
ECF 3rd April 2016 Matthew 6:16-18 Be Different in Your Fasting 
Sometimes we get so distracted by the trivial that we can miss out on the important.  Video: Filled.   
 
This has always been the way.  In the days before mobiles, tablets and computers, before Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and 
Youtube, before online shopping and instant streaming – people still filled that nagging emptiness in their lives with 
meaningless stuff and trivial distractions.   
 
But in our generation the temptation and opportunity to pack our lives has never been greater.  We can be filled with so 
many different things and activities, whenever we want, whatever the time of day or night, that we can keep avoiding that 
unpleasant hunger in our heart and soul.  
 
But if we do, then we will miss out on the only thing we were really made to be satisfied with - a growing and deepening 
relationship with our Father.  And so maybe, more than ever before, we need to learn what Jesus spoke about in this next 
section of the Sermon on the Mount. 
 
Before Easter, we looked at two acts of righteousness that Jesus said we should do privately so that our Father in heaven 
would reward us – giving to those in need and spending time alone in prayer.  Jesus’ third example is the spiritual discipline 
of fasting, about choosing to be hungry – so that we can be filled by God!  Matthew 6:16-18: “When you fast, do not look 
sombre as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have 
received their reward in full. 17 But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18 so that it will not be obvious 
to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will 
reward you.”  
 
1. The Nation of Israel Fasted  
Fasting is basically abstaining from food for a short period of time.  In the Law of Moses there was only one fast 
commanded for Israel, and that was on the annual Day of Atonement.  “On the tenth day of the seventh month you must 
deny yourselves and not do any work… because on this day atonement will be made for you, to cleanse you.” Leviticus 
16:29–30  
 
But in the OT there were other times when individuals and groups of God’s people fasted, usually at crucial times of danger, 
desperation or repentance.  Some of those became annual fasts e.g. to commemorate the capture of Jerusalem.  And so by 
the time of the exile, the people of Israel kept four annual fasts: “The fasts of the fourth, fifth, seventh and tenth months…” 
Zechariah 8:19  
 
But by Jesus’ time, the Pharisees had gone beyond this.  They fasted twice a week, each Monday and Thursday and it 
became part of what they thought made them right before God.  In Jesus’ parable, the Pharisee went to the temple and 
prayed: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. 12 I 
fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.” Luke 18:11–12  
 
2. Should we Fast? 
And Jesus also fasted.  At the start of his ministry, he was led by the Spirit into the desert and “after fasting for forty days 
and forty nights, he was hungry.” Matthew 4:2.  This was a crucial part of Jesus’ preparation for the demands of his ministry. 
 
And so we could have expected that fasting would also be an important part of the training program for Jesus’ disciples.  
But that wasn’t initially the case.  One day John the Baptist’s disciples came to Jesus and asked: “How is it that we and the 
Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?”  Matthew 9:14 
 
They were confused about why, if the Pharisees and John believed that fasting was so important, why didn’t Jesus teach his 
disciples to do it also? 
 
a) Not in the Old Way  
Well part of Jesus’ answer was that he had not come to follow the religious practices and rituals of the past.  He said: “No-
one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch will pull away from the garment, making the tear 
worse.” Matthew 9:16    
 
Jesus’ teaching couldn’t just be patched into the old garment of the Jewish religious life.  His new and complete revelation 
of God couldn’t be poured into the old religious structures of the past.  They couldn’t cope with it.  Instead, he came to 
bring a new way to God and a new life with God, that would need to be expressed in a new way!   
 



This is really important.  It means we need to be careful when read the Old Testament not to wrench that teaching out of 
context and try and force it upon the church.  We’re living under the new covenant, the new relationship with God that has 
come through Jesus’ death and resurrection! 
 
b) Not at the Wrong Time  
But the other part of Jesus’ answer was that this was the wrong time for fasting!  “How can the guests of the bridegroom 
mourn while he is with them?” Matthew 9:15.  For now, Jesus was with his disciples and so they had no need of fasting, no 
need of that spiritual discipline to help them to draw near to God.  They had the bridegroom, the Son of God right there 
with them!   
 
But, Jesus went on to say, “The time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; then they will fast.”  
Matthew 9:15.  Soon Jesus would no longer be physically with them as he was right then.  And then, at that time, they will 
fast!   
 
And so here in his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus assumed that his followers would fast, “When you fast…” Matthew 6:16  We 
don’t need to follow the traditions, rituals and practices of the Old Testament believers, neither do we need to submit to 
the expectations and demands of others, but in this time of the physical absence of Jesus, sometimes we will fast!  
 
3. How should we Fast?  
But the focus of Jesus’ teaching here is really about how and why they will do this.   
 
a) Don’t Show Off 
“When you fast, do not look sombre as the hypocrites do.” Matthew 6:16  As we’ve seen before, hypocrites were those who 
put on a mask, stepped into character and pretended to be something that they were not.  And so when they did these acts 
of righteousness, they only pretended to honour and worship God, but in reality, they were just showing off in front of 
others.   
 
When they fasted, they made sure that everyone knew that they were: “They disfigure their faces to show men they are 
fasting.”  Matthew 6:16  They went about looking pale, undernourished, hungry – so that people would see that they were 
going without food and applaud them for their religious devotion. 
 
But the problem was, that is all that they get: “They have received their reward in full.” Matthew 6:16  In the same way as 
those who blew their own trumpet as they gave, or who stood out from the crowd to be seen to pray, their reward will only 
be an empty applause and the short-lived and false admiration of others. 
 
This is Jesus’ warning throughout this whole section of his sermon.  It is possible to be actively engaged in giving, praying, 
fasting, or worshipping, Bible reading, or any other ministry – but because of our motivation and our heart, it can be empty 
and meaningless and ultimately worthless in God’s eyes! 
 
It isn’t enough to just go through the motions of religious activities and ritual.  If we want our life to please the Lord, we 
need to live genuinely for him, with a sincere desire to honour him and not ourselves! 
 
b) Keep it Secret 
And so Jesus encouraged his followers to fast differently.   “But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face.”   
Matthew 6:17  This isn’t about doing something special, this is about just doing the ordinary things that we would normally 
do.  If we put it into our culture, we’d say, shower, shave, brush your hair, put on your make-up.  Don’t look different from 
usual, so that nobody will know that you are fasting.   
 
That isn’t because we are embarrassed or ashamed of it.  Rather it is because other people don’t need to know.  Our fast is 
between us and God.  And so Jesus said that when we fast we should keep it secret “so that it will not be obvious to men 
that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen.”  Matthew 6:18. 
 
This will help us to avoid the temptation to pride and boasting before others and it will help us to keep a pure heart and 
genuine motivation and clear focus in our fasting.  And when we do that, Jesus said, then:  “Your Father, who sees what is 
done in secret, will reward you.” Matthew 6:18 
 
This isn’t about earning brownie points with God.  Fasting does not merit righteousness, it doesn’t make us right before God 
or earn our place in God’s family.  Remember the Pharisee at the temple in Jesus’ parable that we mentioned earlier.  He 
fasted twice a week, and yet it was the repentant tax-collector and not the Pharisee who went home justified before God. 



 
Instead this is about the fact that there is a real blessing in true fasting.  There is a wonderful reward that is consistent with 
the purpose and aim of it.  
 
4. Why Should We Fast? 
So what is that reward?  Why should we at times fast? 
 
a) Develop Self-Discipline 
Well it is not for health reasons.  The purpose of fasting is not weight-loss.  It is not a Christian form of dieting.  But fasting 
does help us to learn how to control our basic desires, so that other things and desires don’t control us!  In this way it helps 
us to avoid the excesses of greed or gluttony or other human passions.  After all, self-denial is an important part of following 
Jesus.  “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” Matthew 16:24   
 
This doesn’t mean we should live an ascetic life, rejecting all of the blessings and comforts that God has given to us.  It was 
the false teachers that Paul warned Timothy against who “forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain 
foods, which God created to be received with thanksgiving.”  1 Timothy 4:3  There is nothing inherently spiritual about 
being hungry, uncomfortable or unhappy!  And certainly we should never fast in a way that is dangerous to our health!  
 
But it does mean that we are committed to putting to one side what we want, what we feel like and instead putting what 
God wants first in our lives.  Fasting is one of the ways we learn to “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness.” Matthew 
6:33 
 
b) Express Repentance 
In the Old Testament, fasting is often associated with repentance and mourning over our sin!  The most memorable 
example of this is when the people of Nineveh responded to Jonah’s warning of the impending judgement of God: “The 
Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth." Jonah 3:5.   
 
It isn’t that fasting in some way earns forgiveness.  God’s forgiveness is always a gift of his mercy and grace.  Rather It is 
about humbling ourselves before God, deliberately choosing to put ourselves in the place of weakness and need, to express 
the true depth of our sorrow over our sin and the sincerity of our desire to be right with God – a desire at that time, that is 
greater than our desire to eat.  
 
c) Connect with God  
But fasting isn’t just associated with repentance.  It is often associated with other times of seeking God’s help.   
 
It can help to prepare for a time of ministry, like Jesus did in the desert.  It can also help us as we seek God’s will for our 
individual or church lives.   
 
It was while the leaders of the church in Antioch were worshipping and fasting that the Holy Spirit told them to set apart 
Barnabas and Paul for their mission work and “So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and 
sent them off.” Acts 13:3 
 
Fasting can help us to connect with God and experience his presence and hear his voice.  But, I think we need to be careful 
with this.  Sometimes, people imply that we will not get the answer we want to our prayers, unless we fast.  It is as if fasting 
is the key to effective prayer. 
 
In Mark 9:29, Jesus said about an evil spirit: “This kind can come out only by prayer.” But some older translations included 
the words, “…and fasting.”  And so some people believe that this means that to get a real answer to prayer, then we also 
need to fast.   
 
Apart from this addition not being supported by the best Greek manuscripts and so probably isn’t original, it doesn’t really 
stand up. 

 Are we suggesting that we can’t expect God to answer our instant prayers to instant needs, because we need to go 
away and fast beforehand? 

 Or are we suggesting that Jesus’ prayers in the Garden of Gethsemane were less powerful because he had just eaten 
the Passover meal with his disciples?  

 And if this was the key to effectiveness in prayer, then why, when the rest of the New Testament teaches about the 
importance and power of prayer, does it never  mention the need to fast? 

 



I think we need a careful balance here.  On the one hand, fasting is not a prerequisite to effective prayer.  It is not the key to 
getting what we want.  But on the other hand, it can help us to connect with God.   
 
Anna the prophetess is one example of this.  She was an 84 year-old widow when she met Mary and Joseph when they were 
presenting their baby Jesus in the temple.   Luke says of her that “She never left the temple but worshipped night and day, 
fasting and praying.” Luke 2:37  
 
And so fasting can be simply about taking time out of the usual and regular things of our lives to humble ourselves before 
God and focus on spending time alone with him.  And so maybe we don’t only need to think of fasting from food, but it 
might also be helpful for us to fast from TV and radio, from social media, or from other distractions – so that we can give 
more time to listening to God.   
 
d) Share with Others  
But there is one other aspect of fasting that I’d like to mention.  It can also help us to focus on other people.  As we deny 
ourselves, we can express our connection with those who are forced to go hungry, and also share what we have with them.   
 
In Isaiah 58, the people of Israel were complaining that God did not notice their fasting.  But God replied that he saw what 
they were doing, but that he wasn’t pleased with them, because: “on the day of your fasting, you do as you please and 
exploit all your workers.”  Isaiah 58:3  They were showing no compassion to the poor.  They were taking advantage of the 
poor in their society. 
 
And so God suggested to them a different kind of fasting:  
“Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: 
to loose the chains of injustice 
and untie the cords of the yoke, 
to set the oppressed free 
and break every yoke? 
7 Is it not to share your food with the hungry 
and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter?”  Isaiah 58:6-7 
And so the principle of fasting can apply to many other areas of our lives. We fast when we choose to do without, when we 
miss a meal, when we decide not to buy those new clothes, that new phone, that more expensive car, or whatever – so that 
we can use those resources to care for the needs of others. 
 
In this way, fasting could be a lifestyle choice.  We could choose to lower the level of our lifestyle in some way, so that we 
can use what we save to express God’s love to people in desperate need.   
 
And if we do that, we will be rewarded as Jesus said: “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” Acts 20:35  We will have 
the joy of helping others, of increased opportunities to serve, increased freedom from materialism and the joy of hearing 
our Lord declare: “Well done, good and faithful servant.” Matthew 25:21 
 
Conclusion 

 And so we don’t need to follow the example and practices of the Old Testament believers. 

 And we certainly shouldn’t follow the example of the hypocrites in publicising our fasting to show off in front of others. 

 But fasting can and perhaps even should be part of our Christian lives.  
 
And when we do, Jesus promises we will be blessed by God.  He will develop the fruit of self-disciple, enable us to express 
true repentance, free our resources so that we can share with others, but most of all, he will connect with us as we spend 
time with him in prayer.  Fasting is about choosing to be hungry, refusing to fill our lives with the temporary and trivial, so 
that God can fill us. 
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