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SCRIPTURE/SERIES  PASTOR DAVID SAYLOR 

A “FAST” SERMON 

Matthew 6:16–18 (NIV)
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. 
17

 But 

when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your 

face, 
18

 so that it will not be obvious to men that you 

are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; 

and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will 

reward you.  

People in churches like ours start to get 

uncomfortable when the subject of fasting comes up. 

“Some denominations do fasting; Baptists do 

casseroles and potluck dinner.” Many may think of 

fasting as something mystical or radical. 

One day, little Ginny’s father announced to the 
family that he was going to fast and pray. Ginny, a 5-
year-old, had recently learned that fasting meant not 
eating. “No!” she shouted. “You can’t fast! You’ll die!”  

Her dad carefully explained that many men and 
women fasted in Bible times. Ginny thought a 
moment. Then, she blurted out, “And, daddy, they are 
all dead.”  

Little Ginny didn’t really understand what fasting 

was all about, and I think that’s where many of us are 

at. We don’t really understand what fasting is all 

about.  It sounds like something only super-spiritual 

people do.  

But Fasting is Biblical, and it is a spiritual 

discipline for Christians today, as we shall see. And 

it’s something we would benefit from if we do it for 

the right reasons and in a Biblical fashion. 

What is fasting?  Fasting is a voluntary 

abstinence or restriction of food or other consuming 

activities for a specified period of time to devote 

ourselves to prayer and seeking God. It is a means of 

seeking God by denying the physical in order to focus 

on the spiritual. Fasting is an act of self-denial to 

draw closer to God, to hear God better. 

Although there are a number of variations, 

normally in the Bible, fasting involved abstaining 

from food and only consuming water or juice.  

But you do not have to give up just food; it can be 

anything that is important to you so you can focus on 

the things of the Spirit.  It could be abstaining from 

watching television, sports telecasts, romance novels, 

naps, dating, recreational shopping, etc.  In fact, some 

adults and teens might seriously consider a fast from 

the internet, cell phones or Facebook! 

"The purpose of such abstinence," says O. 

Hallesby, "is to loosen to some degree the ties which 

bind us to the world or material surroundings as a 

whole, in order that we may concentrate all our spirit 

upon the unseen and eternal things."
1
 

From the text we read, we see that Jesus, although 

he never commands us to fast, EXPECTS that we will 

fast. “When you fast” and then he proceeds to warn 

against some errors. 

Fasting occurs regularly in the Old Testament and 

also quite frequently in the new, which we shall see. 

¶ Jesus’ fasted after His baptism, and this action 

strengthened him to stand ground against the 

Devil’s temptations (Matthew 4:1-11) 

¶ Saul fasted after his experience on the road to 

Damascus (Acts 9:9)  

¶ The Early Church, as they were worshipping and 

fasting commissioned Paul and Barnabas for a 

special work from God (Acts 13:1-3) 

¶ Paul and Barnabas prayed and fasted for God’s 

guidance with the appointment of elders (Acts 

14:23)  

Fasting however, is never to be done for show or 

simply as a religious ritual. It always is combined 

with a spiritual purpose. I would like to take some 

time and show you the various reasons that the Bible 

gives for people to fast. (You may sense the Spirit 

urging you to set aside time to fast for the same 

reason.) 

1. WE FAST TO STRENGTHEN OUR PRAYERS 
This is the place to start because fasting and 

prayer always go together in the Bible. 

In Ezra 8:21-23, when Ezra was about to lead a 

group of exiles back to Jerusalem, he proclaimed a 

fast in order for the people to seek the Lord earnestly 

for safe passage. They were to face many dangers 

without military protection during their nine-hundred-
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mile journey. "So we fasted and petitioned our God 

about this," says Ezra 8:23, "and he answered our 

prayer." 

There’s something about fasting that sharpens the 

edge of our intercessions and gives passion to our 

supplications. 

The Protestant reformer, John Calvin said, 

“Whenever men are to pray to God concerning any 

great matter it would be expedient to appoint fasting 

along with prayer.”  

When we have a major issue going on in our lives - 

- - maybe we’re considering a job change, we have a 

major medical decision to make, we have a financial 

or marital issue which is weighing heavily on our 

hearts, then in addition to prayer, we can add fasting. 

The most important aspect of this discipline is its 

influence on prayer. The purpose of fasting is not to 

go on a “spiritual hunger strike,” hoping God will 

give us whatever we want; the purpose of fasting is 

for our benefit. As we fast and pray, it changes our 

prayers. We come more in touch with our needs and 

most especially our need of God in our lives. 

King David fasted and prayed over his dying son, 

pleading for God to spare him.  The son died, but 

David was different because of that prayer.  His faith 

was strengthen.  He knew he would see his son 

someday. (2 Sam. 12:22-23) 

You’ll notice that in one way or another, all the 

other biblical purposes of fasting relate to prayer: 

¶ Daniel (in 9:3) devoted himself to plead with God 

"in prayer and petition, in fasting."   

¶ It wasn’t until after "they had fasted and prayed" 

that the church in Antioch "placed their hands" on 

Barnabas and Saul of Tarsus and "sent them off" 

on the first missionary journey (Acts 13:3). 

2. TO SEEK GOD’S GUIDANCE 

Acts 14:23 (NIV)
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.  

There is biblical precedent for fasting to more 

clearly discern the will of God. 

Fasting does not ensure the certainty of receiving 

clear guidance from God. Rightly practiced, however, 

it does make us more receptive to the One who loves 

to guide us. 

It helps us become more receptive to God’s 

wisdom, guidance and leading in our lives.  

FOR THE WORK OF GOD.  And it is not only 

guidance for our personal lives, it can also be to seek 

guidance for the work of God in the world. 

This was the purpose for Nehemiah’s fast (Neh. 

1:4) when he heard that despite the return of many 

Jewish exiles to Jerusalem, the city still had no wall to 

defend it. And after his fast, Nehemiah then went to 

work to do something tangible and public to 

strengthen this work of God. 

Just as a parent might fast and pray out of concern 

for the work of God in a child’s life, so Christians 

may fast and pray because they feel a burden for the 

work of God. 

A Christian might feel compelled to fast and pray 

for the work of God in a place that has experienced 

tragedy, disappointment, or apparent defeat.  Or for 

God to bring victory and success to the future of His 

work.  As we saw, Paul and Barnabus were sent on 

their mission after the church prayed and fasted. 

3. TO EXPRESS GRIEF  

Three of the first four references in the Bible to 

fasting connect it with an expression of grief. As 

mentioned in Judges 20:26, the Israelites wept and 

fasted before the Lord not only to seek His guidance, 

but also to express their grief for the forty thousand 

brothers they had lost in battle. 

We fast because our hearts have been saddened. 

Maybe it is an illness, a death, a significant loss in our 

lives; and we lay ourselves before God and seek His 

comfort and wisdom through a fast.  

WE also fast: 

4. TO EXPRESS REPENTANCE 

God instructed his people in Joel 2:12 (NIV)
12

 

“Even now,” declares the Lord, “return to me with 

all your heart, with fasting and weeping and 

mourning.”  

When Daniel understood that his people would be 

70 years in exile he turned to God: Daniel 9:3–6 

(NIV)
3
 So I turned to the Lord God and pleaded with 

him in prayer and petition, in fasting, and in 

sackcloth and ashes. 
4
 I prayed to the Lord my God 

and confessed: “O Lord, the great and awesome God, 

who keeps his covenant of love with all who love him 

and obey his commands, 
5
 we have sinned and done 

wrong. We have been wicked and have rebelled; we 

have turned away from your commands and laws. 
6
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We have not listened to your servants the prophets…” 

When Jonah preached to the Ninevites, the 

Scripture says they repented with fasting (Jonah 3). 

When we repent from our sinfulness, we not only 

are sorrowful, we have a desire to make things right. 

When we repent, this should lead to changes in our 

lives. We should begin to take action, and fasting may 

help us discover God’s plan.  

Fasting also helps us   

5. HUMBLE OURSELVES BEFORE GOD 

Sometimes we need to express our humility before 

God.  

One of the most wicked men in Jewish history, 

King Ahab, eventually humbled himself before God 

and demonstrated it by fasting: 1 Kings 21:27–29 

"When Ahab heard these words, he tore his clothes, 

put on sackcloth and fasted. He lay in sackcloth and 

went around meekly." As a result, God withheld his 

judgment.  

Maybe we have had a period in our lives where we 

moved away from God, and we recognize the need to 

turn back to God. Fasting with this in mind helps us 

reconnect with God. It can be an act, an expression of 

humility, in which we are admitting “God is God,” 

and we are not. 

Two final reasons to fast which I want to mention 

are 

6. FASTING IN ORDER TO OVERCOME A 

TEMPTATION 

Matthew 4:1–4 (NIV)
1
 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. 
3
 The tempter came to him and said, “If you 

are the Son of God, tell these stones to become 

bread.” 
4
 Jesus answered, “It is written: „Man does 

not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes 

from the mouth of God.‟”  

 There are times in our lives when we are facing 

difficult temptations or believe there will be 

temptations coming our way or to members of our 

family. Because of this, we may fast. During fasts like 

this, we recall the power and promise of the presence 

of Christ in our lives. We are reminded of the 

temptations of Jesus while He was in the desert. He 

fasted as a way to connect with the Father, to better 

understand His will and to resist the temptations of 

satan.  

Perhaps we are traveling (or our spouse is 

traveling) and temptations for mental and sensual 

unfaithfulness abound.  

At the start of school or a new job or ministry 

there may be new temptations.  

Often we face decisions that place unusual 

temptations before us. Do we take a new job that will 

mean more money but much less time with the family? 

Do we accept the promotion and transfer that would 

end a significant ministry that we have been having?  

In times of exceptional temptation, exceptional 

measures are required. Fasting to overcome 

temptation and renew our dedication to God is a 

Christlike response. 

One thought about Jesus in the desert, we often 

assume He was at His weakest because He had not 

eaten for 40 days, however, I would say He was at 

His strongest. Now Jesus was hungry, but He had 

been fed by God in a spiritual way which ultimately 

strengthened Jesus for whatever would come His way 

during the desert journey. 

The final purpose I want to talk about is 

7. EXPRESSING LOVE AND WORSHIP TO GOD 

THROUGH FASTING 
We usually think of fasting as an event which 

occurs when we are going through difficult moments. 

However, in the New Testament, Anna was 

“worshiping with fasting and prayer night and day” 

(Luke 2:37) in the temple. 

Fasting can be an expression of finding your 

greatest pleasure and enjoyment in God. 

 And the church at Antioch: Acts 13:2–3 (NIV)
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  

Fasting honors God and is a means of worshiping 

Him as such. It means that your stomach isn’t your 

god as it is with some (see Phil. 3:19). Instead it is 

God’s servant, and fasting proves it because you’re 

willing to sublimate its desires (or the desires of other 

things) to those of the Spirit. 

Conslusion 

I did call this "A Fast Sermon” so let me not 

disappoint those who may have taken it differently. 
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I gave you 7 reason God’s people fast.  Remember, 

when we fast, it should have a spiritual purpose. Our 

goal should be “connection with God,” not wanting to 

impress others or be prideful or coerce God - our 

desire should be the experience of God. It’s just one 

way of telling God that your priority at that 

moment is to be alone with him, sorting out 

whatever is at issue in your life at the moment  

- And in doing so you have canceled the meal, 

party, concert, or whatever else you had planned to do 

in order to fulfill that priority. 

- It’s all about putting God above our normal 

routines!  

 

So, as we close, what are some steps? Let me just 

give a couple of suggestions. 

I’m going to make this pretty simple. 

1. As I briefly outlined 7 main reasons God’s 

people fasted, perhaps the Holy Spirit started 

speaking to you. “You need your prayer strengthened, 

you need guidance on the decision, that problem you 

are facing.”  “You need to get serious with God about 

that temptation you constantly face and give in to.” 

If God is speaking to you personally, I want to 

urge you to make a plan to set up a time to fast.   

2. AND since fasting is always tied into prayer, an 

it something that the CHURCH did when it need 

guidance and power in prayer, I want to challenge 

every one of you who are serious about God leading 

our congregation, to choose at least one day to fast in 

preparation for next month’s March "House of 

Prayer" meeting.   

Ask God to show you what you are going to lay 

aside (abstain from) so that you can focus more on 

him. Maybe it's food, or maybe it's something else 

that is important to you.   

If you need to, start small. For example if it’s food, 

skip one meal don’t tell anyone, just do it, drink 

plenty of water, and you will be fine. (Of course, if 

you have a medical condition, check with a doctor to 

see if it is permissible for you to fast.) 

Then during your time of fasting, practice the other 

Spiritual Disciplines we have talked about. (Prayer 

Bible Study, extra service).   

When you become hungry (or when you miss the 

thing that you have removed from your regular 

routine,) that is your time to make you requests 

known to God. Your hunger pains are your reminder 

of why you are praying. So, when your stomach 

growls, take a drink of water and pray. Listen to 

Christian music, sing, worship, read God’s Word, 

celebrate God’s presence in your life.  

Or maybe you are trying to determine where God 

is in your life. So, talk to God about it, tell Him how 

you feel, cry out to Him, let your hunger remind you 

of the hunger your heart, spirit, mind and body have 

for God . . . of your longing to experience Him in 

your life. 

 

INVITATION 

As I said, Scripture gives many purposes for 

fasting and when you fast, you should do so for at 

least one of these purposes. Notice that not one of 

the purposes is to earn God’s favor. We cannot use 

fasting as a way to impress God and earn His 

acceptance.  

We are made acceptable to God through the work 

of Christ Jesus, not our work. Fasting has no eternal 

benefit for us until we have come to God through 

repentance and faith (Eph. 2:1–10, Titus 3:5–7). 

 

 

 


