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The King’s Speech: Fasting that Rewards 
Matthew 6:16-18 
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The evangelist Billy Graham tells the story of an Eskimo man living during the 
Alaskan gold rush.  He was involved in the violent but then accepted sport of dog 
fighting and he would often bring two of his choice dogs into town, a white one 
and a black one.   
 
Bets were placed and every week the owner would bet last – sometimes the 
white dog would win and other times the black one would come out on top, but 
regardless which one won the owner had the uncanny ability to have bet 
favorably. 
 
As his claims to good luck began to fall on deaf ears people pressed him to know 
his secret.  And after some time he finally gave in telling them “I know which dog 
to bet on because the week before the fight, I feed one and starve the other.”1 
… 
[Pray] 
 
Please open your Bibles to Matthew chapter 6.  Today is the final week in a 
three-part mini-series looking at the motivations behind our good actions.  Two 
weeks ago we looked at giving, last week we looked at prayer and this week we 
are looking at fasting. 
 
Now I want to start with a warning: “Beware when anyone starts to talk about 
fasting” because there are all sorts of legalisms that can get tied up here.  Paul 
warned Timothy 

Such teachings come through hypocritical liars… they forbid people to 
marry and order them to abstain from certain foods, which God created to 
be received with thanksgiving. (1 Timothy 4:2-3)  

 
You see Christianity is not a list of do’s and don’ts, it is a joyous relationship to be 
celebrated.  We are those who have been redeemed by the blood.  We are free 
in Christ and should spend the vast majority of our time celebrating our freedom 
by enjoying what God has provided.  Celebration is the norm, fasting is not the 
norm. 
 
But as Solomon said: 

There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under the 
heavens. (Ecclesiastes 3:1) 

 

                                            
1
 Billy Graham, adapted from Gary Carver’s “Acting on the Absurd” (Ohio: CSS Pub co), 2001. pg 

86. 
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And there is a time for fasting; a time when it is appropriate to put away rejoicing 
and celebration and turn our attention to the deliberate act of self-denial.  And it 
is that time that is our focus today.  
 
But before we go there I need to emphasize that this is not the norm.  Traditions 
have grown up within Christian circles that have emphasized the somber side of 
religion.  Many have fallen into this, and of course one of the major culprits found 
its origin in 17th century Puritanism from which we Baptists come.  Now I’m not 
trashing Baptists, I think we get a lot right in our historically rigorous pursuit of 
truth in the Scriptures.  But no church or denomination gets it completely right, 
we are people, and from what I can tell from Scripture this is one of the areas 
where we have been traditionally weak. 
 
Now I’m a Hoffman and I have a German Baptist lineage similar to many of you 
and it influenced my upbringing.  Things in church were to be orderly and quiet 
and respectful.  Children were to be seen and not heard, activities like partying 
and, heaven forbid, dancing were left to the pagans outside our walls.   
 
And of course the reason for this was a focus on the cross of Christ and the 
anguish our Saviour endured to buy our pardon from sin.  Certainly torture, 
humiliation and death are not laughing matters.  Right? 
 
But as we read both Old and New Testaments it becomes evident that the 
emphasis is not on the somber.  The Jews understood this.  While they had a 
prescribed day of mourning and fasting – the Day of Atonement – by far the 
normative way they worshipped God was through feasting and partying.   
 
So they gave themselves to feasts like Passover and Pentecost, Tabernacles, 
Shemini, the New Year Feast of Trumpets, The New Moon: all yearly or monthly 
feasts some of which lasted for upwards of a week.  On top of this you have the 
weekly Sabbath celebrations, the Sabbath year and the Jubilee year 
celebrations.  There was the Feast of Dedication, the Feast of Purim, the Feast 
of Acra, the Feast of Nicanor the feast of Wood carrying on the Summer Solstice 
and probably some I’ve missed.2 
 
Israel was always feasting and partying in celebration of the fact that their God 
had been so good to them.  If you remember back to our series through Malachi 
this last summer and the sermon I did on tithing you will remember that Jews 
were required by law to dedicate 10% of their gross income to partying in 
celebration of the goodness of God.   
 
So let me ask you, next to perhaps your housing expenses and your groceries is 
your biggest expense partying in celebration of God’s goodness? There is a 
biblical precedent for that.   

                                            
2
 List taken from http://www.biblestudytools.com/encyclopedias/isbe/feasts-and-fasts.html 

accessed April 3rd, 2014.   
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Oh, but that doesn’t sound responsible!  God wants His people to celebrate His 
goodness with exuberance not responsibility….  Now I’m not saying don’t be 
responsible people, but I am saying be careful how far you push responsibility, it 
doesn’t always fit. 
 
And indeed the early church continued the tradition of celebrating God’s 
goodness.  They moved the weekly worship celebration to The Lord’s Day, 
Sunday, because Sunday was the day Jesus rose from the dead, that’s party 
worthy! 
 
So while there is a time for somber reflection, and perhaps Good Friday, which is 
coming up, is a good day to do that, it is essential to remember that Friday is 
good because Sunday is coming.   
 
We need to remember Jesus went to the cross not because He was excited 
about the cross, but as the Author of Hebrews says: 

For the joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame 
(Hebrews 12:2) 
 

The pain, shame and sorrow of the cross were real, but Jesus went through it all 
because He deemed the joy beyond the cross worth it.  And friends you and I live 
in the day of that joy.   
 
Theologians speak of the “Already and the Not Yet” of the Kingdom of God.  
Because Jesus lived, died and lives again the Kingdom of God is “Already” 
breaking into the world we live in.  And Christians are people who live in the joy 
of this reality.  We live celebrating the fact that God is Already at work in our 
midst. 
 
But of course the Kingdom hasn’t broken in completely - there is a “Not Yet 
component to it.  And so Christians also live with a sense of longing for Christ to 
return and make all things new.  And so because the Kingdom is Already and Not 
Yet, Christians are those who live today feasting in God’s goodness and sharing 
it with those around them, this is the norm, and yet we do not neglect our fasting 
for what God still has for us in the future.   
… 
Ok, that’s our context; please turn with me now to Matthew chapter 6 verse 16. 
 
[Read Matthew 6:16-18] 
 
Now as we look at this remember that we are looking at the motivation behind 
the good things Christians do.  Jesus assumes we are going to do good things: 
He said “when you give” and “when you pray” and now He says “when you fast”. 
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But what Jesus wants to get at is why we do these things.  Because He says it is 
very possible for people to do great things and get no lasting reward.  And Jesus 
thinks that is foolish.  He wants us to get a reward.  He wants us to get God’s 
reward for our good actions.  That’s how verse 18 finishes. 
 
Now the reward we are talking about here is not salvation.  And I need to say this 
again because it is easy to think that what Jesus wants us to do is give and pray 
and fast in a way that will lead God to save us.  But that’s not what Jesus is 
talking about.  The whole context of the Sermon on the Mount is found in 
Matthew 5:3 where Jesus says: 

Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 
5:3) 

 
Blessed are those who come to God with outstretched arms of desperation 
recognizing there is nothing they can do to earn salvation – that’s what poor in 
spirit means.  But the rest of Jesus’ sermon has been about what happens to the 
Christian after this grace infuses us.  And Jesus’ point is that if we have received 
grace from God it will make us live a certain way.  We will not get tied up in anger 
and lust and dishonesty and self-justice seeking and hating our enemies, instead 
we will live towards our neighbours motivated by a desire to please our Father.   
 
But here’s the warning, if you give in a way everyone notices, then the reward 
you get is public admiration – people will think you are great.  And if you pray in a 
way that makes the people around you think you are spiritual then that’s the 
reward you get.   
 
And now Jesus says when you fast, or when you do your private devotional 
things, don’t do them in a way that attracts attention from people, because then 
all you will get is a person’s reward.  So verse 17 says “put some product in your 
hair and take a bath.”  Don’t make it obvious that you are fasting.  Instead of 
seeking your reward from people verse 4 and 6 and now 18 say do your good 
deeds secretly so that your father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward 
you.  Jesus says do good with your Father in mind seeking to earn His reward. 
… 
Now let me just ask you, does the idea of earning God’s reward or God’s 
pleasure sound funny to you?  It did to me for a long time.  And that was because 
I was confusing two things.  I was confusing God’s unconditional acceptance and 
salvation – that’s justification – with His pleasure of seeing His image grow in me 
– that’s sanctification.  And I think this confusion came primarily from not 
understanding the different ways Jesus and Paul talk. 
 
Now Paul totally agrees with Jesus, but they emphasize different things.  Paul is 
big on how to get saved emphasizing that salvation is by grace through faith 
alone.  So he says things like: 
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If you declare with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart 
that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. (Romans 10:9)  

 
That’s faith alone.  He also says: 

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is 
not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that 

no one can boast. (Ephesians 2:8-9) 
 
Paul wants to make sure we understand that we can’t earn our salvation.  And 
Jesus agrees, but He talks more about discipleship and what it means to live as 
a Christ follower.  So Jesus says things like: 

Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 
(Matthew 7:21) 

 
Jesus emphasizes that if God is living in you, your actions are going to show it.  
And these ideas aren’t at odds with each other.  Paul says “believe to be saved” 
and Jesus says “saved people look saved.”  In this case truth is not an either or, 
the Gospel requires both Jesus and Paul together. 
  
Salvation is by grace through faith alone which leads to a life lived seeking God’s 
pleasure.  And so what happens on the horizontal is the evidence of what has 
happened on the vertical.  That’s the full picture of what it means to be Christian.   
… 
Ok, what I want to do for the remainder of our time today is look at the purpose 
behind fasting. 
 
To really unpack the purpose of fasting we need to look first at the Old 
Testament before returning to what Jesus has to say. 
… 
And that’s because while feasting was dominant in ancient Israel, they did have a 
tradition which included fasting. 
 
For example, when David and Bathsheba’s first child grew sick and was about to 
die David ate nothing and prayed earnestly for seven days.3 
 
When the Jews were threatened with genocide while living in exile in a kingdom 
under the influence of Haman, Queen Esther called for a three day fast of both 
food and water.4 
 
And when God finally got through to Jonah and he went to Nineveh the whole 
city put on sackcloth, covered their heads with ashes and entered a period of 
intense fasting.  They even made their animals fast!5 

                                            
3
 2 Samuel 12:16-18 

4
 Esther 4:16 

5
 Jonah 3:6-9 
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The common thread that holds these examples together is that when faced with 
severe circumstances like impending death or God’s judgment the people fasted. 
  
And God was gracious and promised that if they humbled themselves through 
prayer and fasting He wouldn’t carry out the punishment He had planned.  In Joel 
we read: 

“Yet even now,” declares the LORD, “Return to Me with all your heart, and 

with fasting, weeping and mourning… Now return to the LORD your God, 

for He is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger, abounding in 

lovingkindness and relenting of evil. (Joel 2:12-13) 

So fasting was an outward expression of the inwardly repentant heart. It was an 
urgent appeal made in hopes of deliverance from a gracious God. 
 
Now all these fasts were spontaneous events rather than planned festivals, and 
that was true of virtually all Old Testament fasting with the exception of the Day 
of Atonement.   
 
The Day of Atonement happened yearly and was the gracious day when all Israel 
could experience being forgiven of their sins.  Moses told the people: 

On this day shall atonement be made for you, to cleanse you; from all your 
sins you shall be clean before the LORD. (Leviticus 16:30) 

 
To symbolize this a lamb would be slaughtered taking the punishment they 
deserved and a goat would be symbolically clothed with their sins and exiled into 
the desert to represent God forgetting what they had done, and at the end of the 
day Israel would put their fasting behind them and begin feasting, having 
experience the undeserved forgiveness of God. 
… 
So that is the Old Testament understanding of fasting.  So now let’s bring this 
forward 2000 years to our current context. 
 
In North American culture today fasting is unpopular and that’s because it flies 
directly in the face of the predominant religion of the day – consumerism. 
 
Consumerism says “feed your desires, satisfy yourself, and then you will be 
happy.”  And so fasting has largely fallen out of favor.  But it is precisely because 
we live in a culture of consumerism that I think fasting needs to be reintroduced 
and practiced by everyone that wants to follow Jesus.  And I want to give you two 
reasons from Scripture why I think this is so. 
 
First turn with me to Matthew chapter 9, and probably the most important text in 
the Bible for establishing the value of Christian fasting. 
  
[Read Matthew 9:14-15] 
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So the disciples of John the Baptist come to Jesus wondering why they and the 
Pharisees were fasting while Jesus and His disciples weren’t.   
 
And Jesus responds by giving the motivation for why future Christians, us, fast.  
Jesus says it doesn’t make sense to fast at an engagement party.  But a time is 
coming when the bridegroom will be taken away and then My disciples will fast. 
 
So the primary reason Jesus says we fast today is out of a longing for the “Not 
Yet” of the Kingdom.  When Jesus was with His disciples there was no need to 
fast because they had Jesus.  But He knew a time was coming when He would 
return to heaven and at that point His followers would ache for His return.  And 
Jesus says we act that ache out, indeed we encourage our longing for His return 
by giving ourselves to periods of fasting.  And this practice is particularly powerful 
in the culture of consumerism we live in. 
 
When we fast, which means cutting something out of our life: usually we think of 
food.  So when we skip a meal or go a day without food or a couple days without 
food what we are doing is putting our stomach where our heart is.  We are saying 
God I need you, I want you, I long for the day you will return.  And I want this 
more than I want food.  I care about this more than I care about my comfort. 
  
And something happens when we put our stomach where our heart is.  And that 
is our heart moves closer to where God’s heart is and that brings our Father 
pleasure. 
 
So let me ask you, when was the last time you reminded yourself and told God 
that you love Him more than food, or more than comfort? 
 
Now our consumeristic culture pushes against this with everything within it 
because our culture says satisfy your cravings.  Give yourself what you want.  
But behind this message is the belief that we are our own gods.  If what we 
pursue most in life is our own comfort and satisfaction then we are worshipping 
ourselves.   
 
But what a Christian wants most in life is to see Christ’s glory expand and to see 
His kingdom come and His will to be done.  And while a Christian lives most of 
their lives sharing the joy of the Already of the Kingdom with those around them, 
they are also hungry for what they have Not Yet tasted.  Both those realities are 
in our hearts.  And fasting puts your stomach where your heart is. 
 
If you’ve never fasted, or it’s been years since you fasted I encourage you to take 
a day this week and not eat anything.  Your body will complain but you won’t die 
– unless you are diabetic – then I recommend talking to a doctor first.  But on the 
day you fast every time your stomach complains remind yourself that you are 
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hungry to see Christ’s glory expand and His kingdom come.  And watch what 
happens to your heart.  Friends if you care about your heart try this. 
 
That’s the first reason we should give ourselves to the discipline of fasting – it 
brings our heart in line with God’s heart.  The second reason is that fasting 
exposes any idols that might be in our lives.  In Galatians Paul tells us: 

Formerly, when you did not know God, you were enslaved to those that by 

nature are not gods. (Galatians 4:8) 
 
That is, before we came to Christ we gave ourselves willingly to all sorts of things 
that became our gods.  Some of us pursued financial freedom with the belief that 
a wealthy retirement would mean happiness.  We pursued sexual pleasure with 
the belief that this would bring us fulfillment.  We pursued food indulgences with 
the desire for comfort.  And then we came to Christ. 
 
The problem is our old habits don’t usually disappear immediately after we 
become Christians.  And without intentionality we can slip into continuing to serve 
these defeated gods.  But when we fast we tell our body that we aren’t going to 
give it everything it wants and these ugly idols raise their heads and identify 
themselves for execution. 
  
In the middle of your fast lust might raise its head and beckon you towards its 
reward of pleasure with the promise that what it offers is better than what God 
has for you.  You must master it. 
 
Or perhaps an urge to be self-reliant will arise and the god of money will promise 
you more security than God offers.  You must master it. 
 
And since we live immersed in consumerism certainly the idol of self-comfort will 
raise its head as your body complains at the lack of food.  It will promise to 
reward you with satisfaction and it will tell you the sacrifice of going without isn’t 
worth what God has for you.  You must master it…. Fasting is about mastering 
the idols that mastered you. 
 
When we give ourselves to disciplines like fasting God shines His light into our 
lives exposing our idols and giving us the opportunity to rise above them.  God 
gave this opportunity to Cain once saying: 

Sin is crouching at the door; and its desire is for you, but you 
must master it.” (Genesis 4:7) 

 
And by mastering sin we prepare ourselves to serve our new Master, YHWH.  
And God promises that if we put Him first, His glory and His Kingdom, we will be 
the happiest for it.  He promises that what He has is more than any other god can 
offer.  But unlike the others He will not take a percentage of our devotion – He 
wants all or nothing.  And He will not force Himself on us – He will not twist our 
arms into submission. 
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Instead He offers His free gift of grace and the promise of His good pleasure but 
leaves us with the responsibility of increasing our hunger for Him. 
 
Now on paper this is an easy choice, but there is the problem, I have two selfs.  
My new creation self loves God and wants to do what He commands, but my old 
self is sinful and wants immediate gratification.  It wants to give itself to selfish 
pursuits, and loves the alluring words of gods that promise pleasure or self-safety 
or self-comfort. 
 
My old self hates what God offers because God says it must die.  It can’t imagine 
anything good coming from making God great. 
 
And the Bible tells us we all have these two selves at war within us.  And the 
reality is the self you feed is the self who will win the fight for your soul. 
 
The question is who are you feeding?  Paul says: 

So put to death the sinful, earthly things lurking within you. (Colossians 3:5 
NLT) 

 
And this is the second reason Christians are called to fast.  By fasting we expose 
and break free from lurking idols that hold us in their power.  Fasting gives us the 
ability to take back ground by putting our idols to death. 
 … 
Friends there is a war being waged for your soul and you have a pivotal roll to 
play in the outcome; you have the opportunity to provoke God to pleasure.  The 
question is who are you feeding?  Are you feeding your “new man”, the new 
creation that God has birthed in your heart that is hungry for the increase of 
Christ’s glory and the expanse of His kingdom?  Or are you still feeding the “old 
you” that wants to satisfy your desires and see your glory and your kingdom 
grow? 
 
If you are here today and recognize that you are hungry for more of Christ, or you 
wish you were more hungry for Christ than you are, Jesus’ word to you is give 
yourself to a period of secret fasting believing that as you put your stomach 
where your heart is the Father will reward you by bringing your heart closer to His 
own. 
 
  
 
 
 


