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1 
Together guiding every person to completion in Christ alone… 

To “fast” is to abstain 
from food. Our term 

“breakfast” refers to the 
end of an overnight fast. 

Fasting to Get Attention (6:16) 
6:16“Whenever you fast, do not put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites 
do, for they neglect their appearance so that they will be noticed by 
men when they are fasting. Truly I say to you, they have their reward 
in full.” 
 Hypocrites 

 Jesus is correcting a practice that was already going on, 
 and He wants to warn His disciples against this 
 popular role model (see Luke 18:12). 

 Before we jump to the conclusion that it’s easy not to be 
 a hypocrite, consider this: Matthew 5:16, but not 6:1 
 (or 6:2,5,16). 

 Motivation (“so that”) 
  Spiritual Approval from Others 

 READ Matthew 23:27-28. 
  Self-Esteem 

 It could be that neither other people nor the Father 
 are the motivation for our self-denial; it may be 
 for ourselves. We might engage in self-denial to 
 build ourselves up in our own eyes. “I am a 
 spiritual person because I deny myself.” This 
 mindset is anti-Gospel, since our identity comes 
 from Christ and not our own deeds. It can easily 
 become pride in our dealing with others, or result 
 in a false confession before Christ (see 
 Matthew 7:22). 

  Selfishness 
 READ Isaiah 58:1-12. The people were fasting to try 

 to gain God’s attention and help – but not His 
 holiness and will. Even while fasting to try to get 
 what they wanted, they oppressed each other.1 
 God calls for a different kind of fast – a fast in 

                                                           
1 The same problem was occurring four centuries later         
(Zechariah 7:1-14): spiritual exercise for selfish reasons, to the 
neglect of fellow believers. 
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Together guiding every person to completion in Christ alone… 

READ 
Philippians 

2:1-18. 

 which one doesn’t deny himself of food, but of his 
 own selfish desires for the sake of his fellow 
 covenant community members. Self-denial ought 
 to humble you and motivate you to love other 
 believers. 

 Earthly Rewards the Only Rewards 
 

Satisfied with the Father (6:17-18) 
6:17“But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face 
6:18so that your fasting will not be noticed by men, but by your Father 
Who is in secret; and your Father Who sees what is done in secret 
will reward you.” 
 Self-Denial (“when you fast”) 

 A fast is an expression of self-denial. Self-denial is a 
 basic foundation for a life that follows Jesus:  
 READ 10:38-39; 16:24. 

 Jesus Himself fasted in 4:1-4. He gives us a context for 
 His fasting when He quotes Deuteronomy 8:3. 
 Jesus’ fast shows the absolute priority of the 
 Word of God over any earthly need. 

 Our self-denial should show how much more 
 satisfying God is than even the most basic needs 
 of life. 

 Motivation (“so that”) 
 As in the case of our giving to the poor (6:2-4) and our 

 prayer (6:5-15), we fast to “be noticed…by your 
 Father Who is in secret.” 

 Spiritual Self-Discipline2 
 Fasting often arises out of deep spiritual mourning, 

 accompanied by dedicated prayer.3 

                                                           
2 The Bible does not speak of fasting from the point of view of 
physical/health benefits. As Jesus teaches here, it is an act of self-
denial before God the Father for spiritual ends/goals, not physical. 
3 2 Samuel 12:16,21-23; 2 Chronicles 20:3; Ezra 8:21,23;      
Nehemiah 1:4; Esther 4:3,16; 9:29-32 (part of the regulations for 
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Compare           
Daniel 1:10,12,15              

with Matthew 6:17. 

Self-denial & 
humbleness are 
part of a cross-

shaped life. 

 The prophet Daniel gives us two important examples of 
 fasting: 

1. READ Daniel 1:1-12. Daniel’s fast is not an 
 abstinence from food to seek the Lord (and 
 not a statement about the benefits of 
 vegetarianism!), but a statement of 
 allegiance to God above the king of 
 Babylon.4 Compare with Proverbs 23:1-3. 

2. READ Daniel 10:1-21. In 10:3, it is part of the 
 prophet’s seeking understanding to a 
 “message” he received from the Lord. It was 
 a visible expression of his inward humbling 
 himself before God (10:12). 

 A Question of Corporate Fasting 
  The Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16) 

 In this way, fasting has a connection to the petition 
 “forgive us our debts” (6:12). It was an 
 expression of grief over sin. 

 The “humbling of your soul” theme reoccurs 
 throughout the instructions concerning the Day of 
 Atonement – a phrase that is parallel to fasting 
 (Psalm 35:15): READ Leviticus 16:29,31; 
 23:27,29,32 (compare with the “humbling” of 
 Deuteronomy 8:3). 

 The Day of Atonement has passed away, having 
 been fulfilled in the work of Jesus on the cross for 
 our sins – how does this reality speak to the 
 humbling of our souls? 

 
 

                                                           
Purim); Psalm 35:13; 69:10; 109:24; Jeremiah 36:6,9; Daniel 9:3; 
Joel 1:14; 2:12,15; Jonah 3:5; Acts 13:2-3. 
4 The emphasis is on the “king’s choice food” (1:5,8,13,15). Those 
who eat the king’s food at the king’s table are those who are in 
fellowship with him, rely on him for provision, and profess allegiance 
to him. 
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Compare 
6:17 with 

Ecclesiastes 
9:7-9. 

  Fasting as Part of Corporate Prayer 
 READ 2 Chronicles 20:1-19; Ezra 8:21-23; 

 Nehemiah 9:1-10:39; Esther 3:8-4:3; 9:30-31. 
 Do Not Deny the Gospel in a Fast 

 We do not earn forgiveness or blessings by fasting. Our 
 trust is in Christ, not our own self-denial or any other 
 act. 

 Make sure your theology of fasting doesn’t get skewed 
 beyond the bounds of Scripture (1 Timothy 4:1-5)! 
 Food is God’s good provision (Genesis 1:29-30; 
 2:9,16; 9:3; Matthew 6:11), and should be a daily 
 motivation to pray and give thanks to God. 

 

Fasting As a Confession of Hope 
 Waiting for the Bridegroom 

 Jesus, the Bridegroom of His Church, taught that His 
 absence is a motivation to fast (Matthew 9:14-15//
 Mark 2:18-20//Luke 5:33-35). It is paralleled to 
 “mourning” (see Matthew 5:4). 

 “When you fast” Jesus assumes His followers will fast, 
 just as they will give to the poor and pray. It is a mark 
 of those who are Jesus’ disciples. Do we have room 
 in our Christianity for this kind of self-humbling before 
 the Father? 

 Fasting Swallowed Up in Feasting 
 Fasting will one day be swallowed up in feasting 

 (Zechariah 8:19).5 
 How can you have a place at that forever table? 

 READ Revelation 19:7-10. Those who hold to the 
 testimony about Jesus no matter the cost (1:9; 20:4), 
 and obey God’s commands out of that faith (12:17),
 have a place at God’s feast forever. 

 
All that God is for us in Christ is better 

than all this world has to offer – does your life reveal this truth? 

                                                           
5 This is prefigured in Nehemiah 8:1-12. 


