
 

 

Fasting (and Furious) February 27, 2022 
Series, “Close + Faithful” Pastor Matt Whiteford 
Matthew 6:16-18 
 
I. Introduction 
 A.   Unrestrained culture 
  1.   See the evidence of unrestraint everywhere – consumerism, social media, eating 

habits, information wars, etc. 
  2.  “The heart wants what the heart wants.” 
   a.   1992: Time magazine 
   b.   Spare the details, sum up 
    1)  Woody Allen & Mia Farrow 
    2)  Soon-Yi, Farrow’s adopted daughter 
    3)  Dating Farrow and sleeping with Soon-Yi (Allen was 56 & Soon-Yi was 21) 
    4)  Allen eventually married Soon-Yi. 
    5)  At the end of the interview, Allen summarized his behavior, “The heart wants 

what the heart wants.” 
    6) *And that summarizes our justification for what we do. What does your heart 

want? Comfort? Success? Influence? Freedom? Peace? Does my heart want 
intimacy at any cost?  

 B.   Why we lack restraint (Galatians 5) 
  1.   Our flesh is out of control. (5:1) 
  2.   We interpret freedom for ourselves. (5:13-15) 
  3.   We walk in a mixture of flesh and Spirit. (5:16-17) 
  4.   We are unwilling to crucify our flesh and its desires. (5:24) 
  5. *Notice that Paul identifies the opposite of indulging the flesh as loving your neighbor. 
   6. You can tell that I am not walking in the Spirit when I use harsh, divisive, angry, and 

insulting language about my neighbor (whether friend or enemy). That is indulging in 
my flesh. 

 C. *I believe that the Church has arrived at this point in part because we have not taken 
Jesus seriously about fasting. 

  1. Biblical fasting is not about a transaction with God or only self-denial.  
2. Fasting cannot be used to prove something to God or convince Him to do something. 
3. The cross has fully secured God’s favor for believers. The fasting lifestyle is a 

consistent, regular, and ongoing approach to life that limits our experience of fullness 
to create more space for the fullness of God. 

II. All about fasting 
 A.   Fasting in the Bible 
  1.   Old Testament: Day of Atonement (annual fast with humility and repentance in view), 

Moses, Daniel, Hannah, Ezra, Nehemiah, Jehoshaphat, and all of Judah 
  2.   New Testament: Anna the prophetess, Jesus, Jesus’ followers, Paul, Barnabas, the 

early church 
 B.   Church history 



 

 

  1.   Up until recently, fasting was a core practice of intimacy with Jesus  
   a.   1,000+ years Jesus followers fasted (for about 400 years they fasted every 

Wednesday and Friday from sun-up to sun-down). 
   b.   Fasting was no less an expectation than church attendance. 
  2.   Within the Catholic Church, fasting increasingly became legalistic and man-centered. 
  3.   Protestant reformers rejected obligatory Catholic fasts but retained fasting as a 

valuable practice. 
   a.   Martin Luther, John Calvin, Jonathan Edwards, John Wesley 
   b.   Later – Dietrich Bonhoeffer, CS Lewis 
  4.   Enlightenment and post-enlightenment 
   a.    Simplistic: Human beings are a brain on legs, intellect and reason are primarily 

what matters 
   b.   The Western church (evangelicalism) bought into the lie that we become like 

Jesus primarily through our minds. 
   c. *It is very difficult for Western Christians to comprehend becoming like Jesus not 

only through our minds, but through our stomachs.  
   d. How do we grow? Read books, listen to sermons/podcasts, and memorize these  
    passages. 
 C.   Jesus’ teaching  
  1.   Matthew 6:16-18 

And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their 
faces that their fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received 
their reward. But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, that your 
fasting may not be seen by others but by your Father Who is in secret. And your 
Father Who sees in secret will reward you. 

  2.   Matthew 9:14-15 
Then the disciples of John came to Him, saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees fast, 
but Your disciples do not fast?” And Jesus said to them, “Can the wedding guests 
mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them? The days will come when the 
bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast.” 

                   a. Jesus predicted His people would fast and mourn out of pain over His absence.  
   b. This kind of mourning is not a sad mourning but a joy-filled mourning because we 

know a day is coming when we will see the object of our affection.   
c. We often act as if Jesus’ absence is normal. It is not. The tragic truth is that many 

Christians would never think about the return of Jesus if the economy was strong, 
their bodies were full and healthy, and their local church offered enough programs 
to fulfill their desire for activity and friendship. Many Christians think about the 
return of Jesus as a heavenly retirement plan.  

   d. *Jesus expects that His followers will fast as a practice of pursuing intimacy with Him. 
 D.   What is fasting? 
  1.   Biblically and historically, fasting is willingly denying my body food in an attempt to 

starve my flesh. It is a practice of self-denial to what we hunger for so we can 
intentionally hunger for God. 



 

 

   a.   Fasting and abstinence 
    1)  Fasting has to do with food and the stomach. 
    2)  Abstinence has to do with denying anything which is legitimate in and of itself 

with a spiritual purpose in mind. 
   b.   While abstaining from social media, tv, bathing, eating out, brushing my teeth, 

Starbucks, getting my nails done, etc., can be a good and beneficial spiritual 
practice, it is not fasting. Fasting denies a human need that survival is impossible 
without. It is an ultimate surrender and trust that God is enough even when my 
need is not met.  

   c. *Fasting reveals that which controls me. 
  2.   Basic fast 
   a.   One day: sun-up ’til sun-down 
   b.   Process: often sad, anxious, even hangry and angry but eventually that will shift to 

joy, contentment, intimacy with Jesus, and spiritual power. 
   c. *But this takes time for us who live in a culture where our gods are pleasure, 

instant gratification, and sensory appetites. Fasting reveals that you are still in 
bondage (see Galatians 5) 

  3.   Wisdom and fasting 
   a.   Physical health: diabetes, blood pressure issues, heart trouble, or other significant 

physical issues – talk to your doctor before you begin fasting. 
   b.   Mental health: our relationship with our body is pretty messed up and many have 

body image struggles. These are as real as physical health issues and if you 
struggle there, it would be wise to talk with a godly counselor.  

   c. *Annie F. Downs: my pastor, my doctor, and my counselor 
 E.   How fasting works 
  1.   Fasting is a key part of spiritual formation and intimacy with Jesus. 
  2.   All of me, including my body, needs to be transformed, not just my mind. 
  3.   Fasting is a practice of not getting what we want even if it is right or our right. 
   a.   We decide of our own choosing to not give our bodies what they want (food) and as 

a result, when someone or something (even ourselves) doesn’t give us what we 
want, we don’t freak out, rage, or go ballistic on our family/friends or on social media. 

   b.   When I survive the denial of something necessary for life then the less significant 
is put in perspective and I can find contentment, humility, and joy in the midst of 
not getting what I want. 

   c. *Fasting is a practice of suffering (like Jesus); learning how to suffer with joy. 
  4.   Remember that fasting is an invitation to joy and intimacy.  
   a.   Do not be bothered by failures in fasting, and do not be driven by comparison 

with others.  
   b.   Simply pursue the Bridegroom’s voice and engage the process. God is not 

evaluating your performance, but He is moved by your desire, however 
imperfectly it is expressed. 

III. Next Step 
 A.   Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they will be filled. 



 

 

  1.   At some point, our spiritual formation must stand against our desire in order to 
actually satisfy our desire for God 

  2.   Every time my stomach growls, say out loud, “More than I want food, I want you Jesus.” 
 B.   Lent 
  1.   Wednesday, March 2, 2022 
  2.   40 days, not including Sundays from Ash Wednesday to the Sunday before Easter 
  3.   Historic focus: Prayer, fasting, and giving. Connecting with the 40 days Jesus spent in 

the wilderness, anticipating His ministry of reconciliation.  
  4.  Focus on Jesus life, ministry, sacrifice, and resurrection 
  5.   This year for Lent, starting Wednesday, hard and easy, or both 
   a.   Consider a rhythmic fast if it is physically and mentally wise for you to participate 

(harder). 
   b.   Consider abstaining from something in order to participate with Jesus in the laying 

down of rights (easier). 
 C.   Next week: Sunday of worship and prayer and celebration and fellowship 
  1.   Join us in a family fast on Saturday: sun-up ’til sun-down or lunch on Saturday. At 

noon, pause and declare dependence and hope in Christ. 
  2.   We want to take a pause and rest in what God has been doing. 
  3.   If over the last months, God has worked in cool or hard ways in your life, especially 

related to reading the Beatitudes or practicing intimacy with Jesus, please share with us! 
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 FOLLOW UP FROM LAST WEEK’S LIVE IT OUT QUESTIONS 
 

If your group met last week, was there anything you committed to doing after reflecting on 
Scripture during your group? Did you follow through with that commitment, what steps did 
you take (or not take), and is there any way we can help? 

 

 GET TO KNOW EACH OTHER (USE JUST ONE OR ALL OF THESE QUESTIONS TO CONNECT AS YOU START YOUR CONVERSATION)  
 

     

 QUICK REVIEW (OPPORTUNITY FOR PEOPLE TO SHARE WHAT MOST STOOD OUT FROM SUNDAY’S MESSAGE) 
 

Looking back at your notes from this week’s message, was there anything you heard that caught your 
attention, encouraged, challenged, or confused you? 
 

 DIG DEEPER (OBSERVATIONS FROM THE SCRIPTURE OR COMPLEMENTARY SCRIPTURES FROM SUNDAY’S MESSAGE) 
 

 

What characterizes a life guided by the sinful nature? By the Spirit? 
 

On Sunday, Matt walked us through Galatians 5 and how it highlighted ways we lack restraint: 
• Our flesh is out of control (5:1). 
• We interpret freedom for ourselves (5:13-15). 
• We walk in a mixture of flesh and Spirit (5:16-17). 
• We are unwilling to crucify our flesh and its desires (5:24). 

   

In what areas of life mentioned above do you lack restraint in? Why might that be the case 
for you? How could being led by the Spirit change things for you? 
 

 
16 “And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces that their fasting 
may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. 17 But when you fast, anoint your 
head and wash your face, 18 that your fasting may not be seen by others but by your Father who is in 
secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you. 

 

Notice that Jesus says “when” you fast. Why is that detail important? 
 

What was wrong with the way the Pharisees were fasting? What is different about 
the way Jesus tells us to fast? 
 

Why is feeling our weakness in fasting so important? How have you experienced this? 
  

1 When is the hungriest you have ever been?  

1 Someone read GALATIANS 5 in their Bible. 

2 Someone read MATTHEW 6:16-18. 
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When we fast, we might find ourselves to be irritable or easily angered; that’s not 
because of our hunger - it’s because we are weak and frail. The fast reveals the 
weakness that’s been inside us all along. As we empty ourselves, though, we must 
also take Jesus’ invitation to fill us with something that truly satisfies. 

 

LIVE IT OUT (DISCUSS HOW YOU CAN LIVE OUT THE TRUTHS YOU JUST OBSERVED IN SCRIPTURE)  
 

1 How would our world be different if Christians let the Spirit lead in all their actions? 
 

2 Why do you think Jesus wants fasting to become one of the rhythms of our walk with God? 
 

3 What good things in your life are most likely to distract you from focusing on your relationship 
with God? How might fasting and/or participating in Lent help you reorder your priorities? 

 

4 If what we looked at tonight in God’s Word is true, what needs to change in your life right now? 
 

REMINDER: Two ways Pastor Matt asked us to practice fasting this week: 
 

Lent (Starting March 2) 
• 40 days, not including Sundays, from Ash Wednesday to the Sunday before Easter. 
• Consider a rhythmic fast if it is physically and mentally wise for you to participate 
• Consider abstaining from something in order to participate with Jesus in the laying down      

of rights 
 

Day of Fasting 
• Join us in a family fast on Saturday, March 5, sun-up till sun-down OR one meal on Saturday. 
• We want to take a pause and rest in what God has been doing. 

 

SHARE YOUR STORY! 
If over the last months, God has worked in cool or hard ways in your life, especially related to reading the 
Beatitudes or practicing intimacy with Jesus, please let us know! Email the church with your story to 
stories@cpmodesto.org or send the church a direct message on our social media (Facebook or Instagram). 
 
 CLOSING PRAYER 
If you have not already done so, take some time to share needs and praises to your group so that you can 
pray for one another, both during your group and throughout the week.  
 

 NEXT WEEK: PRAYER & WORSHIP SERVICE (with focus on Matthew 6:9-13) 
Take some time before Sunday to pray that God would use the upcoming prayer and worship service on 
March 6 to transform the minds and lives of those who hear it. Remember to take good notes so you are 
ready to add to the discussion your home group will have! 
 

 PRAISE/PRAYER REQUESTS (TRY TO HAVE ONE OR A FEW PEOPLE PRAY FOR ONE TOPIC AT A TIME) 
Use this space or the back of this paper to write the requests and find a way to share those with the group 
so you can be praying for each other during the week. 
 

 TIPS ON GROUP PRAYER 
PRAY FOR ONE TOPIC AT A TIME: Anyone in the group is free to introduce a prayer request or praise during the 
prayer time. Once a topic is introduced, the group focuses on that request alone. Once it's covered, the group moves on 
to the next request or praise. 
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PRAY MORE THAN ONCE: If your group is focusing on one topic at a time, each person is encouraged to pray several 
times during the prayer time for those topics they feel most led to pray about. No one should be required to pray.  
 

KEEP PRAYERS SHORT AND SIMPLE: Group prayer goes better when members keep their prayers short and to the 
point. When someone prays for a long time, it's hard for the other members to stay focused and long prayers tend to 
intimidate those who are just learning to pray out loud in a group. 
 

How to Use this Discussion Guide 
This guide is meant to serve you and your group as you intentionally create a healthy environment for Gospel 
community, growing in friendship, and becoming like Jesus together. Use the guide as a tool to help your unique group. 
 

With that in mind, please review the guide before your group meets to see if some content or questions might resonate 
more or less with your group. Don’t feel the need to ask every question during your group discussion. This guide is not 
meant to be something you power through for the sake of completing. Pick the content from the guide you feel will help 
your group grow in Gospel community. In addition, spend some time praying for your group each week, preparing your 
heart, and asking God for wisdom and guidance as you lead. We are praying for you too! 
 

Visit cpmodesto.org/groupleaders to download the sermon discussion guide every week. Not in a Home Group, but 
want to be in one? Visit cpmodesto.org/homegroups and use the Home Group Finder! 
 

 COMMENTARY 
 

MATTHEW 6:16-18 
 

Fasting is the spiritual discipline of refraining from normal routines of eating and drinking in order to focus on repentance or prayer. The Bible 
mentions fasting in the Old and New Testaments, but only on the Day of Atonement were the Israelites required in the law to fast (Lev. 
16:29). Jesus anticipated His followers would fast (Matt. 9:15). However, the only specific New Testament references to later Christian 
fasting occur in Acts 13:2-3; 14:23. 
 

Just as Jesus assumed His followers would give to the poor (Matt. 6:2) and pray (v. 5), He also assumed they would fast. He began each of 
these discourses in the same way: “when you give to the needy” (v. 2); “when you pray” (v. 5); “when you fast” (v. 16). 
 

Why fast? For some, it is an antidote to the influence of materialism in our culture. For others, it is a means to demonstrate to the Father their 
earnestness concerning special needs. The approach of the hypocrites in fasting, however, was again to draw attention to themselves. By 
looking sad-faced and unattractive they insured others noticed they were fasting. Jesus ridiculed such theatrics as achieving the attention 
the hypocrites craved but missing the purpose of fasting. Don’t fast for the wrong reason, He cautioned. 
 

Jesus instructed His hearers to hide their fasting by grooming their hair with oil and washing their face. Keep your fast a secret, He advised. 
The spiritual discipline of fasting is essentially a private experience between the worshiper and God. The obvious way to safeguard fasting 
from hypocrisy is to keep it a secret. Then God will reward you. 
 

Self-denial of any sort is countercultural in our day. Choosing to give up pleasure of any kind certainly gains notice. Our motives to live a life 
of purity and sobriety and simplicity may be genuine at the start, but we all are vulnerable to enjoying the praise of others for these motives. 
Remembering Jesus’ teaching in this passage will help us avoid our own temptation to do good things merely for others’ approval. 
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