
”Biblical Fasting” 
(Matthew 6: 16-18) 

Introduction: Last week we saw the first of the extraordinary elements of 
worship, namely, the taking of oaths and vows in the name of the Lord. This 
is something which the Lord calls us to do on special occasions where it is 
necessary to settle some dispute, to make some truth known, or to show that 
we are absolutely serious about doing something. And since it requires the 
calling upon the name of the Lord as the only One who is able to bear witness 
to its truth or falsehood, and to ensure that it is done, it is an act of 
worship which ought not to be given to any other. Tonight, I want you to 
see another element of worship which is used occasionally, namely, fasting. 

saints of old throughout the Bible, as well as those who lived throughout 
the ages of the Church, though strangely, it seems to have been lost in our 
time. Those who sought the Lord intensely because of some threatening 
danger, or for some need which was very important to them, or because they 
longed to be set free from some besetting sin, would seek the Lord through 
fasting and prayer. And when they sought the Lord in this way, He was 
faithful to answer powerfully. This is a practice that the Church of Christ 
would do well to discover. This is something that you need to know. 
Tonight, I want us to begin to take a look at this important means of grace, 
and I want you to see that, 

Fasting is something which is commanded by God. It was practiced by the 

Fasting is a special religious duty in which you give up food, 
either partly or wholly, usually for a day, to humble yourself before 
the Lord as a means of obtaining your request. 

teaching of the Bible on fasting: what it is; why you ought to fast; 
the circumstances in which you ought to fast; the benefits you can 
expect from it; and how to fast. 

What we will look at the next couple of Lord’s Day evenings is the 

I. First, You Need to Know What Jesus Is Referring to Here Where He Talks 
About Fasting. 
A. In the Context, Jesus Is Discussing Certain Religious Duties. 

”AND WHENEVER YOU FAST.” 

1.  He has just finished expounding the spiritual application of the 
Ten Commandments in 5:17-48, and concluded that section with the 
admonition, ”THEREFORE YOU ARE TO BE PERFECT, AS YOUR HEAVENLY 
FATHER IS PERFECT” (v. 48). You are to strive for total 
sanctification; complete holiness. This is seeking for ”His 
righteousness” (6: 33) .  

specifically those duties which can be seen by others when we do 
them. In 6:1, He says, ”BEWARE OF PRACTICING YOUR RIGHTEOUSNESS 
BEFORE MEN TO BE NOTICED BY THEM; OTHERWISE YOU HAVE NO REWARD 
WITH YOUR FATHER WHO IS IN HEAVEN.” 
a. 

b. 

2. In the following section, He seems to be pointing out 

These duties are a part of your regular worship of God, 
although you will do some more often than others. 
In verses 2-4, Jesus gives you directions on how you ought 
to give, assuming that you know you ought to. 
(i) When you do, you are not to sound the trumpet to alert 

everyone that you are about to give your tithe, or an 
offering, or money to someone in need. 
To do this is hypocritical. (ii) Hypocrisy is doing one thing 
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while you claim to do something else. You say that you 
are giving alms to the poor, when in fact you are really 
giving only that men may see you and praise you. 
But Jesus says that you must give in secret. If you 
give in secret then you will have only one motive: to 
glorify God, for He is the only One who can see you, 
and when He does see you, He will reward you. 

(iii) 

c. In verses 5-15, Jesus gives you directions on how you ought 
to pray, again assuming that you know it is your 
responsibility to do so. 
(i) When you pray, you are not to be ostentatious, that is, 

you are not to put yourself on display so that everyone 
can see your acts of piety. 

calling out to God when you are really seeking the the 
applause of men. 

cannot be a hypocrite, and your Father who sees you in 
secret will reward you. 

(ii) Again, to do so would be hypocrisy, saying that you 

(iii) But again, you are to pray in secret, so that you 

d. And lastly, in verses 16-18, Jesus gives you directions on 
how you ought to fast, again assuming that you understand 
that it is your duty to do so. When you fast, you are not 
to parade yourself before men as the hypocrites do. But you 
are to fast in secret, and your Father who sees in secret 
will reward you openly. 

at this evening. 
e. It is the biblical practice of fasting that we want to look 

B. Jesus Here Assumes that His Hearers Know What a Fast Is. But 
Because You May Not, I Would Like to Show You What It Is. 
1.  First, let me give you a definition by Henry Scudder, that great 

Puritan pastor of old. He says, "A religious fast . . . is, the 
sanctifying a day to the Lord by a willing abstinence from meat 
and drink, from delights and worldly labours, that the whole man 
may be more thoroughly humblq#,before God, and more fervent in 
prayer" (49). And Wilhelmus'a'Brakel, that Dutch Puritan pastor 
from the Dutch Second Reformation, defines it in this way, 
"Fasting is a special religious exercise in which the believer 
deprives himself for a day from all that invigorates the body, 
humbling himself in body and soul before God as a means to obtain 
what he desires" (4: 3 ) .  

2. Scudder says that there are two parts to a fast. "The one, 
outward, the chastening of the body; the other, inward, the 
afflicting of the soul; under which are contained all those 
religious acts which concern the setting of the heart right 
towards God, and the seeking help of God for those things, for 
which the fast is intended" (50). 
a. Fasting is first of all the abstaining from physical 

nourishment for a specific period of time. 
(i) When Mordecai learned of Haman's plot against the Jews, 

he called upon Esther to intercede. Then Esther sent 
messengers to Mordecai to say, "GO, ASSEMBLE ALL THE 
JEWS WHO ARE FOUND IN SUSA, AND FAST FOR ME; DO NOT EAT 
OR DRINK FOR THREE DAYS, NIGHT OR DAY. I AND MY 
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b. 

c. 

d. 

e. 

11. Secondly, 

MAIDENS ALSO WILL FAST IN THE SAME WAY” (Esther 4:16). 
It is obvious from this passage exactly what Esther was 
referring to as a fast. It was abstaining from food 
and drink for a set time. 

the fast. 
but it will not have any spiritual benefits connected 
with it (Scudder 50). Brakel writes, ”Fasting due to 
poverty, avarice, illness, for health reasons, or a being 
prevented from eating food due to business activities is 
not applicable here” (3). 

(ii) 

(iii) But what she mentions here is only the outward part of 
This may have certain benefits for your body, 

But when it is accompanied by the inward part: the humbling 
of your soul, and the seeking after God for some holy 
purpose, it can bring tremendous blessing, as is an act of 
worship and tends to speed your prayers to God. As Ezra the 
scribe said, in Ezra 8:23, ”SO WE FASTED AND SOUGHT OUR GOD 
CONCERNING THIS MATTER, AND HE LISTENED TO OUR ENTREATY.” 
Its name comes from the outward part, which is the 
abstaining from food. But its power comes from the inward 
part, the humbling of your soul before God. 
Again, Brakel writes, ”Fasting primarily consists in a 
depriving one’s self of all that invigorates the body, being 
desirous to bring the body for that given day into a 
condition of withdrawal, distress, pliableness, and 
weakness. . . . The second aspect of fasting is a humbling 
of ourselves according to body and soul. Soul and body are 
so intimately united that the ill disposition of the one 
begets the ill disposition of the other. When the body, due 
to the withdrawal of all refreshment, is rendered feeble, 
pliable, and is subdued, the soul will also be in such a 
disposition; and thus the natural disposition takes on a 
spiritual dimension. Fasting, in and of itself, is not a 
religious practice. It is only so when it is a seeking 
after God by way of fasting. 
himself of all refreshment has not partially observed a day 
of fasting, for fasting and a humbling of ourselves are not 
two separate duties. Fasting must be characterized by a 
humbling of ourselves, and the humbling of ourselves must be 
done by way of fasting. Fasting serves but one purpose: to 
facilitate the humbling of the soul; it has no significance 
beyond that. Since fasting facilitates this, however, the 
act as such is nevertheless required. It is an essential 
aspect of a day of fasting -- however, only in union with, 
and thus inseparable from, the humbling of ourselves. They 
do not function in a dual sense, but in unison” (5-6). 
And so we see that fasting is the giving up of physical 
nourishment for a time, in order to earnestly seek the Lord 
through the humbling of our souls, for some godly purpose. 

He who has merely deprived 

Though It May Not Be As Obvious in This Text, Fasting Is a 
Duty. Jesus said, ”AND WHENEVER YOU FAST. . . BUT YOU, WHEN YOU FAST.” 

acts of piety that Jesus points to, He does not command that they be 
done, but assumes that they will be. ”WHEN THEREFORE YOU GIVE ALMS” 
(v. 2), ”WHEN YOU PRAY” (v. 5), and ”YOU, WHEN YOU FAST” (v. 17). 

A .  A s  I introduced this text, I pointed out that in each of the three 
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Jesus doesn’t command these things because it is already understood 
that this is the duty of His saints. 

1.  First, from the light of nature. 
B. We Know That It Is Our Duty in Several Different Ways. 

a. Fasting has been an element of personal religion in all ages 
and among all nations. Various forms of Paganism have used 
fasting when beginning some important task or preparing for 
some important sacrifice. Their fasts were often lengthy 
and very rigid. 

b. It may be that they practiced this because of the way that 
the Lord made them, as a part of His image in man. If so, 
then fasting should obviously be practiced. 

c. Or if it was handed down to the various nations through our 
first forefather Adam, who knew that it was the Lord’s will, 
then we have an even stronger ground for the practice 
(Miller 5). 

2. But the Lord has given you more light on the subject. He has 
given you the example of Scripture. 
a. 

b. 

C. 

d. 

e. 

When Joshua and the elders of Israel were defeated at Ai, 
they held a solemn fast. In Joshua 7:6, we read, ”THEN 
JOSHUA TORE HIS CLOTHES AND FELL TO THE EARTH ON HIS FACE 
BEFORE THE ARU OF THE LORD UNTIL THE EVENING, BOTH HE AND 
THE ELDERS OF ISRAEL; AND THEY PUT DUST ON THEIR HEADS.” 
Here we see fasting coupled with humiliation. 
assume that they fasted for they were on their faces until 
the evening. And they were obviously broken and humbled by 
the fact that they were on their faces, and by the fact that 
they put dust on their heads. They were humbled because the 
Lord had allowed them to be defeated before their enemies. 
David, when his child was struck with illness due to his sin 
with Bathsheba and his murder of Uriah, fasted before the 
Lord. We read in 2 Samuel 12: 16-17, ”DAVID THEREFORE 
INQUIRED OF COD FOR THE CHILD; AND DAVID FASTED AND WENT AND 
LAY ALL NIGHT ON THE GROUND. AND THE ELDERS OF HIS 
HOUSEHOLD STOOD BESIDE HIM IN ORDER TO RAISE HIM UP FROM THE 
GROUND, BUT HE WAS UNWILLING AND WOULD NOT EAT FOOD WITH 
THEM.” Again you can see the tremendous brokenness and 
humility with which he fasted as he sought after the Lord 
for the life of his child. 
Nehemiah, when he was in Babylon and heard of the 
desolations of Jerusalem, sought the Lord through fasting. 
He writes, ”NOW IT CAME ABOUT WHEN I HEARD THESE WORDS, I 
SAT DOWN AND WEPT AND MOURNED FOR DAYS; AND I WAS FASTING 

Even the wicked Ahab fasted when he heard the judgments of 
God which were pronounced against him by Elijah the prophet. 
We read in 1 Kings 21:27-29, ”AND IT CAME ABOUT WHEN AHAB 

SACKCLOTH AND FASTED, AND HE LAY IN SACKCLOTH AND WENT ABOUT 
DESPONDENTLY. THEN THE WORD OF THE LORD CAME TO ELIJAH THE 
TISHBITE, SAYING, ’DO YOU SEE HOW AHAB HAS HUMBLED HIMSELF 
BEFORE ME? BECAUSE HE HAS HUMBLED HIMSELF BEFORE ME, I WILL 
NOT BRING THE EVIL IN HIS DAYS, BUT I WILL BRING THE EVIL 
UPON HIS HOUSE IN HIS SON’S DAYS.”’ 
We also find the same practice after the coming of Christ in 

We would 

AND PRAYING BEFORE THE a n  OF HEAVEN” (1~4). 

HEARD THESE WORDS, THAT HE TORE HIS CLOTHES AND PUT ON 
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f. 

the New Testament. Our Lord Himself did not enter into His 
public ministry until He had first fasted. Matthew records, 
”THEN JESUS WAS LED UP BY THE SPIRIT INTO THE WILDERNESS TO 
BE TEMPTED BY THE DEVIL. AND AFTER HE HAD FASTED FORTY DAYS 
AND FORTY NIGHTS, HE THEN BECAME HUNGRY” (4: 1-2). We will 
see later that the length of the fast in some instances was 
miraculous. The important thing to see here is that Jesus 
fasted prior to His three and one-half year ministry. 
We also see Anna, the godly prophetess, in the temple 
”SERVING NIGHT AND DAY WITH FASTINGS AND PRAYERS” (Luke 
2: 27). 

g. And when the apostles ordained elders in the churches they 
established, they fasted. Luke, the first Church historian, 
writes, ”AND WHEN THEY HAD APPOINTED ELDERS FOR THEM IN 
EVERY CHURCH, HAVING PRAYED WITH FASTING, THEY COMMENDED 
THEM TO THE LORD IN WHOM THEY HAD BELIEVED” (Acts 14:23). 

short, we scarcely find in all the scriptural record, either 
in the Old or New Testament, a single example of an 
extraordinary season of humiliation and prayer which is not 
accompanied by the abstinence of which we speak” (7 ) .  
If fasts such as these were held repeatedly by so many godly 
saints, could it possible be that it happened accidentally, 
or that someone other than God began it? Doesn’t this point 
to the fact that it must be of God? 

h. Samuel Miller, in his small book on fasting, wrote, ”In 

i. 

3 .  But we also have examples of the Lord calling fasts by way of 
command. 
a. To the people of Judah, He proclaimed through the prophet 

Joel, ”CONSECRATE A FAST, PROCLAIM A SOLEMN ASSEMBLY; GATHER 
THE ELDERS AND ALL THE INHABITANTS OF THE LAND TO THE HOUSE 

b. In our text this evening, as we have seen, the Lord assumes 
that His disciples will fast. ”AND WHENEVER YOU FAST, DO 
NOT PUT ON A GLOOMY FACE . . . BUT YOU, WHEN YOU FAST” (w. 
16-17). It is a command like the Great Commission, where 
Jesus 1 i t eral 1 y says, ”HAVING GONE, THEREFORE, MAKE 
DISCIPLES” (Matt. 28: 19). The commandment is not ”to go”, 
but to ”make disciples.” It is automatically assumed that 
they will go. 

the effect that His disciples will fast when He is gone as a 
matter of duty. Here we read, ”THEN THE DISCIPLES OF JOHN 

YOUR DISCIPLES DO NOT FAST?’ AND JESUS SAID TO THEM, ’THE 
ATTENDANTS OF THE BRIDEGROOM CANNOT MOURN AS LONG AS THE 
BRIDEGROOM IS WITH THEM, CAN THEY? BUT THE DAYS WILL COME 
WHEN THE BRIDEGROOM IS TAKEN AWAY FROM THEM, AND THEN THEY 
WILL FAST.” 

d. The reason why there are no more specific commands to fast 
may be because the frequency of fasting is determined by the 
hand of God in His sovereign providence, as He brings about 
the different situations in which we ought to fast. Fasting 
is always commanded and observed in response to some 
situation that requires it. 

OF THE LORD YOUR GOD, AND CRY OUT TO THE LORD” (1 :  14). 

c. You also have the statement of Jesus in Matthew 9:14-15, to 

CAME TO HIM, SAYING, ’WHY nu WE AND THE PHARISEES FAST, BUT 
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e. Tonight we have see what fasting is and the Scriptural 
warrant for it. Next week, we will continue to look at this 
occasional element of worship. But until then, I would ask 
you to think about the times that you have fasted in your 
life and the reason why you did. Have you ever fasted? If 
you did, do you still? Why or why not? Wasn’t the Lord 
faithful to answer you when you did? Did you fast for the 
right reasons? Aren’t there good reasons to fast now for 
your personal spiritual condition and the renewed health of 
Christ’s church? May the Lord apply this teaching to our 
lives and give us the grace to seek Him through fastings for 
His Kingdom and glory. Amen. 


