
Sermon on the Mount Bible Study 7 
16 ‘And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their 
faces so as to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their 
reward. 17 But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18 so that your 
fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who 
sees in secret will reward you. 

Opening discussion. 
If how we spend our time and energy reveals what we really aspire to, what does that say 
about our society? And what does it say about us? 

The Context 
The Sermon on the Mount presents these three spiritual disciplines of prayer, giving and 
fasting. Fasting is the least understood of them. 

What is Fasting? Why do you think we should do it? 
Very simply it is refraining from food for a period of time. the standard practice is a day - 
from dawn to dusk. Or of 24 hours. Or more. Sometimes it is no food, sometimes just 
vegetables. 

Can you think of examples of Fasting in the Bible? 
Fasting has a fairly high profile in the Bible. (Jesus 40 days in the wilderness, Moses Fasted 
Before Receiving the Commandments, Ezra Fasted While Mourning Over Sin, Daniel Fasted 
for an Answer to Prayer, Church in Antioch fasted Before Sending out Missionaries) 

A foundational example is the Day of Atonement. Leviticus 23:27, 32 (CEV) says "Everyone 
must go without eating from the evening of the ninth to the evening of the tenth on the 
seventh month which is the Day of Atonement.” The word fasting is synonymous with 
Humble yourself - submit yourself to God - a reminder of our mortality and our dependence 
on God. 

What is Jesus assumption about fasting in v16  
He says “whenever you fast’ - it is normal and expected. Fasting was an assumed part of 
Jewish religious life, and that carries over into the New Testament. 

What is wrong with their fasting? 
It is pretty obvious that they are out to impress their peers with their religiosity. 
Jesus is saying “You think you are better than others - but any benefit you might get from it 
your piety you have already had. You have no more credit with God than anyone else.” 
Jesus is saying that your ostentatious display of piety are a form of boasting. 

Does fasting make you right with God, or better than others? 
It is worth being clear on spiritual disciplines - You get your righteousness by faith in Christ. 
It is by grace you are saved not by works  
Ephesians 2:8 For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own 
doing; it is the gift of God— 9 not the result of works, so that no one may boast. 

v18 So if fasting is not to impress others, or to earn righteousness - what is it for? 
It isn’t obvious actually - and it is worth letting the group explore some of the reasons why it 
might be important. Perhaps watch this video clip on Weakness - https://vimeo.com/
59436976 

It may be that the reward in v18 is simply treasurers in heaven - but I suspect it 
is also immediate - seen in the fruit of our lives.  
Spiritual disciplines bear fruit in terms of our character - love, joy peace, patience kindness, 
gentleness, faith self control 

Humility is recognising our dependence on God - how does fasting humble us? 
The most valuable thing in the world is relationship with our Heavenly Father. 
That is the place where we find comfort, belonging, meaning and identity.  

How might it help us to reclaiming  self-control. 
As a society we are wrestling with the crisis of self discipline. Struggle to exercise, avoid 
overeating Our economic system doesn’t help - a consumer society places no value on 
patience and self denial. Did you know that London has the most fast food shops per capita 
anywhere the the world. What does that say about us?  

Fasting makes us learn physical & mental discipline. We have reacted against a perceived 
Victorian cold stoicism or the Frugality of the 50’s with half a century of decadence and it 
has left us physically and emotionally flabby. 

Are there reasons we eat other than out of necessity? 
It is amazing how much of the day is taken up with food, snacking, comfort eating or 
looking forward to food. 
When we strip away our comforts that we have to look to God. 
Fasting makes time and mental space. 
Fasting gives perspective. What have I been doing, why have I been doing it? 
Brings clarity and joy, repentance and dependence. 

What is the advantage of taking away something that we take for granted? 
Fasting helps us  not take for granted what we have. 
After you fast there is a sheer joy of that first meal. 
Reclaiming the grace of food. Food is often a drudge. It is an inconvenience. 

What if it is not just food that we might need to fast from? 
Our society has started to grasp this concept in other areas.  
Dry January. 
Digital fasts - limiting our screentime. 
There may be other things that you need to fast from.  

Conclusion. 
Spiritual disciplines are a way of subverting the demands and rewards of this world.  
To say I’m going to make a stand - I am not going to fully immerse myself in this. 
It’s not just about saying no. It’s saying not now, not yet. It is believing that life is found in the 
not yet. It is about hope. 

Ultimately what we are saying is how you live betrays what you wish for.  It shows you what 
the reward you really desire. 

Practical.  

The most obvious thing would be to plan to fast as a group - perhaps just from morning to 
night in the first place And perhaps do it next home group - and then have a meal together. 
Encourage one another in this, and report back on it next week. 

https://vimeo.com/59436976

