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The Divine Confrontation: 

“Acts of Righteousness”  
“Fasting” 

Matthew 6:16-18 
J. Grey  

 
Introduction:  
Fasting is the third act of righteousness that we deal with tonight.  
The two previous areas of praying and giving are different from 
fasting in that fasting does not carry with it a command to do so 
v.16.  This is what I referred to on Wednesday night in our 1 & 2 
Thess. Study. 
 
2 Thess: 1:11 “Every good purpose prompted by your faith.” 
Fasting falls into this category of 2 Thess. 1:11. God allows us 
opportunities to grow spiritually based on our measure of faith.  
  

2 Thess 1:11 
11 With this in mind, we constantly pray for you, that our God 

may count you worthy of his calling, and that by his power he may 
fulfill every good purpose of yours and every act prompted by your 

faith. 
NIV 

 

Many Christians have never fasted at all, sometimes due to fear, 
ignorance, or apathy.  The benefits are great however, and a 
Christian can grow immeasurably during a time like this. God is 
always ready when we want to grow in Christian virtues.  
 

3 books I would recommend to you on the subject of fasting: 
1. The Bible 
2. 7 Basic Steps To Successful Fasting & Prayer – Bill Bright 
3. The Beginner’s Guide to Fasting – Elmer Towns 
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I. The Text – Improper Fasting 
Verse 16 – Fasting to impress or draw attention to one’s 
self is prohibited. Any reason for fasting that is not biblical is 
hypocrisy.   
 
Do Not Look Somber – Literally, do not put on a somber 
face  

 skythropos – downcast. If you are going to be 
downcast, don’t fast.  
 

 ginomai – “Don’t be like” - to begin, to be, to 
come into existence through a special agency. 

 

 hypocrites – The players.  False religious people.  
Fasting to look spiritual.  The Pharisees did this.  
All their spiritual activity- giving, worship, fasting, 
praying, were all to impress. 

 

 nesteia – To abstain from food – partially or 
totally.  Fasting. Fasting from sin is not fasting; 
that would be called obedience.  Fasting because of 
sin is acceptable, due to sorrow over sin.  That is 
an act of contrition. Fasting from popcorn and 
chocolate is also not fasting. Sacrifice has to be a 
part of fasting. That’s my opinion and I know 
others disagree.  You have a right to your opinion.     

 

 prosopon – Face toward the eye or face.  Around 
the eye.  The surface of the earth.  One’s 
appearance. Disfiguring the face. This is a scowl or 
grimace.   

 
To disfigure the face – αφανιζουοιν – used 5 times in the NT 

Translated – disfigure  6:16, doth corrupt 6:19, corrupt 
20, James 4:14 vanished away, perish Acts 13:41 
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Matt 6:16 
16 "When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites 
do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are 

fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their 
reward in full.  

NIV 
 

Matt 6:19-20 
19 "Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, 

where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break 
in and steal. 20 But store up for yourselves treasures in 

heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and 
where thieves do not break in and steal.  

NIV 
 

James 4:14 
14 Why, you do not even know what will happen 
tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that 

appears for a little while and then vanishes.  
NIV 

 
Acts 13:41 

41 "'Look, you scoffers, 
wonder and perish, 

for I am going to do something in your days 
that you would never believe, 

even if someone told you.'"  
NIV 

  

To change from one state to another.  In other words, to 
change one’s facial expression (Zodh 853). In this case, to 
disfigure, to look miserable.  It’s like a guy with a man cold, 
ha ha! 
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Point – Jesus corrects the perverted Jewish view of fasting 
that it was done to receive special merit from God and then 
to be seen by men. Fasting is not a magical way to get prayers 
answered or special favors from God. Fasting is not for 
manipulating God.  
 

Quote: John MacArthur notes that all the scripture 
disciplines we have mentioned had become a sham and a 
mockery to the self-righteous. 
 
*I hope that you are not missing this point!  Jesus is talking 
to the self-righteous.  That means that they set their own 
standard of righteousness. We are to come to God while 
fasting as humble servants seeking refreshing and new 
spiritual vigor for service.  Fasting is for reviving or 
increasing close fellowship with our God.   
 
2 problems of fasting – some consider it superfluous and 
others think it superstitious. It is neither. Improper 
fasting leads to loss of reward. 
 

Proper Fasting: 
Verse 17 

1. Put on oil. 
2. Wash your face. 

 
Do not make your fasting out to be a harmful or regretted 
process to others. Don’t be a martyr. Wash and be ready. 
This intimates preparation.  One of the greatest failures in 
fasting is failure to prepare. Get the body, mind, and spirit 
prepared.  Why are you fasting and when should you start?    
 
Jesus said, “When you fast.”  He never cautioned against it 
so He approved of it. He Himself fasted.   
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*Oil and washing were a part of good grooming.  Instead of 
disfiguring your face, put on a happy face.  Make it a positive 
experience. No one made you fast, so this is a heart matter. 
God loves a cheerful giver, a cheerful prayer, and a cheerful 
faster. If it makes you miserable, don’t do it. Luther almost 
killed himself fasting and punishing himself to please God.  
If fasting is “works” to you, your “works” will be burned up.   
 

Verse 18a We do not need to make it obvious we are fasting 
-  unless it is a public fast. Keep some secrecy between you 
and God. If you are asked, or it becomes obvious to others, 
you don’t have to hide it or lie, just explain you are fasting for 
a period of time.   
 

Verse 18b God sees everything we do.  If the motive is pure, 
the heart is right, then God will reward your fast. 
 

II. The Teachings of Fasting 
 

1. Public Calamities- 2 Sam. 1:12 
 

2 Sam 1:12 
12 They mourned and wept and fasted till evening for 

Saul and his son Jonathan, and for the army of the Lord 
and the house of Israel, because they had fallen by the 

sword.  
NIV 

 
2. Afflictions- Psa. 35:13, Dan. 6:18 

 
Ps 35:13 

13 Yet when they were ill, I put on sackcloth 
and humbled myself with fasting. 

When my prayers returned to me unanswered,  
 I went about mourning 
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as though for my friend or brother. 
I bowed my head in grief 

as though weeping for my mother.  
NIV 

 
Dan 6:17-18 

17 A stone was brought and placed over the mouth of 
the den, and the king sealed it with his own signet ring 

and with the rings of his nobles, so that Daniel's 
situation might not be changed. 18 Then the king 
returned to his palace and spent the night without 

eating and without any entertainment being brought to 
him. And he could not sleep.  

NIV 
 

3. Private Afflictions- 2 Sam. 12:16 
 

2 Sam 12:15-17 
15 After Nathan had gone home, the Lord struck the child that 
Uriah's wife had borne to David, and he became ill. 16 David 

pleaded with God for the child. He fasted and went into his house 
and spent the nights lying on the ground. 17 The elders of his 

household stood beside him to get him up from the ground, but he 
refused, and he would not eat any food with them. 

NIV 
 

4. Approaching Danger- Esth. 4:16 
 

Est 4:15-16 
15 Then Esther sent this reply to Mordecai: 16 "Go, gather 

together all the Jews who are in Susa, and fast for me. Do not eat 
or drink for three days, night or day. I and my maids will fast as 
you do. When this is done, I will go to the king, even though it is 

against the law. And if I perish, I perish."  
NIV 
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5. Increasing prayer life- Dan. 9:3, (public 
calamity and with prayer). 
 

Dan 9:3 
3 So I turned to the Lord God and pleaded with him in prayer and 

petition, in fasting, and in sackcloth and ashes.  
NIV 

 
6. Confession of Sin- 1 Sam 7:6, Neh. 9:1,2 

 
1 Sam 7:5-6 

5 Then Samuel said, "Assemble all Israel at Mizpah and I will 
intercede with the Lord for you." 6 When they had assembled at 
Mizpah, they drew water and poured it out before the Lord. On 
that day they fasted and there they confessed, "We have sinned 
against the Lord." And Samuel was leader of Israel at Mizpah.  

NIV 
 

Neh. 9:1-2 
On the twenty-fourth day of the same month, the Israelites 

gathered together, fasting and wearing sackcloth and having dust 
on their heads. 2 Those of Israelite descent had separated 

themselves from all foreigners. They stood in their places and 
confessed their sins and the wickedness of their fathers.  

NIV 
 

Ezra 10:5-8 
 So Ezra rose up and put the leading priests and Levites and all 
Israel under oath to do what had been suggested. And they took 

the oath. 6 Then Ezra withdrew from before the house of God and 
went to the room of Jehohanan son of Eliashib. While he was 

there, he ate no food and drank no water, because he continued to 
mourn over the unfaithfulness of the exiles.  

7 A proclamation was then issued throughout Judah and 
Jerusalem for all the exiles to assemble in Jerusalem. 8 Anyone 
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who failed to appear within three days would forfeit all his 
property, in accordance with the decision of the officials and 

elders, and would himself be expelled from the assembly of the 
exiles.  
NIV 

 
7. Humiliation  Deut. 9:18 

 
Deut 9:18-19 

18 Then once again I fell prostrate before the Lord for forty days 
and forty nights; I ate no bread and drank no water, because of all 
the sin you had committed, doing what was evil in the Lord's sight 

and so provoking him to anger.  
NIV 

 
8. Ordination of Ministers  Acts 13:3, 14:23 

 
Acts 13:2-3 

2 While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy 
Spirit said, "Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to 

which I have called them." 3 So after they had fasted and prayed, 
they placed their hands on them and sent them off.  

NIV 
 

Acts 14:23-24 
23 Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church 

and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in 
whom they had put their trust.  

NIV 
 

Habitual Fasters: 
 

1. John’s Disciples  Matt. 9:14 
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Matt 9:14 
14 Then John's disciples came and asked him, "How is it that we 

and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?"  
NIV 

2. Anna  Luke 2:37 
 

Luke 2:36-37 
36 There was also a prophetess, Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, of 

the tribe of Asher. She was very old; she had lived with her 
husband seven years after her marriage, 37 and then was a widow 
until she was eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped 

night and day, fasting and praying.  
NIV 

 
3. Pharisees  Matt. 9:14, Mk. 2:18 

 
Mark 2:18 

18 Now John's disciples and the Pharisees were fasting. Some 
people came and asked Jesus, "How is it that John's disciples and 

the disciples of the Pharisees are fasting, but yours are not?" 
NIV 

 
4. Cornelius  Acts 10:10 

 
Acts 10:10-11 

10 He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the 
meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance.  

NIV 
 

5. Paul  2 Cor. 6:5, 11:27 
 

2 Cor 6:5 
5 in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless 

nights and hunger…  
NIV 
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2 Cor 11:27-28 
27 I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I 

have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I 
have been cold and naked. 28 Besides everything else, I face daily 

the pressure of my concern for all the churches.  
NIV 

 
In Bereavement: 

1. For the people of Jabesh-gilead for Saul and his sons  1 
Sam. 13:13 

2. David at Saul’s Death  2 Sam. 1:12 
3. Child’s Sickness  2 Sam. 12:16,21-32 
4. Abner’s Death  2 Sam. 3:35 

 
OT Prolonged Fasts: 
 

1. Daniel – 10:2,3 
Dan 10:2-3 

2 At that time I, Daniel, mourned for three weeks. 3 I ate no 
choice food; no meat or wine touched my lips; and I used no 

lotions at all until the three weeks were over.  
NIV 

 
2. Moses 40 days - Ex. 24:18, 34:28 
3. Elijah – 1 Kings 19:8 

 
1 Kings 19:7-9 

7 The angel of the Lord came back a second time and touched him 
and said, "Get up and eat, for the journey is too much for you." 8 

So he got up and ate and drank. Strengthened by that food, he 
traveled forty days and forty nights until he reached Horeb, the 

mountain of God. 9 There he went into a cave and spent the night. 
NIV 

 
4. Jesus – Matt. 4:2, Mk. 1:12,13, Lk. 4:1,2 
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Matt 4:1-3 
Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by 

the devil. 2 After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was 
hungry.  

NIV 
 

Related Passages: 
1. Ezra 8:21 prayer and fasting for direction and 

punishment for enemies of God. 
2. Psalmist fasted due to sickness and sorrow  Psa. 35:13 
3. David in Psalm 69 was being attacked and people spoke 

a conspiracy about him.  Psa. 69:10 
4. Isa. 58:3ff self abasement, contrition 
5. Daniel 10:2 He describes his experience with vivid 

words.  He fasted either for or because of a great vision 
from God. 

6. Joel 1:14 Public fast of all the people 
7. Zech. 7:5, 8:19 speak of scheduled fasts by Israel 
8. Matt. 6:16 proper attitude in fasting 
9. Matt. 9:14 John’s disciples want to know why they 

habitually fast and the disciples do not.  There is a 
proper time. 

10. Matt. 17:21 for spiritual warfare (these only by prayer         
      And fasting). 
11. Acts 27:9 when in trouble 
12. 1 Cor. 7:5 a call to not fast for marital purity 

 

III. The Techniques 
 

1. Set your objective – Why am I fasting? 
Spiritual renewal, guidance, healing, grace, crisis, etc. 
 
*Make sure you talk it over with God.  Do not fast 
without his permission.  Be specific!!! Do not do too 
much. 
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2. Make a commitment 

 What kind of fast will I do?  Whole, partial, food, 
water.   

 

 How long? 
 

 Restrict certain activities due to your fast. 
 

 How much time will you pray? Prayer and 
scripture reading is essential. 

 

3. Prepare spiritually 
Repent of all sin!  Confess it all.  List sins, confess sins, 
ask for cleansing, make restitution, if necessary, ask for 
the filling of the Spirit.  Surrender spiritually to Christ.  
Meditate on God and His Word.  Expect great things. 
Physical preparation is not a lack of faith, but wisdom.  
 
Know spiritual opposition will come… be prepared. 
 

4. Be prepared physically 
 

 Consult a MD. 

 Go slow at first. 

 Prepare your body for long fasts. 

 Eat raw fruit and veggies for 2 days prior to a 
longer fast. 

 Limit physical activity. 

 Avoid drugs unless under a doctor’s care. 

 Do not exercise. 

 Rest – that is what fasting is for. 

 Be prepared for emotional, spiritual and physical 
discomforts.  Crankiness – no distortion.  Be 
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prepared for withdrawal symptoms – caffeine, 
hunger pains, headaches, etc. 
 

5. Be on a prayer schedule 
 

Pray and read the Word.  Ask the Holy Spirit to speak to 
you.  Morning, noon, night. 
 

6. End your fast properly.  Do not gorge on lots of food.  
Do not break the fast with lots of spicey foods.  Use 
common sense.   
 

7. Expect results. 
 
Closing: My personal experiences: 
 

 Before entering the ministry 

 In school 

 Healing for others 

 Direction from God and His timing 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  


