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 I have to confess from the get-go that it was not intentional, but it is a little bit 
ironic, that I should preach today being the “40-hour famine”, a passage that 
revolves around fasting! 

 Nevertheless these two are linked in some way! 

 So how do you get a mention in the pages of history?  How do you distinguish 
yourself?  Get your voice heard?  How do you effect change? 

 There are a flood of voices in this day and age, given some kind of stage by the 
internet, however attention is usually directed to extraordinary & often horrendous 
actions 

 As an educative exercise I commend the benefits of holidaying in Europe to 
greatly expand one’s understanding of the world & particularly its history 

 …of course the more you learn, the more you discover that history has a way of 
repeating itself. 

 <Slide #1> This is a picture of Empress Elizabeth of Austria, affectionately known 
by her childhood name SiSi.  Renowned for her natural beauty, but also for her 
abhorrence of the Royal court which saw her more fleeing Vienna & travelling.   

 She did great things for the Hungarian people, and had a compassionate interest 
in the treatment of mental illness whilst battling her own issues including anorexia 
and body dysmorphia. <Frame #2> 

 She was assassinated by an Italian anarchist, Luigi Lucheni in 1898, who simply 
wanted to kill a Royal in order to make a name for himself protesting the ruling 
class <Slide #2>   (parallels to Diana 99 years later) 

 Things never seem to change, in this regard – as our generation knows well.  
(Three days ago in London) 

 So, here’s the thought.  How do we express ourselves appropriately?  How can 
we present ourselves favourably, when the issues of this life press hard & 
disturbingly upon our lives? 

 As citizens of this country we get a vote, and we currently enjoy the privilege of 
free speech.  We do have those means 

 But, we are, and seek to be genuine people of faith.  What about our presence 
before the living God? 

 When we come to Matthew 6, we find some answers. 

 There were three particular expressions of piety in Jewish thought, Almsgiving, 
Prayer and Fasting. 

 And in this chapter Jesus teaches on all three 

 If you think about it Jesus’ teaching is reactive – someone is doing it wrong, and 
He would bring a corrective that His listeners would not make the same error. 
<Slide #3> 

❖ Matthew 6:2 (NLT) 2 When you give to someone in need, don’t do as the 
hypocrites do—blowing trumpets in the synagogues and streets to call attention to 
their acts of charity! I tell you the truth, they have received all the reward they will 
ever get.  
❖ <Frame #2> Matthew 6:5 (NLT) 5 “When you pray, don’t be like the hypocrites 
who love to pray publicly on street corners and in the synagogues where everyone 
can see them. I tell you the truth, that is all the reward they will ever get.  

 This of course lead to teaching about what we now know as “The Lord’s Prayer” 

 And finally from today’s passage:-  
❖ <Frame #3> Matthew 6:16 (NLT) 16 “And when you fast, don’t make it obvious, 
as the hypocrites do, for they try to look miserable and disheveled, so people will 
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admire them for their fasting. I tell you the truth, that is the only reward they will 
ever get.  

 So, Jesus expects or rather assumes, all three observances, Almsgiving, Prayer 
and Fasting, as appropriate expressions of faith. 

 But He wants to redress the same existing error, in all three 

 The question of audience.  To whom are these legitimate, Godly acts directed? 

 In the first century, fasting apparently provided an exceptional opportunity for impressing 

others with the extent of one’s piety.  Here, as in the previous two species of piety, the 

activity was carefully designed so as to inflate personal pride…   Jesus tolerates no such 

conduct.  Our righteousness is a matter of service to God and is to be directed to him.  

True righteousness is, in the last analysis, seen in secret1 

 This says something to us between what goes on in the inside private places of 
our hearts, and in the external public lives. 

 The idea that God looks at the heart is not new to the Old Testament, but Jesus 
is putting revolutionary skin on how that looks from the outside <Slide #4> 

 Knowing His Father is personal. 

 Knowing a loving God who is interested in our lives, loves and concerns is not 
something to be regarded superficially 

 Approaching such a God would have us understand each time, and in increasing 
measure both who He is and Who we are;  So… 

 We are not to humble ourselves before God only in penitence for past sin, however, but 

also in dependence on him for future mercy2 

 I have not yet said much particularly about Fasting.  For some reason, fasting - 
restraint from eating, for a period of time to some spiritual end, is rather 
uncommon in protestant churches and so, unfamiliar 

 Perhaps it is the risk of abuse?  I don’t know about these days, but the Lord does 
nothing at all to dissuade his followers from pursuing this 

 Indeed the Jews (hypocrites included) would observe fasts during daylight hours 
on Mondays and Thursdays. 

 If this is something you would like to explore, I would commend to you the 
wisdom of first seeking guidance in terms of how you should approach that. 

 In comparison to a first century culture where routine fasting was a widespread 
practice; c.f. our own 21st century western culture where every need can be 
instantaneously satisfied, & restraint is seen as the exception. – we need to do 
some homework & engage some common sense. 

 There are practical considerations to take into consideration, as well as help to 
grasp what fasting offers to you 

 Pharmaceuticals might actually react really badly to the absence of food.  You 
may need to seek professional counsel before taking another step. 

 We certainly wish to avoid error, such as that which Jesus spoke about.  (eg: 
Christian “dieting”) 

 I would say that in my experience, fasting (apart from being quite challenging) 
allows me insight to the kinds things that are constantly beckoning my attention.   

 Some of these things that have been cloying my awareness of the reality around 
me.  For example the excesses thrust upon us as “normal”. 

                                                           
1 Hagner, D. A. (1998). Matthew 1–13 (Vol. 33A, p. 154). Dallas: Word, Incorporated. 
2 Stott, J. R. W., & Stott, J. R. W. (1985). The message of the Sermon on the mount (Matthew 5-7): Christian 

counter-culture (p. 137). Leicester; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/wbc33a?ref=Bible.Mt6.16-18&off=5151&ctx=Explanation%0a~In+the+first+century%2c+fastin
https://ref.ly/logosres/bstussrmnmt?ref=Page.p+137&off=87&ctx=+sorrowful+heart.%E2%80%991%0a~We+are+not+to+humble
https://ref.ly/logosres/bstussrmnmt?ref=Page.p+137&off=87&ctx=+sorrowful+heart.%E2%80%991%0a~We+are+not+to+humble
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 Prayer and fasting are often linked, because fasting can expose my own 
agenda’s in prayer – and invite me to make a different prayer 

 We firstly tend to think of food, but Fasting from Words, might also contain great 
potential – a guided retreat.  I have found these to be most beneficial. 

 It seems to be that times of intensity, urgency, desperation, God’s response to 
my honest questioning has been more …evident 

 I wonder about how much yearning our culture has stolen away from us?  How 
comfort has conditioned our Souls, to spiritual deafness.  How passion has been 
subverted from producing blessing, into violent responses in everything from 
discourteous customer service, to extremism. 
 

 In the public arena we understand that… 

 40 Hour famine – is a fasting experience that brings a bodily reality, identification 
& solidarity, to those whose plight has touched my heart.  I understand!  It is no 
longer theory or detached sentiment. 

 Recent social experiments of sleeping on the streets (Maria’s recent chat about 
“Filthy rich & homeless”) also offer this possibility 

 But in the private arena (which I think Jesus particularly has in mind), fasting can 
create a certain urgency that sharpens our Godly faculties, and permits the 
possibility for the Spirit of God to advance us in understanding of what does not 
belong in our lives; and what perhaps should be explored. 

 Fasting has biblical precedent:- frequently employed at times of great need or 
distress/crisis; or at significant life cross roads & decisions; or when the specific 
counsel of God was sought 

 These occasions were both private - of an individual (Moses, Elijah and Jesus3) – 
and sometime Corporate:- Esther 4:16 & Nehemiah 9:1; Jonah’s Nineveh(3:7); 
and the Early church in Acts 13:2. 

 You might be aware of calls to prayer and fasting for the nation, different groups 
making – particularly here in Canberra. 

 But there is a promise here, <Slide #5>  I would ask you to carry with you – it is 
not so much about food, or the lack there of  

 But about a gift that Jesus would have us participate in  
❖ Matthew 6:17–18 (NLT) 17 But when you fast, comb your hair and wash your 
face. 18 Then no one will notice that you are fasting, except your Father, who knows 
what you do in private. And your Father, who sees everything, will reward you.  

 Those hypocrites that Jesus addressed, saw the social advantage to their piety & 
their immediate gain …oh yeah and the ‘God stuff’ might be helpful too 

 How different Jesus intent? 

 Laying down our competing desires, in a physical way, to gain the Father. 

  

                                                           
3 Respectively… Exodus 34:28; 1Kings 19:8; Matthew 4:2 


