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Introduction:   I don’t think I have ever preached on fasting before.  I know I have 
always been uncomfortable with the idea of fasting, especially because my rapid 
metabolism causes me to be faint and shall I say a bit cranky, when I delay a meal.  
Fasting, however is an important religious practice, one mentioned often in both 
the Old and New Testaments, a practice that Jesus followed.  As with other relig-
ious practices, Jesus calls us to consider how we can practice fasting of the heart.

What does it mean to Fast?

 Barclay shares that fasting was one of the most important religious customs of the 
day for Israel.  Fasting can be defined as the intentional giving up of food and 
drink for a limited period of time, and replacing food and drink with activities that 
are spiritually significant and that lead us into the presence of God.  In Leviticus 
16:29-30, we learn that Israel was commanded to fast on the Day of Atonement.  
God commanded, “on the tenth day of the seventh month you must deny yourselves 
(fast) and not do any work-whether native born or an alien living among you-
because on this day atonement will be made for you, to cleanse you.  Then, before 
the Lord, you will be clean from all your sins.”  We see then that fasting is linked to 
self-denial, to a renewed focus on God, to a desire to be forgiven and cleansed and 
to being contrite for our sinfulness.  Fasting was also something done privately or 
for personal reasons.

 Fasting typically occurred in response to an intense personal experience of either 
joy or grief.  Fasting is closely linked to humility, such as in Psalm 35:13, where 
David says, “Yet when they (his enemies) were ill, I put on sackcloth and humbled 
myself  with fasting.”  Fasting is linked with mourning, such as in the time between 
death and burial.  Fasting and repentance for sins were often interlinked, and fast-
ing was seen as a sign of internal sorrow for one’s sins.  King David fasted after 
being confronted with his sins with Bathsheba.  The people of Nineveh fasted and 
repented after Jonah proclaimed the will and judgment of God over their nation.  
Fasting was done as a sign of national penitence.  For example, Samuel made the 
nation fast for turning to Baal (1 Samuel 7).  Fasting was done for revelation and to 
seek God’s direction.   We see this when Moses was waiting for the Ten Com-
mandments on Mt. Sinai (Exodus 24); when Esther took her life into her hands ap-
pearing before the king; when Daniel fasted while waiting for God’s word (Daniel 
9) and when Jesus fasted before His temptation (Matthew 4).  Fasting then is an 
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essential religious practice that occurs throughout the Old and New Testament in 
crucial moments, when the people of God needed to be reminded of the sover-
eignty of God.  Special moments require special prayer and special fasting.  

Don’t Tell Anybody

 Although we are called to tell people about the goodness of God, we are not to tell 
people if or when we are fasting.  Jesus tells us in 6:16, “When you fast, do not 
look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show others they 
are fasting.  I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full.”  Again, 
Jesus is not questioning or critiquing the importance or usefulness of fasting (or 
giving alms or prayer).  Rather, Jesus is shining His bright light into the depths of 
our souls to have us examine what our motivations are.   We are to fast to seek 
God, to joyfully have more of God, to experience the presence of God.  We are not 
to fast to gain the praise, attention or adulation of others.  

 John Stott says the word here for disfigure is aphanizo, which means to render in-
visible or unrecognizable.  At that time, some Jews would draw attention to their 
fasting by intentionally neglecting personal hygiene, or by covering their heads 
with sackcloth (a sign of mourning), or by smearing ashes over their faces to give 
the appearance of paleness or sickness, or by letting their hair be unkempt, by 
wearing clothes that were soiled or disarrayed.  They would also be gloomy or less 
than joyful as a sign of their suffering.  This then was clearly not an act of humility 
or praise, but an attempt to gain the praise and attention of others, to look holy 
rather than to be holy.   Jesus says such a practice is hypocritical.  The word for 
hypocrite comes from the language of the ancient theater, and suggests a theatrical 
religion that is not heartfelt or genuine.  In essence, such Jews were pretending to 
be one person, when they were really someone and something else.  Fasting is not 
something we are to tell others that we are doing.

The Joy of Fasting

 Joy is one of the fruit of the Spirit (see Galatians 5), and we are to have joy in all 
we do, including fasting.  Jesus tells us in 6:17-8, “But when you fast, put oil on 
your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to people 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.”  
When we are fasting, we should take a shower, put on deodorant, wash our face, 
and put on perfume and slap on some after-shave.  Also, we should smile and even 
be happier than normal, for our focus is on God, not on us.  Stott says we must 
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choose carefully who our audience will be.  Will we put on a show for others or 
fast so only God sees and knows?  As believers, we are to be focused on pleasing 
God, seeking God and being like God.  We should be so joyful when fasting, that 
others are wondering what we had for breakfast that morning.  

 Barclay says fasting is good for us.  Fasting is good for our health.  We must ask 
ourselves if we live to eat or eat to live.  Fasting is good for self-discipline.  Our 
society encourages us to be self indulgent, to seek to please our senses.  As believ-
ers, we must learn to master our appetites, rather than letting our appetites master 
us.  Fasting can help us overcome being slaves to habit.  At times, we can find it 
hard to overcome our wants and longings.  Fasting preserves our ability to do 
without things, to help us to see who and what we really need, and who we really 
are.  Fasting helps us to learn to appreciate things more.  We take so much for 
granted and fasting helps us to be more grateful.  Ultimately fasting encourages us 
to say not to our appetites and yes to God.  Fasting changes us.  In Isaiah 58, God 
calls Israel to fasting that will be seen in how they treat others, in how they treat 
those in need.  Fasting leads to joy.  As God promises in Isaiah 58:14, “then you 
will find your joy in the Lord, and I will cause you to ride on the heights of the 
land, and to feast on the inheritance of your father Jacob.”  

Fasting requires self-discipline, self-sacrifice and self-denial.  As believers, 
our lives are not our own, but rather belong to God.  Bonhoeffer says that a “strict 
exercise of self-control is an essential feature of the Christian’s life.”  Christians 
are to be increasingly marked by humility and self-control, focused and conscious 
on and of God.  Is it possible to fast?  Of course, for breakfast means to break our 
fast from the night.  All of us can survive if we fast.  How can we fast?  What do 
we medicate ourselves with?  Fast from television, computer games, computer, 
food or drink, drugs or cigarettes, staying up late, negativity, stress, fear, anxiety.  
Fast from these activities in order to refocus on God, to seek God anew, to reem-
phasize the centrality and importance of God for and in our lives.  We are called to 
give up something then in order to receive more of God.  
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