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Matthew 6:16-18; Matthew 9:14-17; The Secret Life of Obedience- Fasting I.  Why We Fast II.  The Wrong Reasons to Fast
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, self-denial and delayed gratification used to be considered a virtue- but now they are considered a vice.  Previous generations would sacrifice their comfort for their sake of their children, where now parents enslave their own children with their debts.  Even the commercials we see tell us that we “have it our way- because we rule.”  Go ahead- indulge!  You deserve it!  That is what our society tells us.  But the Bible tells us a different motto to live by.  Seek first the kingdom and God’s righteousness.  Or as Jesus said- deny yourself, take up your cross and follow Me!  As we return to the Sermon on the Mount, today we find the 3rd area of piety that would be seen in every Jew’s life.  Again, Jesus is warning us against practicing our righteousness before men.  Do not put your faith into practice in order to be seen by others- for the praise of men.  We saw this applied to our charity- last week applied to our prayer life- and today we apply this principle to our fasting.  So we consider this theme: Jesus Christ warns His people against fasting for the sake of being seen by men.
I.  Why We Fast 
In our first point we consider the reasons why we might fast.  What does it mean to fast?  Well, fasting is the spiritual discipline of denying the body some pleasure.  Fasting is saying no to something that God has created good for the purpose of growing in holiness.  It is safe to say that our culture is known for its indulgence- not for its self-denial.  We have learned to give in and partake of whatever thing we want- when we want it!  To make me wait is hard enough- so saying “no” is unheard of!  So we come to verse 16- and when you fast.  And again in v. 17- but when you fast.  Notice here- that Jesus is assuming that we will fast.  Just as Jesus assumes that we will give to the needy in 6:2 and that we will pray in 6:7.  So it is- when you fast.  So then- do you fast?  Have you ever fasted?  If not- why not?  Maybe some of us do fast- or have fasted in the past.  But fasting is not really talked about in our circles.  It sounds too old fashioned- maybe in the Middle Ages- maybe if you were monk- but we don’t have to fast anymore – do we?  We hear about Roman Catholics fasting during Lent- but Reformed Christians don’t fast- do they?  Well, yes- Reformed Christians do fast.  At least they have in the past.  Augustine and Calvin wrote about how to fast.  Derek Thomas and R.C. Sproul have articles out there on how to fast as a Reformed Christian.  But we don’t really talk about it- perhaps we feel guilty because we don’t fast- or we are afraid of legalism, so we avoid it all together.  But here we find Jesus saying- when you fast.  When you deny yourself.  So maybe we need to rethink our approach to fasting.  
So what then does it mean to fast?  Well, fasting in the narrowest sense is to deny yourself food.  But more broadly, fasting is to deny yourself something good.  To say no to the self- to deny your body some good gift.  A gift of God that can normally and lawfully be enjoyed is withheld for a time.  We put off some good thing or refuse to partake of some blessing or necessity.  In the Bible, this often applies to food.  The stomach is meant for food and the food for the stomach as I Cor. 6 puts it- but they both have an end.  So when you fast, you may decide to eat a simple meal of just bread and water instead of a grand meal.  Or you may decide to give up one meal all together for a time in order to focus your mind on prayer.  But there are other kinds of fasts as well.  We can also have a fast from technology or entertainment.  We can fast by denying ourselves something that we enjoy.  So perhaps, your fast will be going a day without the use of any screen.  No TV or phone for one day.  We find an example of this in Daniel 6 where King Darius refused all entertainment for the night that Daniel was in the lion’s den.  So the king spent the night fasting and no diversions were brought to him and sleep fled from his eyes.  So it is possible to fast by refusing to partake of some form of entertainment.  Another form of fasting is found in the marriage bed.  Paul in I Cor. 7:5 says that couples can decide to refrain from marital intimacy for a time.  The husband and wife can agree- mutually- to abstain for a limited and set period of time for a specific reason- perhaps to focus on prayer or some family decision that needs to be made.  You can also abstain from wine or alcohol- saying no to something that God made for the gladdening of man’s heart.  So it is, there are many different forms of fasting.  But the fast is a self-imposed denial- saying no to something that is good for the sake of growing closer to God.  
But when it comes to fasting, the denial of some physical thing was not an end to itself.  Christians are not ascetic- we do not think that the body is bad and the spiritual is good- so deny anything that is earthly.  No, as we find in Acts 13:2- the NT church was worshipping and fasting together.  (Acts 13:1-3) So worship and fasting go hand in hand.  Fasting is a spiritual discipline.  Fasting is designed to move us closer to God and away from the self-centered thinking.  It is to be accompanied by prayer and worship.  In other words, we do not fast for the physical benefit.  We are not fasting in order to lose weight.  There is a spiritual direction and focus to our fasting.  So what are some reasons why you might decide to fast?  Well, the NT church in Acts was fasting at a particular time- when an important decision needed to be made.  It was after this worship, prayer and fasting that Paul and Barnabas would be sent out on a missionary journey.  So a fast could be a time of dedication and prayer for some important decision.  Another reason for fasting would be in a time of sorrow- grieving over some sin.  As they did in Ninevah- where the whole city fasting and covered themselves in sackcloth as a sign of their sorrow for their sins.  You can fast in order to discipline the body and draw closer to God.  Not only in times of great difficulty and uncertainty, but also in when you desire to grow in holiness and grace!  Fasting awakens within you a desire for something better.  In fact, as we read in Matthew 9- Jesus said that when He was taken away from His disciples, they would fast.  When Jesus was still on earth, His disciples did not fast.  The bridegroom was with them.  But after Jesus ascension- and for us today- the bridegroom is away.  In other words- Jesus is not now here with us.  Or we are not with Him- where He is.  This separation is a time of sorrow- a time of longing!  Those who want to know Jesus better- to be closer to Him- who have sorrow over His current absence- will fast Jesus says.  And yes- Jesus is with us by His Spirit to be sure.  But He is not now on earth in the flesh.  So we fast as we wait to see Him!  Now fasting is not something that is imposed on you by others.  Just as Chrisitan fasting is not something we do for its health reasons.  There is no NT Law that says- you must fast.  Rather, fasting is a spiritual discipline.  Learning to control our own body and master our own desires.  As Paul says in I Cor. 9:27- keeping my body under control- to discipline myself so that I am not disqualified.  Fasting is an act of faith by which we remind ourselves of certain truths.  Even as Jesus said in Matthew 4:4- man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord.  And again in Matthew 5:6- blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.  
II.  The Wrong Reasons to Fast
Now that we have considered the right and proper place of fasting in the Chrisitan’s life, what remains is the warning that Jesus gives us in our text.  If and when you fast, beware of fasting for the wrong reasons.  Here again, we see the danger of the Pharisee and the hypocrite when it comes to fasting.  The first wrong reason to fast is in order to impress God.  Trying to gain something from God by way of your self-denial is a wrong motivation.  Your taking up your cross and following Christ is in no way a replacement for what the Cross of Christ accomplished.  So you fasting cannot impress God- your self-denial does not secure your atonement or reconciliation.  There is always a danger of seeing your fasting as a work of merit- even in the realm of legalism.  To say this another way- we do not go on a hunger strike in order to manipulate God into giving us something that we desire.  The second danger we face when it comes to fasting is that we would fast in order to be seen and praised by men.  As Jesus states in 6:16- do not look gloomy like the hypocrites.  Do not fast in order to be seen by others.  The Pharisees were known for fasting not only on the Day of Atonement- but they would also fast twice a week.  On the fasting day, they would refuse to bathe, they would wear old cloths and cover their faces and beards with dust or ash.  They would walk around with a dejected look on their faces- and in this way they would be seen and rewarded by man.  They would be praised as being very pious- even though their acts were but a show.  So when you fast, do not tell everyone about it.  Perhaps we can draw a line to the common practice today.  Children, have you ever seen someone walking in Walmart or Aldi that has a strange, gray cross on their forehead?  Well, it is still a common practice today that on Ash Wednesday to mark the beginning of Lent, that many religious people will get an ashen cross on their foreheads to accompany their fasting for the Lent Season.  This marks the beginning of what is the last week of Jesus life before his death on Good Friday.  But what is the purpose of these ash crosses on your forehead?  Well, these are external signs to be seen by men- a sign of your piety.  So let us not be like these who externalize their faith.  As Jesus here rebukes the Pharisees for their manner and motive of their piety.  Their external works in order to be seen and praised by man.  Rather, hide your fasting from the eyes of men by taking a shower and putting your deodorant.  Practice personal hygiene while you deny your body some pleasure.  But also, beware of fasting for your own feelings.  Do not fast to impress yourself either.  Do not fast as an ego trip.  Do not think that your fasting makes you pious and holy.  As it was with giving and with prayer, do not fast in order to boast in yourself or to boast before man.  For those who do will receive their reward from man!  Raher, let your fasting be a voluntary act of self-denial!  When you fast, deny yourself because you love the Lord and you know how much you need His wisdom and Word!  As Paul says in I Tim. 4:8, bodily training is of some value, but godliness is of value in every way as it holds promise for the present life and for the life to come.  So it is that fasting helps us keep our body in check while we seek to grow in grace and knowledge of the truth.  
To conclude, fasting is not a common topic of discussion today.  But are you willing to set aside some things from your normal consumption in order to spend more time with God?  You can test your desires in this way?  Do I really long to have God’s word more than I long for honey or for gold?  Cornelius Plantinga put it like this- “self-indulgence is the enemy of gratitude- self discipline is usually its friend.”  A full stomach often spoils our appetite for God!  Jesus Christ warns His people against fasting for the sake of being seen by men.  Fasting is the spiritual discipline of denying the body some pleasure.  So when you fast, let your fasting be seen only by the Father who sees in secret- and He will reward you!  
