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Before we launch into the topic of fasting in vss. 16-18, I want to take us all 

the way back to 6:1. Its important for us to keep the larger context in mind. 

Throughout chapter 6 we have talked about almsgiving, prayer, and now 

fasting. All three of these topics are illustrations of the main principle laid 

out in vs. 1: “Beware of practicing your righteousness before men to be 

noticed by them; otherwise you have no reward with your Father who is in 

heaven.”  

 

Then Jesus goes on to give us three examples of ways we may be tempted 

to practice our righteousness before men rather than for God: almsgiving, 

prayer, and fasting. In each of these examples, Jesus teaches the same 

points. If you do it to be honored by men, seen by men, or noticed by men, 

that’s all the reward you get. Rather, it would be better to do these things in 

secret because our Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you.  

 

So what is the overarching message of 6:1-18? The true righteousness of an 

act (and therefore the divine reward for it) is determined by the God-

pleasing heart behind it, not just the act itself. In other words, the motive 

of the heart, whether to impress people or to please God, determines the 

righteous nature and the reward of what we do.  

 

So what God is looking at primarily is not the act but the heart motivation. 

This means that two people could perform the very same act outwardly but 

have a completely different response from God based on the heart 

motivation. One might give to the poor out of pride for self-serving reasons. 

The other might give to the poor out of love for God and a desire to please 

Him. The one who does religious acts for the sake of his own reputation has 

no more reward than the fickle opinions of people. But the one who gives 

and prays and fasts in secret as unto the Lord alone, will be rewarded by 

God Himself.  

                                                           
1 Yet even this principle will have little affect if we don’t have a robust view of God’s 

holiness as well as his graciousness.  

 

But wait a minute! What about Matt 5:16 (the same sermon!) where Jesus 

said, “Let your light so shine before men in such a way that they may see 

your good works and glorify your Father who is in heaven.” So which way is 

it? Are we to do our works openly so others will see (5:16) or are we to do 

them in secret where only God sees (6:4, 6, 18)? The answer is that we are 

to do them with the right motive. In 5:16 the motive is to “glorify your 

father who is in heaven.” What is being warned against in chapter 6, is 

prostituting religious acts for our own glory or reputation. So rather than 

blurring the matter, Matt 5:16 actually sharpens our focus. True righteous 

living comes from an undivided heart that is intentionally centered on 

pleasing God, both in public and in private.  

 

So let’s not get lost in the forest for all the trees! While we need to carefully 

consider our giving, prayer life, and fasting, we don’t want to miss the 

overarching message. God is the one we live to please and the one we live 

to praise. All of life is to be lived in a manner that makes much of Him rather 

than striving to make much of ourselves.  

 

One of the primary fruits of loving God with all your heart is wanting all you 

do in all of life to reflect well on God, so that nothing you do is ever just 

about you. You live to please God in all things because you care deeply 

about his reputation and renown as the One you represent on this earth.  

 

For example, how you do your work and how you relate to your employer 

and your co-workers is not just about making a good impression on them 

because it will help you advance in your career. As a Christian, you 

represent the Lord and therefore you work and relate to people in light of 

that.  

 

So the life principle is this: Live all of life (both public and private) as in the 

presence of God for the pleasure and praise of God.1  

 



Now let’s talk about this life principle as it relates to the practice of fasting. 

[16-18] 

 

Should we fast, and when?  

 

Notice first of all that Jesus assumes that His followers will fast. He says, 

“when you fast…” So when should we fast? While we see fasting practiced 

in a variety of settings in the Old and New Testaments, the only time it was 

commanded on a regular basis was the Day of Atonement which found its 

fulfillment in Christ who died once for all (Heb 10:10). However, the early 

church continued to utilizing fasting as a means for intensive prayer. Often it 

was in the context of making important decisions such as choosing leaders 

for the church (Acts 13:2; 14:23).  

 

So we should understand fasting not as a regular discipline or routine, but 

rather a voluntary response of the heart intended for seasons of prayer 

when we have an urgent sense of dependence on God. Jesus assumes that 

His church will pray at peak times of need. So rather than prescribing fasting 

on a regular basis, perhaps the advice I can give is to be open to the Spirit’s 

leading and consider fasting as an appropriate response to God in particular 

seasons of life.   

 

What is Fasting?  

 

Most of us have probably “fasted” at some point in preparation for a 

medical test or a blood draw. It has also become fashionable for people to 

“fast” for health reasons. But that’s not the kind of fasting we have in mind. 

Fasting in the Bible is always for the purpose of prayer. You can pray 

without fasting but you cannot fasting without praying, in the biblical sense. 

So Fasting is not just abstaining from food, but abstaining from food for the 

purpose intensive prayer. From a survey of both the Old and New 

Testaments, we can say, Fasting is a means of humbling oneself before the 

Lord in utter devotion and dependence. In essence, it’s saying, “God’s 

intervention in this situation is so critical that I am more dependent on Him 

that my body is for food.” It’s an attitude of desperation, dependence, and 

humility that demonstrates ones utter devotion to God—“He is my only 

hope!”  

 What Fasting is not 

 

Having said what fasting is, it may helpful for us to also say what fasting is 

not. First, fasting is not a means to superior spirituality. One can fall into 

the temptation of thinking that because he fasts regularly or even 

occasionally, that he spiritually superior to those who don’t fast. This is 

dangerous because the purpose of fasting is not to make much of oneself 

but to make much of God and our need for Him. This is precisely the point 

Jesus is address in Matt 6:16-18.  

 

Second, fasting is not a means of manipulating God. It is not a “golden 

ticket” that says, “If I fast then God will answer my prayer.” He may not 

answer our prayer in the way we think He should because He may be 

purposing to do something beyond what we understand. It’s dangerous to 

approach fasting as a means of getting what we want from God because the 

purpose of fasting is to recognize our creatureliness and God’s supremacy.  

 

Third, as I’ve already mentioned, fasting is not merely abstaining from 

food. It must be intentional for the purpose of prayer. Practically, I have 

found that it is personally helpful if I begin by declaring a fast to the Lord 

until a certain time. For example, “Lord, I am declaring a fast to You for the 

next 12 hours to demonstrate my dependence on You to intervene in this 

situation.” Not only does this help me be more purposeful, it helps me not 

cave in to my hunger until the time has finished. You don’t have to do it that 

way, but its been helpful for me.  

 

What should we expect when we fast?  

 

So what should we expect when we fast?  

1. Expect to struggle both physically and emotionally. Fasting is 

intended to bring us face to face with our weakness and therefore 

face to face with our need for God’s power, grace, and protection. 

And as you know, our emotions can be effected by our bodies. 

When I’m hungry I can be more irritable or faint-hearted. So I use 

my hunger as a reminder to run to God.  

 



Whether you do a full fast (only drinking water) or a partial fast 

(perhaps only eating modest portions of fruit) you many not be able 

to carry on your normal rigorous schedule just because of physical 

fatigue.  

 

2. Expect a spiritual battle. Fasting for the purpose of intensive prayer 

will not likely be met by a casual response from the devil. So don’t 

be surprised when temptation is close at hand. When Jesus fasted in 

the wilderness for 40 days and nights at the beginning of his 

ministry, He faced direct temptation by the devil (Matt 4). But never 

forget that in our fasting we are coming under the shadow of the 

Almighty. Stand firm and go to war. Worship your way through your 

fast. Stand on the promises of God. Don’t give in to godless thinking. 

God is our deliverer through the cross of our living Savior!  

 

3. Expect a divine response, though in God’s timing. Fasting without 

faith is vain. So what if your faith is weak? Then bolster it. Worship 

and pray focusing on the character of God as almighty and infinite. 

Rehearse the promises of God and let God’s Word reinforce your 

confidence in God. Fast with faith and fight for faith when you need 

to. We fast because we know God is able to intervene and work out 

His purposes in any situation. However, keep in mind that God’s 

timing may be different than our own. So don’t be disillusioned if 

you don’t see an answer immediately.  

 

Consider I John 5:14-15: “And this is the confidence which we have 

before Him, that, if we ask anything according to His will, He hears 

us.  And if we know that He hears us in whatever we ask, we know 

that we have the requests which we have asked from Him.” In other 

words, 1) we pray in faith according to God’s will, 2) He responds 

and answers in the moment of our asking, and then 3) we wait to 

see the outworking/evidence of God has ordained in answer to our 

prayer.  

 

Jesus said, “all things for which you pray and ask, believe that you 

have received them, and they will be granted to you” (Mark 11:24). 

So fast with open hands and a believing heart.  

 

4. Expect that God may work in ways you don’t expect. We are short-

sighted, but God is not. So expect that God may work in ways that 

are different from what we anticipate. Remember, God is more 

interested in your faith than the way particular way in which you 

express that faith. So even if our asking is not exactly in line with 

what God is purposing to do, He still responds to our faith in 

working out His will.  

 

Sometimes in seasons of fasting, we may be praying for God to 

change the situation and discover that He first wants to change our 

perspective. I can think of at least two occasions when during the 

very hours we were fasting the situation itself got worse, yet God 

opened our eyes to pray differently in a way that aligned with the 

greater purposes He had in mind.  

 

The Best way to Fast (Matt 6:16-18) 

 

So far I have said a lot about fasting, yet haven’ directly addressed the 

concern Jesus addresses in our passage. [16-18] Jesus is responding to the 

Pharisees who had made it their practice to fast twice a week and to 

posture themselves in public on market days so that they could get the most 

publicity and make it obvious by their appearance that they were fasting. 

Jesus denounces this kind of performance and says it would be better to fast 

in secret, to not make it obvious that you are fasting, because God sees in 

secret. He knows the heart and He rewards us according to the motivation 

of our hearts.  

 

If we draw attention to the fact that we are fasting in order to make an 

impression on people, it defeats the very purpose of fasting which is to give 

oneself wholly to God in body and spirit so that not even our most basic 

necessities interfere with our pursuit of God.  

 

The point that Jesus is making is not that fasting must always be secretive. 

We clearly see in the NT that there are times when its appropriate for 

believers to fast and pray together. The point is that fasting must never be 

self-serving but done with a single-minded pursuit of God alone as our 

sufficiency.  



So whether in our giving, our praying, our fasting, or whatever it might be, 

we must live all of life as in the presence of God for the pleasure and praise 

of God, making less of our selves to make more of Him.  

 

In the words of John the Baptist, “He must increase, but I must decrease” 

(John 3:30).  

 

Application:  

• Personal need that requires more purposeful prayer and spiritual 

focus � Resources in church mailboxes  

 

� Church-wide decisions related to building process, leadership 

selection, and effectiveness in ministry of the gospel. Perhaps God is 

leading you to have a more significant role in these decisions 

through prayer and fasting.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


