with God and to seek His clear direction for our lives. While it 

isn’t confined to food, this is the context we see it practiced in throughout the Bible.  

 

In a strict sense, the Bible only refers to fasting in terms of its primary usage – abstinence from food. 

But a case could certainly be made of fasting from other legitimate things. Martyn Lloyd Jones notes, 

“Fasting must not be confined to the question of food and drink. Fasting should really be made to 

include abstinence from anything legitimate in and of itself for the sake of some spiritual purpose.” 

We can fast from sources of media (television, computer, etc.). We can fast from the phone. We can 

fast from sleep. Indeed, anything that connects us to this earth that can be set-aside for a period of 

time so that we might spend that time in spiritual activity is legitimate fasting.  

 

FASTING vs. DISCIPLINE 

 

We need to make a distinction between the spiritual discipline of fasting and what we might refer to 

as godly self-control.  There are plenty of things that we should do just because they are honoring to 

God. Some have looked to verses such as 1 Corinthians 9:27 where Paul says, “I discipline my body 

and keep it under control,” as supporting fasting. While keeping our bodies under control is certainly 

important, this verse has nothing to do with fasting. It could be applied to moderation, but 

moderation isn’t the same as fasting. Discipline and self-control are perpetual and permanent, but 

fasting is a special spiritual exercise for a special spiritual purpose – specifically, to seeking God’s 

abiding presence and leading. It is wrong to reduce fasting merely to a part of the self-discipline 

process. 

 

FASTING FOR THE WRONG REASONS  

 

A. To try and earn God’s favor by fasting.  

Fasting isn’t meritorious. Most of us are aware of the parable Jesus taught that condemned those 

who trusted in their self-righteousness and treated others with contempt. Jesus said, “Two men 

went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, 

standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, 

unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ 

But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, 

saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’” Luke 18:9–13.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                         
 



B. To try and coerce God into answering our prayers or acting on our behalf.   

Fasting isn’t a spiritual hunger strike to force God to act. We must also understand that fasting 

doesn’t ensure instant results. When we fast and pray, we do so to be attentive to God’s voice (not 

in a mystical way) not twist His arm. Some people have a “penny in the slot” view of fasting. You 

put your penny in the slot, pull out the drawer, and there you have your result. God often chooses 

to, but is never obligated to bless us. The moment we begin to think, “Because we do this, we get 

that,” it means we think we are in control of God’s blessings.4 God is sovereign and He blesses us 

how He pleases. Fasting doesn’t change the way God hears us as much as it changes the way we 

pray.  

 

C. To confuse fasting as a substitute for repentance.  

This turns the discipline of fasting into a form of penance. 

 

D. To try and impress others with our spirituality. 

God is after our hearts when we fast. Look at verse 16. Jesus said, “And when you fast, do not look 

gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces that their fasting may be seen by others. 

Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward.” Just as the Pharisees gave money to be seen 

and stopped to pray in the most prominent places, so they intentionally disfigured themselves 

when they fasted so that everyone would know. The purpose of fasting is not to advertise yourself, 

but to discipline yourself; not to gain a reputation for ourselves but to express our humility before 

God.  

 

FASTING REVEALS WHAT CONTROLS US 

 
Fasting is a reminder that we don’t live to eat, but rather we eat to live. Our bodily appetites are not 
our god. Fasting reminds us that God is first (cf. Philippians 3:19). John Piper notes, “Christian fasting 
is a test to see what desires control us. Fasting reveals the measure of food’s mastery over us – or 
television or computers or whatever we submit to again and again to conceal the weakness of our 
hunger for God. A real lived-out human act of preference for God over His gifts is the actual lived-
out glorification of God’s excellence for which He created the world. Fasting is not the only way, or 
the main way, that we glorify God in preferring Him above His gifts. But it is one way.”5 

 

FASTING IS EXPECTED 

 

It should be noted that Jesus never commanded His followers to fast. As a matter of fact, Jesus never 

taught the discipline of fasting directly, though he certainly taught it indirectly. Of the few passages 

where Jesus discuses fasting I think it’s clear that although it wasn’t explicitly commanded, He 
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5 John Piper, A Hunger for God (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1997), 18-20. 



certainly expected that fasting would be a part of a believers’ life. Notice that just as Jesus said about 

giving and praying, He says “when you fast” and not “if you fast”.  

 

TYPES OF FASTING IN THE BIBLE 

 

A. Normal fasts 

Abstaining from all food, but not water. Before the inauguration of Jesus’ public ministry He fasted 

forty days and forty nights – and then he was hungry (cf. Matthew 4:2). Matthew doesn’t say 

anything about Jesus being thirsty. It is assumed, therefore, since the body can only function 

without water for about three days, Jesus drank during this time. To refrain from food but not 

water is what we would refer to as a normal fast.  

 

B. Partial fasts 

Restriction of diet rather than total abstinence from food. Daniel said, “I ate no delicacies, no meat 

or wine entered my mouth, nor did I anoint myself at all, for the full three weeks” Daniel 10:3. 

Christians have observed partial fasts by eating smaller portions or by restricting their diet to 

certain simple foods.  

 

C. Absolute fasts 

Abstaining from all food and water for a short period of time. Esther fasted in this way. She said, 

“Go, gather all the Jews to be found in Susa, and hold a fast on my behalf, and do not eat or drink 

for three days, night or day. I and my young women will also fast as you do. Then I will go to the 

king, though it is against the law, and if I perish, I perish” Esther 4:16. Likewise, Paul, after his 

conversion on the Damascus Road, rose from the ground, and although his eyes were opened, he 

saw nothing. So they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. And for three days he 

was without sight, and neither ate nor drank” Acts 9:8-9.  

 

D. Supernatural fasts 

We see two instances of a supernatural fast in Scripture. A supernatural fast is a fast that is outside 

the normal limitations of the human body. The first instance is Moses on Mount Sinai. Moses 

writes, “When I went up the mountain to receive the tablets of stone, the tablets of the covenant 

that the Lord made with you, I remained on the mountain forty days and forty nights. I neither ate 

bread nor drank water.” Moses couldn’t have done that unless God supernaturally enabled him 

not to eat or drink for such a long period of time without dying. This is certainly the exception and 

not the rule when it comes to fasting. 

 

After being pursued by Jezebel, Elijah, fearful for his life, journeyed into the wilderness where, in 

discouragement, he collapsed under a tree. Samuel recounts the story in 1 Kings 19:5-8, “And he 

lay down and slept under a broom tree. And behold, an angel touched him and said to him, ‘Arise 

and eat.’ And he looked, and behold, there was at his head a cake baked on hot stones and a jar 



of water. And he ate and drank and lay down again. And the angel of the Lord came again a 

second time and touched him and said, ‘Arise and eat, for the journey is too great for you.’ And he 

arose and ate and drank, and went in the strength of that food forty days and forty nights to Horeb, 

the mount of God.” 

 

E. Congregational fasts  

This is a fast that is instituted within an assembly of believers. The Church in Antioch worshiped 

and fasted before sending Paul and Barnabus on their first preaching tour. Luke writes, “While 

they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and 

Saul for the work to which I have called them.” Then after fasting and praying they laid their 

hands on them and sent them off” Acts 13:2–3. 

 

F. National fasts 

Throughout Scripture we have examples of an entire nation seeking God in a time of crisis. After 

Jonah preached to the city of Nineveh, the King declared a fast so that God might spare them from 

the destruction that Jonah had warned was coming as a result of their wickedness. Jonah records 

this saying, “The word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, removed his 

robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. And he issued a proclamation and 

published through Nineveh, “By the decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man nor beast, 

herd nor flock, taste anything. Let them not feed or drink water, but let man and beast be covered 

with sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to God. Let everyone turn from his evil way and 

from the violence that is in his hands. Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his 

fierce anger, so that we may not perish” Jonah 3:6–9.  

 

G. Private fasts6 

This is fasting that takes place between the believer and the Lord. No one else is aware. This is 

what Jesus refers to in Matthew 6:16-18 when He says we are fast not to be “seen by others.” 

 

FOR WHAT PURPOSES SHOULD BELIEVERS FAST  

 

A. It is right to fast in order to give more attention to earnest prayer. 

Fasting is the best friend of prayer. You can pray without fasting, but you cannot fast biblically 

without praying. There is something about prayer that sharpens the edge of our prayer lives and 

gives earnest passion to our petitions. Fasting expresses solemnness and urgency in our prayers.  

In every scriptural account genuine fasting is linked with prayer.  
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B. It is right to fast in order to express a repentant heart. 

After having heard the book of the law read by Ezra, Israel was distressed over its sin. Nehemiah 

writes, “And day by day, from the first day to the last day, he read from the Book of the Law of 

God. They kept the feast seven days, and on the eighth day there was a solemn assembly, 

according to the rule. Now on the twenty-fourth day of this month the people of Israel were 

assembled with fasting and in sackcloth, and with earth on their heads. And the Israelites 

separated themselves from all foreigners and stood and confessed their sins and the iniquities of 

their fathers” Nehemiah 8:18–9:2. 

 

God blessed Jonah’s preaching with a great spiritual awakening. Upon hearing him preach: the 

people of Nineveh believed God. They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of 

them to the least of them. The word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, 

removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. And he issued a proclamation 

and published through Nineveh, “By the decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man nor 

beast, herd nor flock, taste anything. Let them not feed or drink water, but let man and beast be 

covered with sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to God. Let everyone turn from his evil way 

and from the violence that is in his hands.  Jonah 3:5–8 

 

C. It is right to fast in order to seek God’s guidance and will. 

It’s important to note that fasting doesn’t guarantee that we will receive clear guidance from God. 

Having said that, it certainly makes us more receptive to the One who loves to guide us.   

 

D. It is right to fast when God seems to have temporarily hidden his face.  

In Psalm 42:1-3 David, after being taunted by his enemies and feeling as if God was unaware, 

cries out, “As the deer pants for flowing streams, so pants my soul for you, O God. My soul thirsts 

for God, for the living God. When shall I come and appear before God? My tears have been my 

food day and night, while they say to me all the day long, “Where is your God?”   

 

E. It is right to fast in order to communicate grief. 

Throughout Scripture, we see fasting is an appropriate response to times of sorrow and grief. 

When God caused the first child born to Bathsheba by David to become severely ill, David fasted 

while he pleaded for the infant’s life despite having been told by the prophet Nathan that the child 

would die. 2 Samuel 12:15–17 recounts the story, “And the Lord afflicted the child that Uriah’s 

wife bore to David, and he became sick. David therefore sought God on behalf of the child. And 

David fasted and went in and lay all night on the ground. And the elders of his house stood beside 

him, to raise him from the ground, but he would not, nor did he eat food with them.” A few verses 

later David said, “While the child was still alive, I fasted and wept, for I said, ‘Who knows 

whether the Lord will be gracious to me, that the child may live?’” 2 Samuel 12:22. 

 

 



F. It is right to fast in order to seek God’s protection. 

When he learned of the impending attack from the Moabites and Ammonites, Jehoshaphat sought 

the Lord’s protection by fasting. 2 Chronicles 20:2–3 tells us, “Some men came and told 

Jehoshaphat, “A great multitude is coming against you from Edom, from beyond the sea; and, 

behold, they are in Hazazon-tamar” Then Jehoshaphat was afraid and set his face to seek the Lord, 

and proclaimed a fast throughout all Judah.”  

  

G. It is right to fast in order to display our desperation and dependence on the Lord. 

Our hunger and physical weakness continually remind us how we are not really strong in 

ourselves but need the Lord. 

 

H. It is right to fast in order to overcome temptation.  

Fasting is a good exercise in self-discipline, for as we refrain from eating food, which we would 

ordinarily desire, it also strengthens our ability to refrain from sin, to which we might otherwise 

be tempted to yield. We need to look no farther than Jesus in Matthew 4:1-11. He fasted for forty 

days and forty nights in order that he might overcome the onslaught of temptation from the 

inauguration of His ministry until Gethsemane.  

 

I. It is right to fast in order to express love and worship to God.  

Fasting is a continual reminder that, just as we sacrifice some personal comfort to the Lord by not 

eating, so we must continually sacrifice all of ourselves to Him. 
 

J. It is right to fast in order to heighten our spiritual alertness and a sense of God’s presence.  

When we fast, our minds and perception get sharper because we are focusing less on temporal 

things and more on eternal realities.  

 

THE ULTIMATE PURPOSE OF FASTING 

 

To increase our joy in God. Donald Whitney says, “Fasting is an expression of finding your greatest 

pleasure and enjoyment in life from god. That is the case when you fast with a heart that says, “I love 

you more than I live food, seeking you is more important than eating.” This honors God and is a 

means of worshiping him as God. It means that your stomach isn’t your God, but instead, it is God’s 

servant. Fasting proves that you are wiling to make the desire to physically eat secondary to your 

desire to spiritually eat.” 

 

CLOSING BENEDICTION 

Hear these words… as we bring our corporate worship to a close. “You shall love the Lord your God 

with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind, Luke 

10:27 And all God’s people said, “Amen!” Go in peace. 


