
“Walking with God through Fasting, Part 4” 

(Matthew 6:16-18) 

 

 

 

I.  Introduction.   

A.  Orientation.   

1.  We’ve been looking at walking with the Lord (which is another way of saying 

obeying the Lord) through fasting.  So far we’ve seen:   

a.  That it’s not merely abstaining from food for a day that makes a fast, but the 

humbling of our souls through the humbling of our bodies for a day without food 

to seek the Lord.   

b.  We’ve seen that though the Lord doesn’t command the frequency with which we 

must fast, it is still a part of our duty and He assumes that we will fast as the 

situation requires it.   

c.  We’ve seen the kinds of situations that call for a fast:  when our spiritual or 

physical wellbeing is threatened by sin, both on a individual and corporate level, 

whether in our families, the church, or the state.   

d.  And we’ve seen the benefits of fasting:  it can increase both our physical and 

spiritual wellbeing, as well as call down swift and powerful answers to prayer.   

 

2.  Certainly, this is something we can’t afford to ignore if we desire to be the best we 

can be for the Lord, and if we want to see His kingdom advance as much as possible 

in our lifetime.   

a.  It’s true that God is sovereign, and He will do His will no matter what we do.   

b.  But it’s also true that He has just as much ordained the means to His ends as the 

ends themselves; which means that we are not to view our fasting as an attempt 

to change His plan, but as part of His plan.   

 

B.  Preview.   

1.  This evening, we’re going to finish this topic with some directions on how to keep a 

fast that is honoring to the Lord.   

2.  We’ll see two things:   

a.  First, the things we need to consider before we begin a fast.   

b.  And second, what we need to do during a fast.   

 

II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, what are the things we need to consider before we begin a fast?   

1.  The first is whether or not our health will hold up during a fast.   

a.  Some of us might not have the strength we need to fast.   

(i)  Perhaps because of a recent or chronic illness.   

(ii)  Or because of age.   

(iii)  If there’s any real doubt, you should ask your doctor.   

 

b.  In seeking this blessing, the Lord doesn’t want us to violate the sixth 

commandment.   
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(i)  The purpose of a fast isn’t to injure ourselves.   

(ii)  If we’re too weak to fast, we might already have what we need to humble 

ourselves, since that is the goal behind our abstaining from food in the first 

place.   

 

2.  The second is to determine how long and how often we will fast.   

a.  We can’t lay down any hard and fast rules here since we’ve already seen that 

these things depend on our circumstances.   

b.  One thing we can say is this, if in our hearts we truly want to walk as closely as 

possible with the Lord, we will know the answer to this question.   

(i)  Again, Samuel Miller is very helpful here.  He writes, “And I begin this head 

by remarking, that the frequency with which every individual Christian ought 

to fast, and the extent to which he ought to carry his abstinence on each 

occasion, are questions concerning which no definite rule can be laid down.  

The word of God prescribes no precise law as to either of these points.  The 

whole subject is left, as the subject of alms-giving is left, to every man’s 

conscience in the sight of God.  No one can open the Bible without perceiving 

that we are bound to give alms to those who need them; that ‘we have the poor 

always with us, that whenever we will we may do them good.’  But how often, 

and how much we are bound to give is nowhere said.  Yet I have no doubt that 

in the great duty of fasting, as well as of alms-giving, where the heart is right 

with God, and where there is a sincere and humble desire to walk in that 

course which is adapted to promote our best interest, there will be no mistake 

with regard to the path of duty.  That degree of abstinence which is salutary 

and not uncomfortable to one, would be deeply injurious as well as painful to 

another.   

(ii)  “The great END of the duty is to be regarded.  God ‘will have mercy and not 

sacrifice.’  Fasting, like the Sabbath, was made for man, and not man for 

fasting.  No one, therefore, ought to carry abstinence to such an extreme as to 

impair or endanger his bodily health – of which there have been undoubtedly, 

some mournful examples, both in ancient and modern times.  We have no 

more right to injure our bodies than we have to enfeeble our minds.  Yet this, 

it must be acknowledged, is by no means the extreme to which the masses of 

professing Christians, at the present day, are inclined.  On the contrary, it is 

manifest that the tendency in general is to deficiency rather than excess in this 

important duty.  For [every] one who injures himself by excessive frequency 

or protraction of his seasons of abstinence, thousands, it is probable, either 

wholly neglect this self-denying duty, or perform it in a most superficial and 

inadequate manner” (15-16).   

(iii)  How often you should fast and how long is between you and the Lord.   

(a)  We have examples of different lengths in Scripture:   

(1)  Moses (Ex. 34:28), Elijah (1 Kings 19:8), and our Lord Jesus (Matt. 

4:2) fasted for forty days and nights.   

(2)  Daniel, fasted twenty-one days (Dan. 10:2-3).   

(3)  The men of Jabesh-Gilead fasted for seven days after Saul was killed 

in battle (1 Chr. 10:12).   
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(4)  Esther and the Jews fasted for three days when threatened with 

extermination by Haman the Agagite (Est. 4:16).   

(5)  The only required fast – that on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 23:26-32; 

cf. Acts 27:9) – lasted for one day.   

 

(b)  Which are we to use for our example?   

(1)  In appears that in the case of Moses, Elijah and Christ, the Lord 

miraculously preserved their lives, for no one ordinarily can go without 

food and water for forty days and live. Moses appears to have done two 

forty day and night fasts back to back, during which he ate no bread and 

drank no water (Deu. 9:9-18).   

(2)  In the case of the other fasts of twenty-one and seven days, it was 

probably a partial fast, fasting for part of the day, or giving up only 

some things and not all.   

(3)  In the case of the three day fast, it was likely total, but it was also for a 

very serious and unusual circumstance.   

 

(c)  It is generally agreed that a fast of complete abstinence should be twenty-

four hours, and anything beyond this should be a partial fast.   

 

3.  The third is to make sure before you fast that you’re fasting with the right motive.   

a.  Remember there isn’t any virtue in simply giving up food for a period of time.  

The same is true here at it is with things sacrificed to idols.  Paul writes, “But 

food will not commend us to God; we are neither the worse if we do not eat, nor 

the better if we do eat” (1 Cor. 8:8).   

b.  The Lord is primarily concerned with the state of our hearts:  the fasting is 

merely the means to humble our hearts before Him.   

(i)  Again, Miller writes, “There is no piety in merely abstaining from food aside 

from the spirit and purpose with which it is done.  It is in this case as in the 

observance of the Sabbath.  A man may shut himself up from all the world on 

that day; or he may spend the whole of it in the house of God; and yet, if his 

heart is all the time going after the world, he does not sanctify the Sabbath at 

all in the most important sense of the term.  So it is with the case before us. . . 

. A holy God might, and doubtless would, still say to us, as He did in 

substance to His professing people of old, ‘Is this such as fast as I have 

chosen?  Have ye fasted to Me, even to Me, saith the Lord?  This people 

draweth nigh unto me with their mouth, and honoreth me with their lips; but 

their heart is far from me; their appointed fasts are an abomination unto me; I 

am weary to bear them’” (18).   

(ii)  You need to make sure that when you’re fasting , you’re fasting to seek Him 

and not just going through the motions (formalism).   

 

B.  Second, what are the things you need to do during your fast?    

1.  First, if you’re observing a twenty-four hour fast, you need to make sure you don’t 

eat.   
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a.  This is what it means, after all, to fast:  abstaining from food, and sometimes 

water, for a day.   

b.  Again, be careful.  If it happens to be a very hot day, you will need to drink 

water.  If you can go without water, then do so.   

c.  On the other hand, don’t eat something just because you get a bit uncomfortable.  

This is one of the purposes of the fast.  Miller writes, “Nor let anyone imagine 

that it is not his duty to fast because the abstinence of a single day, and even from 

a single meal, in some degree incommodes his feelings.  This is no valid 

objection to the duty.  In fact, as you have heard, one great design of the 

privation is to ‘afflict the soul,’ to humble us under a sense of our weakness and 

dependence, and to remind us, by a feeling of want, of the purpose for which we 

submit to the privation.  If no such feeling were induced, an important purpose of 

the exercise would be defeated (16-17).   

d.  When you’re fasting, don’t eat, even if it isn’t quite so pleasant.   

 

2.  Second, you must shut out as much of the world as possible during your fast.   

a.  One of the main reasons for fasting is to break the world’s power over your life; 

another is to separate yourself from these things to seek the Lord.   

b.  If you indulge even in the legitimate pleasures of the world while attempting to 

distance yourself from them in fasting, you’re defeating the purpose.   

c.  And so when you fast, take the day off if you can, shut the things of the world 

out, and seek the Lord and the things of heaven.   

 

3.  Third, be prepared to humble yourself for your sins as well during your fast.   

a.  One purpose of fasting is to seek the Lord for His grace to break the power of sin 

in your life.   

b.  To see that sin more clearly, you should spend some time reflecting in the mirror 

of the Ten Commandments.   

c.  Here are a few suggestive questions you can ask yourself from Henry Scudder’s 

book, The Christian’s Daily Walk:   

(i)  With regard to the first commandment, “Do I know and acknowledge the 

only true God to be such an one as he has revealed himself in his word and 

works? . . . Do I believe his word, in all things related, commanded, promised, 

and threatened therein? and that his holy and wise Providence is in all things?  

Have I and his word in continual remembrance?  Do I esteem and exalt God in 

my heart above all, so that it humbly adores him at the very mention and 

thought of him; judging myself to be nothing in mine own eyes, yea, 

esteeming all creatures to be nothing in comparison of him” (58)?   

(ii)  With regard to the second commandment: “Have I worshipped God in spirit 

and truth, in all the kinds and parts of his worship, public and private, ordinary 

or extraordinary; as, by hearing, reading, and meditating of his word; by 

praying, praising, and giving thanks to him; by a right use of his sacraments, 

baptism, and the Lord’s supper; and by religious fasting, religious feasting, 

and making of vows, according as I have had special occasion?  And have I 

done what has been in my power for the maintaining and promoting of God’s 
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true worship; and have I, according to my place, executed aright, or submitted 

unto the government and discipline of the church of God” (60-61)?   

(iii)  With regard to the third commandment: “Have I glorified God, by 

answering my holy profession, with an holy and unblameable conversation; 

by performing all holy duties with due preparation, knowledge and devotion, 

also by thinking and speaking of the names and holy things of God with holy 

reverence; and in particular by fearing an oath” (61)?   

(iv)  With regard to the fourth commandment: “Have I upon the six days 

remembered the Lord’s day, that I might dispatch all my worldly business, 

and prepare my heart, that when it came I might keep an holy Sabbath to the 

Lord, according to the commandment” (62)?  And so on.   

(v)  There is also the question of how we have been conducting ourselves before 

others, whether we have been living as faithful witnesses, whether we have 

been faithful to tell others of their danger and need of the Gospel.   

(vi)  As we reflect on our sins, it humbles and better prepares us to receive God’s 

mercy.   

 

4.  Fourth, be prepared to turn from the sins you are already aware of, as well as those 

you discover during the fast.   

a.  The psalmist writes, “If I regard wickedness in my heart, the Lord will not hear” 

(Ps. 66:18).   

b.  But if you humbly repent and forsake your sins, the Lord will hear and answer 

you.   

 

5.  Fifth, make sure you keep your fast between yourself and the Lord.   

a.  This is the very point of our passage.   

b.  If you fast to be seen of men, you have your reward in full when you’ve been 

seen.  But if you fast to be seen by God alone, He will reward you.   

c.  And so don’t walk around moaning and groaning about how hungry you are and 

don’t look miserable.   

 

6.  Sixth, make sure to set a good amount of your fast time aside for prayer.   

a.  This is the whole purpose of the fast:  to seek after God.   

b.  If you fast, but don’t pray, then your fasting is for nothing.   

c.  Make sure you have specific petitions to bring before the throne of grace and that 

you take the time to bring them.   

 

7.  Finally, let’s be encouraged to fast:  Fasting is a spiritual duty, and it brings spiritual 

blessing.   

a.  Let me close with two exhortations, one from A’Brakel, and one from Samuel 

Miller.  First, A’Brakel, “It is sad – a sign of great decay in the church – that so 

little work is made of fasting, both in public as well as secretly.  Therefore all 

who wish to lead a life of tender godliness and desire to see the good of Zion 

ought to stir themselves up to exercise this duty, for:  (1) Has not God 

commanded this?  ‘Yet even now,’ declares the Lord, ‘Return to Me with all 

your heart, and with fasting, weeping, and mourning; and rend your heart and not 
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your garments.’  Now return to the Lord your God, for He is gracious and 

compassionate, slow to anger, abounding in lovingkindness, and relenting of 

evil’ (Joel 2:12); (2) Have not the church and the saints of all ages practiced this 

and left us an example to be followed? . . .  This was not only a duty and practice 

in the Old Testament, but also in the New Testament (cf. Mat. 6: 16-18; 9: 15; 

Mark 9:29; Luke 2:37; Acts 13:3; 14:23; 1 Cor. 7:5).  Therefore, as obedient 

children of God and followers of the saints, fast frequently.  This was the practice 

of the original Christian church and of believers at the outset of the Reformation 

– and even long thereafter.  Do not allow this practice to die out” (9).   

b.  And now, Samuel Miller, “Finally, from the foregoing view of the subject, the 

reflection is obvious, that WE have no less reason for fasting and humiliation 

than our fathers of former ages.  Let us not imagine that there was some special 

character either in the men or the events of ancient times which rendered the 

exercise in question more needful to them than to us.  By no means; human 

nature is the same, religion is the same, and the causes of Christian mourning are 

the same now as they were when Joshua, David, Nehemiah, and Paul fasted and 

laid in the dust before the mercy-seat.  What though the number of the hopefully 

pious be greater in our day than in theirs?  What though the God of all grace has 

gladdened the hearts of his people in many places by ‘pouring out his Spirit’ and 

‘reviving his work?’  How many millions of our fellow men around us still 

remain in hardened rebellion!  How many churches in our land, notwithstanding 

all the precious revivals with which it has pleased God to favor us, are to this 

hour as cold, as desolate, and almost lifeless (in a spiritual sense), as the tombs 

which surround their places of worship!  How many personal, domestic, 

ecclesiastical and national sins press heavily upon us as a people and cry aloud 

for the judgments of a righteous God!  Think of the abounding atheism and 

various forms of infidelity, the pride, the degrading intemperance, the 

profanations of the Sabbath, the fraud, the gross impiety, the neglect and 

contempt of the gospel, and all the numberless forms of enormous moral 

corruption, which even in the most favored parts of our country prevail in a 

deplorable degree, and in the less favored hold a melancholy and undisturbed 

reign; think of these abounding sins – and think also in how small a degree 

multitudes even of the professing people of God seem to be awake to the great 

responsibilities and duties of their high vocation – and then say whether we have 

not reason for special humiliation and prayer?   

c.  “My beloved hearers, if we see no cause on account of these things for weeping 

and mourning and fasting before the Lord, it is because we have never had our 

eyes opened to see the evil of sin; never yet taken our stand among those who 

bear Jehovah’s ‘mark upon their foreheads,’ and who ‘sigh and mourn for all the 

abominations that are done’ in the land.  Professing Christians!, whatever name 

you bear, unless you are really found in these ranks of the faithful, how can you 

expect, when the angel of Jehovah’s judgment passes by (as pass by he assuredly 

will), that your habitations will be spared – or that, amid the surrounding 

darkness, there will be ‘light in your dwellings’” (Miller 26-27)?   

d.  May the Lord give us ears to hear what the Spirit is saying.  Amen.   


