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Introduction 
 John Stott, in a book titled Christian Counter Culture, argues for the practice of fasting as 
a Christian duty. He says, “Most Christians lay stress on daily prayer and sacrificial giving, but 
few lay any stress on fasting. Evangelical Christianity in particular, whose characteristic 
emphasis is on an inward religion of heart and spirit, does not readily come to terms with an 
outward bodily practice like fasting.” 
 Is Stott correct in his assessment? Should Christians recognize an obligation to fast? To 
answer to this question, we are going to deal with Matthew 6.16-18 this morning in two points: 
Fasting is not commanded but Phariseeism is condemned.   
 In a word, the theme is not fasting but Phariseeism. Hence, the title for this message is 
not fasting but “Pharisaic Fasting.” That is, the emphasis of this passage is not so much on 
fasting as it is on a manner of life that comes to expression in the case of fasting. The emphasis 
here is on an inwardness of heart and spirit. This seems to be contrary to Stott’s concern, namely, 
that Christians take up the outward bodily practice of fasting. We begin with some things about 
fasting. Afterward, we will consider some things about Phariseeism.  
 
1A. Fasting is not commanded 
 It is presupposed as a common practice of the day to be sure (“when you fast” suggests 
that fasting is a well-known fact in the experience of the listeners). Furthermore, there is the 
apparent or possible implication that the practice will continue beyond the time of Christ. For 
perspective, we need to survey this subject in Scripture.  
 1B. Definition 
 A basic definition of fasting is not eating. It was a common practice spanning both 
Testaments. In both OT and NT, fasting refers to a voluntary abstinence from all food or from 
certain select foods for varying lengths of time (John the Baptist “fasted” or came “not eating 
and drinking” by abstaining from wine, feasting, and a normal diet; the fasting of Jesus for forty 
days meant that He ate nothing). Fasting had distinctively religious connotations and was not a 
dieting technique for weight loss or even a means of promoting good health. 
 2B. Origin 
 It seems to have originally begun as an expression of grief or sorrow. Later, it became 
associated with sorrow for sin and thus with humbling oneself in confession of sin. In many 
passages, fasting and humbling oneself are practically equivalent terms (Ps. 35.13; Isa. 58.3, 5).  
 3B. Use 
 Many OT references to fasting relate to times of crisis such as an approaching war or 
battle. Then a leader commanded a national fast. 
 In the NT, the disciples of John fasted while Jesus’ disciples did not fast. Jesus, of course, 
fasted during His temptation at the beginning of His ministry.  
 Later on, the church commissioned missionaries through prayer, fasting and laying on of 
hands.  
 4B. Analysis  
 1) No general rule 
 Per this survey, a basic fact seems evident, namely, that God has not laid down a general 
rule of fasting. Most of the commands to hold a fast in the OT are by human leaders in a call for 
national awareness and concern over some impending problem (war, 2 Chron. 20.3; a dangerous 
journey, Ezra 8.21; Esther’s appearance before the king, 4.16; the coming judgment proclaimed 
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by Jonah at Nineveh, Jonah 3.5). Notably, Jezebel called for a national fast in order to have 
someone murdered so her husband could obtain that person’s property (1 Ki. 21.9). In some 
unusual cases, God calls for a fast (for example, He commands a fast as a precursor to judgment, 
Joel 1.14). The Lord often condemns the fasting of the people who fast and pray with their lips 
while their hearts are far from God (your fasting will not make your voice to be heard on high, 
Isa. 58. 4; though you fast, I will not hear, Jer. 14.12). The equivalence with prayer is obvious.  
 2) The real fast 
 The real fast that God commands is a fasting from wickedness, an abstaining from sin 
and unrighteousness (Isa. 58.6). 
 3) Association 
 Characteristically, fasting goes with prayer, mourning, sackcloth, and ashes (that is the 
case even for Daniel when he makes confession of sin and seeks relief from existing judgment, 
Dan. 9.3, I turned my face to the Lord…by prayer…with fasting and sackcloth and ashes).  
 4) Kingdom anticipation 
 Finally, there is a marvelous anticipation of the coming of the kingdom in the promise of 
a time when fasts become feasts (Zech. 8.18-19, “in seasons of joy and gladness and cheerful 
feasts”).  
 All of these things set the stage for the appearance of John the Baptist who embodied his 
message of impending judgment in his dress and diet (dressed in camel’s hair and a leather belt 
and eating locusts and wild honey, Mat. 3.4; he came not eating and drinking, Mat. 11.18).  
 In contrast to John, Jesus came eating and drinking (Mat. 11.19). John’s disciples fasted 
and the disciples of Jesus did not fast (Mat. 9.14). When asked why His disciples did not fast, 
Jesus said that the friends of the Groom do not fast when the He is present (Mat. 9.15a) but they 
will fast when others take Him away (9.15b).  
 5) Interpretation 
 Now we have the big picture. John fasted in light of his expectation of the judgment that 
he thought the Messiah would bring in His coming (Mat. 3.12, unquenchable fire). Jesus did not 
fast, because He turned fasting into feasting by His accomplished work (cf. turning water to 
wine, feeding thousands, becoming the bread of life for the world, and instituting the nourishing 
ritual of communion, these are signs of the glory of His finished work).  
 Since the Groom is still with us by means of His resurrection (I am with you always, to the 
end of the age, Mat. 28.20), then fasts have become feasts for the time between. Therefore, we 
have to understand the fasts of the early church (recorded on only two occasions, Acts 13.2, 3; 
14.23) as customary and optional practices associated with earnest prayer.  
 With this background in mind, we can return to Matthew 6.16-18 and affirm with 
confidence that Jesus does not command fasting. Instead, He gives guidelines with regard to 
fasting whenever someone practices the custom (cf. “when you fast,” vs. 16-17 is not “you must 
fast”).  
 If this is the case, then fasting is not the theme of these verses. A prevailing custom 
serves as an illustration for something else, for a discussion of Phariseeism and its opposite. 
 
2A. Phariseeism is condemned 
 Ultimately, there is a contrast in these verses between the hypocrite and you, between the 
Pharisee and the Christian, between hypocritical religion and true Christian faith.  
 Verses like these help us examine ourselves by pointing us to the issue of motives in a 
crisp way.  
 1B. The Pharisee/hypocrite 
 When the Pharisee denied himself food as a religious custom, he neglected his outward 
appearance and put on a gloomy face. He was glum, un-kept, and pained in appearance (v. 16, 
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“the hypocrites…disfigure their faces”). Of course, the reason was for show, “that their fasting 
may be seen by others” (v. 16). The real issue here is the showiness not so much the particular 
outward form of self-denial. He seeks the applause of men and that he gets as his reward. 
Consider how powerful the clear implication is of the last line in verse 16, “Truly, I say to you, 
they have received their reward” (i.e. the applause of men and that is it, period with no reward 
before God).   
 2B. The Christian 
 1) There is contrast 
 In contrast, the Christian is to avoid this kind of outward display that grows out of a 
desire for man’s approval but not God’s. Instead, Jesus says, “When you fast anoint your head 
and wash your face” (v. 17) to carry on business as usual without drawing any peculiar attention 
to yourself.  
 2) There is a bottom line 
 The bottom line is that whatever you do, you do for God. If you fast, [it is not forbidden], 
do it for God and not to be seen and approved by men.   
 In this way, other people may not see the self-denial (expressed in the practice of fasting) 
but the Father who is in secret does see it (v. 18). From this perspective, it seems that Matthew 
6.16-18 applies to a wide range of religious activities. It pertains to everything that goes with 
denying yourself and taking up your cross daily to follow Christ.  
 Thus, even the physical practice of fasting serves well to illustrate the private motives of 
the heart that condition all acts of self-denial. We should be motivated by a consciousness that 
our hearts are in clear view to God and by the desire in our souls to live before Him.  
 3) There is a positive twist 
 Note the positive twist on the point that “God is in secret” (v. 18). He is there in the 
secret places to meet with us in our acts of worship and service. Thus, we want Him to see our 
self-denial; we want His approval and His reward. Even if our works seem thankless before other 
people (per what they see and what they do not see), we focus on our Father who is there with us 
and who promises to reward us. We do not need the reward that comes from men; we desperately 
need the reward that comes from God.  
 4) There is encouragement 
 We should also note the fact that reward is a proper incentive when we seek God’s 
reward. Without seeking the applause of men, our seeking reward is proper, God’s giving of 
reward is gracious, and we are unworthy of it. Nevertheless, God promises it to encourage our 
endeavors. He gives us encouragement for the difficult times of self-denial.  
 5) There is parallel emphasis 
 The same principles apply to prayer and giving where the emphasis is likewise on the call 
to integrity, sincerity, and genuineness. Again, the emphasis is on the motives of the heart. Each 
example fluctuates between outward acts and inward attitude.  
 With respect to giving, the wrong outward act and the wrong inward impulse is 
condemned (Mat. 6.2, trumpet display for the praise of men). By contrast, the Christian gives in 
secret with an attitude that is so far from seeking the praise of men that he does not praise or 
compliment himself (But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your 
right hand is doing, Mat. 6.3).  
 With respect to prayer, it is important to stress that there is no condemnation of public or 
audible praying. The condemnation pertains to praying to be seen (or heard) for human applause 
(Mat. 6.5-6). Remember, the closet is not a literal contrast to the synagogue; the private versus 
public notion is too extreme. The closet illustrates the motive of heart, the desire to be seen by 
God, to meet with Him in worship, to gain His ear to your prayers, and to have His approval of 
your devotion. In balance with the audible or public nature of prayer (cf. our and us in the Lord’s 
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Prayer), the emphasis here is on our concentration on God in prayer, on having a deep sense of 
God’s presence. He is in secret; He is there; this is wonderful to consider and Jesus secured it for 
us by His work that brings us to the throne of grace (this is another filling out of the mustard seed 
in the mature plant).  
 In summary, no matter what the self-denial may involve, the Christian does not 
exaggerate it as an opportunity for gaining the applause of men (so others may say, “O look how 
righteous he is” or “O how righteous you are” so you can say to yourself “O how righteous I 
am”). Inwardly, he acknowledges and seeks the presence of God in secret as a gracious onlooker.  
 
Conclusion (an application based on location) 
 This text seems to be in the wrong location in the record of the Sermon on the Mount. It 
obviously goes with giving and praying (cf. “when you give,” v. 2 and “when you pray,” v. 5 
with “when you fast,” v. 16; notably v. 16f. comes after the Lord’s Family Prayer!).  
 Commentators have difficulty locating the text in the flow of thought. Preachers have 
difficulty preaching on the text in a flow of thought. Both ask something like this, “should I deal 
with the fasting section before dealing with the Lord’s Prayer or should I deal with it as a unit in 
and of itself after treating the Lord’s Prayer?” 
  Happily, we should note that the location serves a distinct emphasis in the larger 
unfolding of the Sermon on the Mount. It follows the Lord’s Prayer and the call to forgive as a 
balancing point. It sandwiches the call to public prayer, the cultivation by prayer of a godly life, 
and the imperative of forgiveness (vs. 9-15) in between an emphasis on right motives in contrast 
to hypocritical motives. Fasting, associated with prayer and humility in self-denial, serves as a 
good example from which to make a balancing statement regarding right motives of the heart.  
 Therefore, all the godly principles of life that are cultivated by the Lord’s Family Prayer 
and that call Christians to self-denial and cross bearing are to be taken up with an unselfish joy, 
with a heart for God, without the exaggeration of a gloomy carriage.  
 Being humble does not mean being glum. Granted, it is humbling and difficult to receive 
blows from other people who do not understand you or your gospel. Nonetheless, you are to 
forgive in self-denial and true humility not demanding that you have all your desires, which 
actually means that you are demanding them from God.  
 This is a call to the heart, to heart religion. Hypocrisy is pretending to be something 
before men that you know is not the case in your hearts before God. Hypocrisy is self-seeking 
and self-centered, earth-bound and man-centered. This is thus a call to a humble heart before 
God in commitment to Him as sovereign Lord of heaven and earth. It is a call to God-
centeredness.  
 The bottom line is that the Christian is to take up his or her cross daily in self-denial with 
an ever-increasing sense of the presence of God in all that he or she does. The key is the 
acknowledgement of that we are unworthy (not worthy to be sons and daughters) because God 
resists the proud but gives grace to the humble.  
 

May we fall down before the majesty of our Father who sees in secret and may we pour out 
our souls to Him with integrity, humility, and devotion for loving service 

  


