
Secret fasting 

Matthew 6:16-18 

 

At some point in our lives I’m sure we have all heard words like these, “Stop eating all those 

sweets and snacks or else you won’t have room for your dinner.” 

 

These words may have been said to you recently or maybe in the past or maybe you’ve 

heard them said to someone else. But we all know what they mean. 

 

Don’t fill yourself up on small junk things when a big, beautifully tasty and nutritious meal is 

about to be served. Because if you do, you won’t have an appetite for the greater food that is 

on offer and therefore you will miss out on what you could have eaten. 

 

Do you realise that this is our spiritual choice every single day? We are made to feast 

on God. He is infinitely interesting and satisfying. And without him, we’re left with a whole 

gaping hole in our souls. But we don’t leave it empty. We stuff it full with all sorts of less 

satisfying junk foods that won’t refresh and revitalise us like knowing God. 

 

Or as the American pastor John Piper puts it, “Our soul is stuffed with small things, and there 

is not room for the great.” 

 

This is true for the person who isn’t yet a Christian. But it can also be true for a genuine 

Christian. It is so easy to be distracted by what the world offers that we end up nibbling our 

lives away on junk rather than feasting on Jesus.  

 

So today I want to talk to you about feasting.  

 

At this point you might want to point me to the sermon title and ask whether I’ve prepared 

the wrong talk. I thought the focus for today was on secret fasting? It is! But here’s the big 

truth I want is to see. Fasting is all about feasting. 

 

Now in order to show us this I’ve got four questions for us this morning.  

 

 What is fasting? 

 Who should fast? 

 Why should we fast? 

 How should we fast? 

 

First, what is fasting? 

 

Fasting is about voluntarily going without food – or any other regularly enjoyed good gift from 

God – for the sake of some spiritual purpose. 

 

Fasting is not about losing weight. This is called dieting.  

 

Fasting is not about becoming heathier after a period of indulgence. This is called detoxing.  

 

Fasting is about going without food or some other good gift from God for the sake of some 

spiritual purpose.  

 

Let me make two observations about fasting. First, many Christians have never had any 

teaching on it at all. Second, teaching about fasting in the 21st Century Western World is 

hard because so much of our society is setup to help us indulge quickly on anything we 

want. Therefore, a message of voluntary restraint sounds very weird.  



Because of this we need to know the answer to the next two questions on the sermon outline 

 

 Who should fast? 

 Why should we fast? 

 

Second, who should fast? 

 

Who is fasting in the Bible? 

 

A warning as we look at Biblical examples: just because they did it doesn’t me we should.  

 

There was only one day in the Old Testament when it was required that all of God’s people 

fasted. The Day of Atonement, when the High Priest entered in the Holiest Place in the 

Temple.  

 

There were other examples of fasting recorded. Here are just a few… 

 

 Judges 20:26, fasted before a battle.  

 Ezra 8. Ezra proclaimed a fast for the people returning to the land with him, so the nation 

might humble itself before God and ask for a safe journey.  

 Nehemiah 1:4, “When I heard these things, I sat down and wept. For some days I 

mourned and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven.” 

 Esther 4:16, Esther fasts for three days before going to see the Persian King with her 

bold request. 

 Jonah 3. The Ninevites fasted when they heard Jonah’s message. 

 

 

What about in the New Testament? 

 

Look at the first three words of Matthew 6:16. What does Jesus say? Not if you fast but 

when you fast. 

 

Who is Jesus speaking to? His disciples. Here is a concentrated manual for Christian 

discipleship.  

 

Jesus expects all of his followers to fast. 

 

Notice he doesn’t say that if you are one of my followers from the Church of England, then 

fast. Or if you are from the kind of tradition that likes rituals and robes, then fast. Or if you 

have a quiet life without the mayhem and busyness of children or employment.  

 

No he says to all of his disciples, when you fast do this. 

 

Later on in Matthew’s Gospel, in chapter 9, there is a fascinating conversation between 

the disciples of John the Baptist and Jesus about fasting. They ask Jesus why his disciples 

don’t fast. This si what Jesus says in reply, “How can the guests of the bridegroom mourn 

while he is with them? The time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them, 

then they will fast.” 

 

What’s all this about? Jesus is the promised Messiah. The Saviour is with them. So it’s the 

time to feast. As you would do at a wedding feast – or a wedding breakfast. I.e. we break our 

fast because the celebration has arrived. But in the future, Jesus’ disciples will fast when he 

is taken to heaven. 

 



This means that there will be no fasting when Jesus returns. But before that day, Jesus 

expects all of his disciples to fast.  

 

Third, why should we fast? 

 

There are different reasons why people fast in the Bible. 

 

For example: 

 

 To humble oneself before God 

 To show dedication to God 

 To express repentance 

 To seek God’s guidance 

 To seek his protection 

 

But the reason I want to focus on this morning is how fasting increases our hunger for God.  

 

That is, we fast in order to feast. 

 

The act of fasting from food or another good gift from God increases our hunger for the God 

who is infinitely good and glorious.  

 

John Piper says the greatest enemy of hunger for God is not poison but apple pie.  

 

That is, the biggest threat is not from what is bad but from what is good.  

 

The good is the enemy of the best. 

 

Fasting is a gift from God to enable us to increase our appetite for God himself. 

 

How does this happen? 

 

Let me mention four ways. 

 

 The extra time saved from eating allows us to feast on God through Bible reading and 

prayer. 

 

 We medicate our pain with food and other things. But if we fast from God-substitutes we 

must look to God himself. 

 

 Fasting from food allows us to feel hunger pains. This alerts us to how little we feel the 

same hunger pains for Christ. But it inspires us to pray that we will desire him more. 

 

 Fasting helps our self-discipline. This can help us to be restrained and say no in a whole 

variety of situations, which is really good for spiritual growth.  

 

Or if I can put it like this, in order to say yes to Jesus we need to learn to say no to 

other people.  

 

Fourth, how should we fast? 

 

Here are four suggestions.  

 

 



 Start small  

 

Don’t go from nothing to a week of fasting. 

 

Maybe one meal. Then two. Maybe a day. 

 

Maybe drink juice and water. And then only water. 

 

 Plan what you’ll do instead of eating 

 

It creates time for prayer and meditation on the word of God 

 

 Fast from something that isn’t food 

 

Fasting from food is a very powerful thing to do. 

 

We can fast from other good gifts from God as well.  

 

What kind of fasting would awaken your desire for Jesus? 

 

Could it be from Netflix or Facebook or Instagram? 

 

 Keep it secret 

 

Whatever you do, keep it secret. 

 

This is the big contrast in these two verses about fasting in Matthew 6. Listen to verse 16. 

Read verses 16 to 18. 

 

In short, when we fast no one should know apart from one the person who matters most of 

all, the audience of one, Almighty God. 

 

 

In Conclusion 

 

What does this mean for us? 

 

If not a Christian, the first step is not fasting but feasting on Christ by faith. 

 

Fasting in itself doesn’t get you closer to God. Faith gets you close to God. 

 

If a Christian, then let’s introduce fasting into our normal Christian experience. 

 

It’s a way to ensure we don’t snack on little things when God himself is on the menu. 

 

Fasting is a great gift that enables us to feast on our great Giver. 

 

Let’s pray. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


