
1 

 

©BMyers2015 

 

The Way of Jesus:  Why Fast? 

Matthew 6:16-18 

 

Introduction – Spiritual Exercise 

I’m no spring chicken.  I know that is evident to all of you, but I just wanted to make it clear.  As 

you age, it becomes increasingly important to take care of your body.  Actually, it is a spiritual 

matter – you and I are accountable for the stewardship of our bodies.  I know I should have an 

annual physical and I get around to it about once every five years.  There are several things not to 

like about a physical. But one of the things I don’t like is that question about whether or not I 

exercise.  My stock answer is, “Sure.  Yeah.  I get up from my desk to pick up my documents 

from the printer in the other room.”  And, not surprisingly, the doctor isn’t amused.   

 

I’m fortunate to have high metabolism.  If I didn’t, I’d be in big trouble – with emphasis on the 

BIG!  I do move around quickly, as most of you know. But regular exercise?  Go to the gym?  

I’ve got my reasons but I don’t want to bore you with material that may be suitable only for the 

psychiatrist’s couch.  It’s just never been a part of my regular routine.   

 

To my loss.  I know I’d be a lot healthier in body, mind, and spirit if I would establish a regular 

routine of physical exercise.  According to the Center for Disease Control (listen up: this is the 

government speaking) the benefits of physical activity include: 

 Controlling your weight 

 Reducing your risk of cardiovascular disease 

 Reducing your risk for type 2 diabetes and metabolic syndrome 

 Reducing your risk of some cancers 

 Strengthening your bones and muscles 

 Improving your mental health and mood 

 Improving your ability to do daily activities and prevent falls, if you're an older adult 

 Increasing your chances of living longer
1
 

 

                                                      
1
 http://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/pa-health/  Accessed 8/20/15. 

http://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/pa-health/
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With all these benefits, I’m rather foolish in not establishing a regular routine for physical 

exercise.   

 

There are exercises in the spiritual realm as well, that will keep us spiritually healthy and vital:   

 Bible reading and study 

 Prayer 

 Corporate worship  

 Fellowship with other Christians 

 Service 

 

We know all those.  But one of the most common spiritual exercises in the Bible is missing from 

our modern list.  Notice Jesus’ words… 

 

Text – Matthew 6:16-18 

“And when (emphasis added) 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.” 

 

Most of us don’t fast.  Many of you have never fasted for spiritual reasons.  And yet, Jesus seems 

to assume that his followers would do it.  It’s in the Sermon on the Mount.  These are the words 

of Jesus and we can’t avoid them.  So I thought it would be beneficial for us this morning to 

explore not only what Jesus was saying, but also the benefits to this oft ignored, but powerful, 

spiritual exercise called fasting.  But before we do, let’s pray. 

 

A Pharisee Fast 

Jesus’ teaching on fasting in the Sermon on the Mount is related to his teachings on alms-giving 

and private prayer.  In all three instances, he was emphasizing pure interior motive rather than 

doing those common devotional practices so that other people would think you were really 

spiritual.  You may recall that he came down hard on the hypocrites who gave to the poor, not 
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out of compassion, but for the applause and approval that they would get from their adoring 

public.  We see it all the time these days:  companies, public figures, and politicians who give a 

very small portion of their resources with great fanfare to help the poor.  They’re not so much 

helping the poor as they are using them to prop up their image.  Jesus rebuked them and said 

their applause is all the reward they will receive. God rejects gifts given with an ulterior motive.   

 

He also doesn’t hear the prayers of hypocrites who pray not so much that he would hear them, 

but that people would marvel at their deep level of spirituality, illustrated by their big words and 

pious tones.  Jesus taught that such displays of false devotion are soundly rejected by God the 

Father.   

 

Fasting was a very common practice in the Old Testament and during Jesus’ day.  It was not 

unusual for devout Pharisees to fast two times a week – on Mondays and Thursdays.  Why those 

days, in particular?  Those were market days when most people were out in public.  That’s when 

the Pharisees had their best audience.  They were doing their best to put on a good show so that 

people would see how devoted they were.   

 

Now we like to point fingers at the Pharisees.  We say that we would never be like that.  Frankly, 

folks, a lot of times we are.  We share a lot of the same characteristics that the Pharisees had.  

We are serious about our faith.  Ditto, plus, for the Pharisees.  We regularly go to worship.  They 

had perfect attendance.  We value prayer and Bible study.  Ditto.  “We don’t smoke, chew, or go 

with girls that do.”  Same deal.  We don’t do the things that debase people in our culture like 

getting drunk and carousing.  The Pharisees were spotless.   

 

When it came to fasting, the Pharisees were following the Old Testament model to a “T.”  

Fasting always assumed the posture and mood of mourning.  You can check it out yourself.  

Every instance of fasting in the Old Testament involved some element of mourning – either for 

the dead, the serious threat of death, or for sins.  Even John the Baptist’s disciples mourned the 

sinful state of Israel through their fasting.   
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So what was it with Jesus?  Why was he condemning a commonly accepted practice of devout 

people?  The reason is simple.  It is the same reason why he condemned their almsgiving and 

their prayers. Man looks at the outward appearance.  God sees the heart.  In each of these 

instances – almsgiving, prayer, and fasting – Jesus is condemning the motivation to gain the 

approval of man and redirecting his disciples to intentionally seek the audience of God, their 

heavenly Father.  

 

The Purpose and Intention of Fasting 

Jesus seems to be infusing a new meaning and purpose into the practice of fasting.  There are not 

too many mentions of fasting in the New Testament, a fact that has led some to believe that the 

discipline of fasting is no longer appropriate for Christians.  In Matthew 9:14-15, Jesus addressed 

the question of fasting with the disciples of John the Baptist: 

 

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 while Jesus was with them but his assumption was that they would when 

he was gone.  And the record is clear in the Book of Acts that the church did fast after Jesus’ 

ascension.  The purposes of a fast for the people of God in the Old Testament have already been 

hinted at.  Generally, they supported a mood of mourning over death, severe impending danger, 

and sin.  Fasting, the deprivation of food intensified their intentions of repentance or seeking the 

assistance of God.  Certainly, those reasons may still apply today.  We have a lot to repent for, 

we live in an increasingly hostile world, and we greatly need God to intervene.  A fast could be 

personal where you are the only one participating in it.  Or it could also be a corporate fast where 

people fast in solidarity for a unified purpose.  Both kinds of fasts were done in the Bible.   

 

Fasts in the New Testament may include the reasons just described, but with Jesus’ instruction 

against outward displays of mourning, he deepens and broadens the purpose of fasting.  Jesus 
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himself fasted for forty days just before launching into his ministry.  Obviously, he wasn’t 

repenting or mourning anything.  He was in no particular imminent danger.  His reason for 

fasting in the wilderness was to remove distractions from his life and focus intently on the Father 

and his mission.  In Acts 13, the leaders of the church in Antioch fasted in order to receive clear 

direction from the Holy Spirit.  Fasting was an enhancement to their prayer life.  It was out of 

that time of intense seeking God’s purpose and direction that the first missionary journey of Paul 

and Barnabas was launched.   

 

There are times when it becomes evident that something must be done.  There may be a crisis or 

it may be the beginning of a very significant spiritual enterprise.  Intensified seeking after God in 

prayer is called for.  Fasting may very well be a very effective means to intensify focus and 

intention in prayer.   

 

But if we fast, either as an individual or in solidarity, it is important that we heed Jesus’ warning 

against self-display.  If we do it so that others will admire our spirituality, that will be all the 

reward we get.  Self-display in fasting is self-defeating because it destroys the integrity of the 

fast.  It’s the same principal that Jesus taught in almsgiving and prayer.  We give for the sake of 

the poor, not for our own reputation.  We pray to seek God, not the applause of people.  If we 

fast, we seek God as our audience, not other people.  There is one other temptation in these 

matters.  Perhaps none of us would give, pray, or fast to gain the approval of others.  But we are 

greatly tempted to pat own selves on our own back for how spiritual we are.  Oh, we would 

never be like the hypocrites that Jesus condemned.  No.  But we are tempted to become our own 

audience – spectators of our own spiritual performance.  Proverbs 21:2 says,  

 

Every way of a man is right in his own eyes, 

But the Lord weighs the heart. 

You see, we cannot deceive God.  We look at the outward appearance.  God looks at the heart.   

 

Restraint in an Overindulgent Culture  

We live in an overindulged culture.  I received a call from my friend and brother in the Lord, 

Pastor Chris, from Kenya this week.  He calls me regularly just to catch up.  He didn’t ask for 
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any kind of assistance, just prayer.  You see, they were running short of food and he was worried 

about how he was going to feed his family.  My cupboards and my refrigerator are an 

embarrassment.  We are overindulged.   

 

This week, I thought I should do some sort of fast since I was preaching on it.  I do have some 

issues that need special spiritual focus and attention.  From the moment that I started my fast – 

the moment I finished my last meal before the fast began – all I could think about was food.  I 

was full, but my mind raced about how I was going to survive the fast and how I would break it 

and…wow, a Hardee’s 1/3 pound burger would be great right now, and…I should go buy some 

chips, and…  I just couldn’t stop.  I was obsessed with food.  Which told me something very 

disturbing.  Food is one of my idols.  It’s one of the ways that I prop myself up.  I intended to do 

a 24-hour fast but only completed a 12-hour fast.  I learned some disturbing things about myself 

that I need to address.  In that, it was a very good thing to do.   

 

There are different kinds of fasts that you can do.  Of course, there are different time lengths for 

fasts.  If you are going to do a prolonged fast, you should prepare yourself with some research to 

know what to expect.  There are complete fasts where you don’t partake of food and water and 

there are partial fasts that are food only.  You can last a long time without food, but you need 

water after three days.  You can also do a fast where you drink only liquids, which could include 

fruit juice.  You can fast meat or carbs or sugar.  You know yourself.  If there is a particular food 

that you crave, that might be the one you should fast from.  Of course, if you have health 

concerns, you should consider those before you embark on a food fast.   

 

There are other kinds of fasts, too that would be beneficial. Many people in our culture indulge 

themselves and medicate their boredom or pain with electronic entertainment like television, 

movies, gaming, surfing the net, and FaceBook.  For many, these diversions have become idols 

and addictions.  An extended fast of a week or more from those activities could be quite helpful 

in your spiritual life.  And it certainly would not have any potential health implications.   

 

Let me add another helpful tip.  If you are fasting sugar, don’t have any in your house.  Don’t 

walk the candy aisle in the store.  If you are fasting from TV, take the remote to work.  If you are 
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fasting from gaming, have your parents or your spouse hide the controllers.  Help yourself out.  

Remove all the temptations as much as you can.  If you will intentionally do that for yourself, 

your attempts at fasting will be more successful.  

 

We have become overindulgent consumers.  We use these earthly things to prop ourselves up.  

Take them away for a while and we begin to suffer withdrawal.  That’s when you know that they 

have become an idol for you.  Fasting will reveal that to you.  Then you know you have a 

problem that you can deal with.  Now you know.  Now you can repent and change your life.   

 

But fasting is more than just denial.  If you cut off the TV and do nothing else, you’ll be sitting 

on the couch wishing you could turn it on.  If you’re fasting food, you’ll be thinking about it 

unless you have something to replace it with.  You see, here is the secret to fasting:  Fasting 

removes earthly sustenance and replaces it with heavenly sustenance.  When you fast earthly 

things like food or entertainment, amp up your spiritual disciplines.  Pray more.  Write in a 

journal during the time you would be eating.  Focus your yearning thoughts by memorizing a 

pertinent Scripture passage that speaks the issue that you are fasting for.  Do more Bible reading.  

Take prayer walks.  Distract yourself from your earthly idols by intensified spiritual practices.   

 

When to fast… 

That is the essence of Christian fasting.  It is a way to more passionately focus on God and your 

relationship with him.  And there times in our life when we really need that, don’t we?  Sure.  

Fast if you are facing a major decision in your life.  Fast if you are struggling with sin.  Fast if 

you are facing a major battle.  Fast if you have an intense prayer burden for someone.  Fast when 

you are desperate for God.  He will hear you.  He will speak to you.  You will learn deep things 

about yourself and God.   

 

John Stott, one of my favorite commentators on the Sermon on the Mount wrote,  

 

“God hates hypocrisy but loves reality.”
2
 

 

                                                      
2
 John R.W. Stott, The Message of the Sermon on the Mount, p. 141. 
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Friends, God is looking for those people who will love him with all their heart, soul, mind, and 

strength.  That is the abundant life that Jesus calls you and me into.  Fasting, as Jesus taught it, is 

a powerful way to release deep spiritual blessings and direction into your life.  The witness and 

testimony of both Old Testament and New Testament saints commends it to both you and I.   

 

These are the words of Jesus… 

 

This is the way of Jesus.   

 

 


