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“Don’t Be a Hypocrite” 
(Matthew 6:1-18) 

 
Introduction 
 
 Religion and hypocrisy.  For many people in our country, the two go together.  We can think of 
the scandals surrounding Jimmy Swaggart and Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker in the 80’s and early 90’s and 
of Ted Haggard in more recent days.  These kinds of scandals hit the headlines regularly.  Hardly a week 
goes by without a national news story about a pastor somewhere in America who has committed a 
felony.  Then there are the “televangelists” who wear extravagant clothing and make-up while they 
continually fleece people out of their money by promising God’s blessing in return for financial 
contributions.     

We all know of pastors who have been disqualified for ministry because of moral failure.  We all 
know of churches which are characterized, not by love and unity, but by quarrelling, dirty politics, and 
strife.  Even those of us who were blessed to grow in homes where our parents knew and loved Jesus 
realize that our parents didn’t always perfectly practice what they “preached.”  And those of us with 
children know that our children have ample reason to wonder at times about the “disconnect” between 
what we say we believe about God and how we live and speak. 
 Why is there so much hypocrisy in the church?  Certainly part of the problem is that we have so 
watered down our teaching of the Bible that many of the people in our churches don’t know enough 
about Jesus to be saved.  As a result, many of the churches in America are filled with people who aren’t 
actually followers of Jesus.  But more to the point for us sitting here this morning, there is a lot of 
hypocrisy in the church because there is a lot of hypocrisy in our hearts.  There is a real drive within us 
to present the best possible picture of ourselves, even if that picture doesn’t represent the reality of 
who we are.  We often “wear a mask” which, incidentally, is where the word hypocrite comes from.  
The word “hypocrite” originally referred to actors who would wear masks as they acted out a part for 
a play.1  And if we are honest, we often find ourselves wearing masks in the church.   
 What does God’s word have to say to this issue of hypocrisy?  This morning we are going to 
hear the teaching of Jesus Christ on the subject of hypocrisy, and particularly on religious hypocrisy.  Of 
all people who have ever lived, Jesus ALONE was never a hypocrite.  He always spoke the truth and He 
always lived according to the truth.  His was a truly beautiful and sincere life.  In our passage, Jesus calls 
His disciples away from religious hypocrisy to a life that is filled with humble acts of righteousness.   
 
Background 
 
 This morning, we are continuing our studying of the Sermon on the Mount (5-7).  And as we 
have said, in this sermon Jesus is describing His followers—the citizens of the Kingdom.  In the first part 
of chapter 5, Jesus described His followers in terms of their essential character—what they look like.  
Those who follow Jesus are DISTINCT from the men and women of this world.  Men and women of the 
world live for this passing world.  It is the only world they can see.  But Christians are those who have 
been given eyes to see a better world—the world that is to come.  As a result, they live for that world.  
Even when they face persecution in this life, Jesus commands them to rejoice because their “reward is 
great in heaven” (5:12).  
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 Over the last six weeks, we have looked at Jesus’ teaching concerning the Law of God.  Jesus had 
not come to “abolish” the Law, but to “fulfill” it (5:17).  The people who surrounded Jesus on the 
mountain were mostly illiterate, common men and women.  They couldn’t read the Law of God.  And 
even if some could read, they could never have afforded to buy a hand-written copy of the Law for 
themselves.  As a result, all they knew about the Law they had learned from their religious leaders—“the 
scribes and Pharisees” (5:20).  The problem was that the “scribes and Pharisees” had twisted the 
teaching of the Law of God.  They had fashioned their own form of “righteousness” based on keeping 
their own version of the Law.  But Jesus warned the people: 
 
Matthew 5:20- “[U]nless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never 
enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
 
From 5:21-48, Jesus gave six examples of the false teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees” and as He 
dealt with each example, He gave His own authoritative interpretation of the Law—“But I say to you…”  
Jesus teaching on the Law was searching.  The Law reveals that God is after our hearts, not just our 
behavior.  He wants us to love Him.  The point of all of it was that those who would enter the kingdom 
of heaven must possess a PERFECT righteousness.  
 
Matthew 5:48- “You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”       
 
 In our passage this morning, Jesus transition to another major section of teaching in the Sermon 
on the Mount.  Most fundamentally, in Matthew 6 Jesus is going to be discussing how His disciples are 
to live life in light of the REALITY that God is their Father.  In the 34 verses of Matthew 6, God is 
referred to as the Christian’s “Father” 10 times.  It is a major emphasis.  And it is a reality that makes 
all the difference in our lives if we truly grasp it.   
 From Matthew 5:21-46, Jesus was teaching His disciples how they were to live in the world in 
terms of their PERSONAL righteousness (holiness) and most especially in terms of how they were to 
treat others.  In 6:1-18, Jesus turns now to teach His disciples how they are to live out the specifically 
religious aspect of their lives—their religious acts of worship to God (giving, prayer, fasting, etc.).    
 
MIM: Because our Father in Heaven both sees and rewards His children, Christians should give, pray, 
and fast humbly. 
 
This morning we are going to see Jesus give: 
-A warning against hypocritical religion 
-Three examples of hypocritical religion 
 

I. A warning against hypocritical religion (6:1) 
 

A. In 6:1, Jesus gives a warning that will really serve to set up this entire section of teaching 
from 6:1-18. 
 

Matthew 6:1- “Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them, 
for then you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven.” 
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a. The word “Beware” (“Be careful”; NIV) here has the idea of “give careful 
attention to” or “concentrate on.”2  Jesus is saying, “Be careful that you do not 
do religious acts of worship in the wrong WAY and with the wrong 
MOTIVATION.” 
 

i. The wrong way is to do an act of righteousness “before other people.”  
The idea is intentionally performing a religious act in a way that would 
draw the attention of others to what you are doing.   
 

ii. The wrong motivation would be “in order to be seen by them.”  But, of 
course, the motivation isn’t merely to be observed by others while 
doing a good deed.  The motivation is that others would notice and give 
their approval.  It is to seek praise from men for doing a religious act.   

 
b. Again, Jesus is going to the heart and demonstrating that the important thing 

in life is not ultimately WHAT we do, but WHY we do what we do.  It is a 
question of motives.  The spiritual danger here is not in wanting to be a godly 
person.  The spiritual danger is in wanting OTHERS to think we are godly.         

 
Illustration: What might this look like in our lives?       
 
1.  It is a good thing to want to spend time with God in daily Bible reading and prayer.  But there is a 
danger that at times we might to do our “quiet times” not to commune with God, but so that we can tell 
our accountability partner that we have done them.    
 
2.  It is a good thing to serve others in practical ways.  But it is wrong to be concerned that others know 
the various ways you help others. So maybe you volunteer the information, "Sorry I was late this 
morning.  I was helping sister Ethel move." 
 
3.  Praying in public is a good thing.  It leads others to the throne of grace (Heb. 4:16).  But sometimes 
we are more concerned with how our prayers sound to others (pretty language and big theological 
words) than how they sound to God.     
 
4.  It is a good thing to read solid Christian books about God.  But it can be tempting to try to impress 
others with the titles of the six most recent books you have read and all the valuable insights you have 
gleaned from those books.   
 
5.  For pastors, it is a high and holy privilege to preach God’s word.  But it is terrible temptation to want 
other people to like and appreciate our preaching.   
 

c. In 6:1b, Jesus gives us the reason why we should not perform religious acts in 
front of others in order to be praised by them.  “[F]or then you will have no 
reward from your Father who is in heaven.”  God sees our hearts.  He knows our 
motivations.  And if He sees that our motivation in doing religious deeds is 
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NOT to please Him, but instead to earn the approval of others He won’t 
reward us for those actions.   
 

d. Really, the desire to earn the approval of others is really the desire to be 
honored and praised.  It is to serve and please oneself.  At the end of the day, 
it ALWAYS comes down to this.  In everything we do, we are either trying to 
please ourselves or we are trying to please God. 3  The desire to please God will 
receive God’s approval and reward.  The desire to please SELF forfeits God’s 
reward.  God is concerned that His children would serve Him with pure motives. 

 
Application: But maybe you are sitting and listening to this this morning and it poses a problem for you.  
No matter how hard you try to please God by serving others and performing religious acts like prayer 
and Bible study, you find that you always have mixed motives.  You honestly want to share the 
memory verse that you memorized with another person because you think it will help her deal with a 
struggle in her life.  But at the same time, you find that you ALSO want to share that Bible verse because 
it demonstrates how well you know your Bible.  What are you to do?  You must realize that this is part 
of what it means to live as a redeemed child of God who still wrestles with sin.  We are not in heaven 
yet.  Our best acts will always be done with mixed motives.  
 
“There is enough sin in my best prayer to send the whole world to hell.”   
  

-John Bunyan 
 

But the fact that we don’t have perfect motives in our acts of righteousness doesn’t mean we 
don’t do what is right.  We do.  We repent of our bad motivations and then we obey God.  And we 
obey in faith that it is Jesus’ righteousness that ultimately makes all of our actions acceptable to God.  
We can go to God in prayer because we are in Christ.  Christ makes us acceptable to God.  We can do 
the good deeds that God has prepared beforehand for us to do because we are in Christ.  The Holy Spirit 
empowers our obedience and the perfect righteousness of Christ makes up for our deficiencies.  The 
amazing thing is that God will “reward” us for every act of righteousness that we do through faith in 
Christ.  It is all of grace!  From beginning to end we deserve nothing.  But through Christ we are 
accepted by God.   
 
Application: Very practically, we also need to realize that it is not wrong to be praised by others.  
Sometimes we cannot help but do acts of righteousness before others.  Those who pray for us on 
Sunday mornings must pray publically.  Those who read Scripture do so publically.  You can’t always give 
to others anonymously.  Pastors need to preach to somebody.  But when we do those things well and 
others notice and express their appreciation, we should be quick to “deflect” that praise to God.  That 
might sound like, “Thank you. Praise God for His goodness!”  Knowing how to do this well can be hard, 
but it is a good reminder both to you and the person who is praising you that every grace comes from 
God alone.   
 
I think we are seeing from this passage that because our goal in life is to bring glory to God in all we 
do, we need wisdom to know how to worship God.  In 6:2-18, Jesus helps us by giving three 
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illustrations of hypocritical religion.  After each illustration we will see him give advice to His disciples 
on how to perform the act of worship in a way that pleases God.  Along the way, you will notice that 
we are going to skip 6:7-15 (“The Lord’s Prayer”) because it is really a separate section on prayer.  Lord 
willing, we will study that section next time we are together. 
   

II. Three Illustrations of Hypocritical Religion (6:2-18) 
 

A. From 6:2-18, Jesus gives three illustrations of the kind of religious hypocrisy He wants 
His followers to avoid.  From 6:2-4, He discusses the issue of giving to the needy.  From 
6:5-6, He discusses the issue of prayer.  And From 6:16-18, He discusses the issue of 
fasting.  These three religious activities (ways of worshipping God)—giving charity to 
the poor, prayer, and fasting—were especially important in Jewish culture in the first 
century.4  It is not that these activities were bad in themselves.  They are good things to 
do.  As we will see, Jesus expects that those who follow Him will give, pray, and fast as 
a part of their worship of God. 

 
a. In all three sections, we will see that Jesus is in particular confronting the 

“hypocrites.”  Who are the “hypocrites?”  Most especially, Jesus is referring to 
the “scribes and Pharisees”—the religious leaders of Israel.  The great problem 
with the “scribes and Pharisees” was that “they loved the glory that comes 
from man more than the glory that comes from God” (John 12:43).  Later in 
Matthew 23, the Lord will condemn the “scribes and Pharisees” and call them 
“hypocrites” six times (23:13, 15, 23, 25, 27, 29).  But Jesus isn’t only 
condemning the “scribes and Pharisees” here.  He is condemning all who, as a 
pattern of life, pretend to be godly and religious in order to earn the approval 
of other men and women. 
 

Application:  Perhaps that is you this morning.  You are faithful to come to church, but if you were 
honest with yourself the reason you are here is not because you love God and want to be with God’s 
people. The reason you are here is because you like the respectability that you think comes with being 
at church and knowing the Bible.  Friend, if this is you, Jesus’s words are directed at your heart this 
morning.  Being “religious” to impress other people will score no points with God.  God wants you to 
love Him!  God wants your heart!           

   
A. Illustration #1-Giving (6:2-4) 

 
Matthew 6:2-4- “Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in 
the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others. Truly, I say to you, they have 
received their reward. 3 But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right 
hand is doing, 4 so that your giving may be in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward 
you.” 
 

a. In 6:2, Jesus discusses the issue of giving charity to others who are in need.  He 
sets His teaching up by giving the illustration of the wrong and hypocritical way 
that the “hypocrites” (most especially the “scribes and Pharisees”) gave.  He 
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says, “Sound no trumpet before you.”  Commentators spend a lot of time on this 
because there are no historical records of people actually sounding trumpets 
before they gave their offering in the synagogues.  But the point Jesus is making 
is obvious even if we aren’t supposed to literally imagine people blowing 
trumpets.  The point Jesus is making is that the “hypocrites” were intentionally 
drawing attention to themselves as they gave.  Their goal was not to glorify 
God, but to be glorified by others.  The word “praised” in “that they may be 
praised by others” literally means “glorified.”  In effect, the “hypocrites” were 
really robbing of God of His glory. 
 

b. The irony in this passage (and really throughout 6:2-18) is that the 
“hypocrites” get what they want.  Jesus says, “they have received their reward 
(6:2).  The word for “reward” here is a technical word in the Greek for receiving 
full payment and giving a receipt for it.  The “hypocrites” wanted the praise of 
men and they received it.5  But they could expect nothing more.  They would 
receive no “reward” from God for their religious acts. 

 
c. But then in 6:3-4a, Jesus turns His attention from the “hypocrites” and make the 

application to His disciples, “But when you give to the needy, do not let your left 
hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret.”  
Jesus wants His followers to give humbly.  Because of the danger of seeking the 
applause of men for an act of charity, Jesus tells His disciples to plan ways to 
give secretly.  There is no room for SELF in humble giving.   

 
“Christian giving is to be marked by self-sacrifice and self-forgetfulness, not by self-congratulations.”6   
 
          -John Stott 
       

d. In 6:4b, Jesus gives a promise that He will later repeat two more times, “And 
your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  God Himself will reward those 
who, as an act of worship to God, give humbly to serve others. 

 
Application: This is very, very practical.  Did you notice that Jesus doesn’t say “if you give”?  He says, 
“when you give” (6:3).  Giving to others who are in need is something that should characterize the life of 
those who follow Jesus.  Does it characterize your life?  It has been said that one of the last things to be 
sanctified (made holy) in a man’s life is his wallet.  Giving to others is a demonstration that we love God 
more than we love money.     
 
Application:  For most of us, this means that we need to be strategic in how we manage our money.  
You will fail to give to others if you don’t plan to give to others.  Gary is a friend from another church 
who has taken this principle quite seriously.  He has made it a point to budget out a percentage of 
money that he then uses specifically to bless others.  It is part of his regular giving to the Lord.  I think it 
is a good model to follow.     
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B. Illustration #2-Prayer (6:5-6) 
 
Matthew 6:5-6- “And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites. For they love to stand and pray 
in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they 
have received their reward. 6 But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your 
Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” 
 

a. In 6:5, Jesus gives the next illustration of the way the “hypocrites” prayed.  They 
“loved” to stand and pray in public places to draw attention to themselves.  The 
problem wasn’t with the posture of their prayer (standing as opposed to 
sitting or bowing down).  The problem was with their motivation for prayer.  
Prayer most fundamentally is talking to God.  But these “hypocrites” weren’t 
talking to God, they were talking to themselves in order to display their piety, 
their knowledge, and the beauty of their speech.  Their motivation was to win 
the approval of others, not God.   
 

Illustration:  We have all heard prayers that seemed to be more a performance than a prayer.  Christ is 
speaking against those kinds of prayers in this verse.  The “reward” for such prayers is the praise of men, 
but those who pray like this can expect no “reward” from God. 
 

b. And so in 6:6a, Jesus turns to His disciples and instructs them out to pray, “But 
when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father 
who is in secret.”  Here again is an example of humble, secret prayer.  
Christianity is a religion of the heart and it is good in God’s eyes to pray in a 
way that demonstrates our ONLY concern is commune with our Heavenly 
Father.    

 
c. Again, in 6:6b, Jesus gives the promise for a second time: “And your Father who 

sees in secret will reward you.” 
 
Application: Again, in this passage Jesus says, “when you pray.”  Private prayer to God is to characterize 
the Christian’s life.  If you pray more in public than alone in private you need to be concerned about 
who you are trying to please.  Let me ask you, do you pray in secret? 
   

C. Illustration #3-Fasting (6:16-18) 
 
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. 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.” 
 

a. In 6:16, Jesus gives His last illustration of hypocritical religion.  Here He discusses 
the issue of fasting.  What does it mean to fast?  It is to go without food for a 
spiritual purpose.7  We might fast in order to spend more time in prayer about a 
particular need or we might fast in order to grow in the spiritual fruit of “self-
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control” (Gal. 5:23).  The Bible doesn’t lay down guidelines for fasting, but it 
does assume we will fast as an act of worship to God.  But if you have tried to 
fast you know that it is very hard.  Our bodies require food and when they don’t 
get food, they complain loudly.  It is this reality that gave the “hypocrites” the 
tool they need to win the praise of men.  When they fasted, they disfigured 
themselves and looked sad so that everyone would KNOW that they were 
fasting.  Again, they were seeking the praise of men.  And Jesus says again they 
had “received their reward” (6:16). 
 

b. In contrast, Jesus turns for a third time to His disciples and instructs them in 
fasting.  Instead of making an outward display of the reality that they are 
fasting, those who follow Jesus should try to conceal their fast from others.  
Then they will receive their reward from God.  For a third time Jesus says, “And 
your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” 

 
Application: Again, we see that Jesus says “when” and not “if” you fast.  Jesus assumes that those who 
follow Him will worship God through fasting.  Do you fast?   
 
Application: I think this is worth drilling down on because in my experience very few Christians in 
America actually fast from food for any period of time.  And I think it is safe to say that food is 
something that can be very controlling in a person’s life.  If you have never fasted before, it might be a 
good idea to take some time this week and ask “why not”?  Perhaps it is a lack of teaching and modeling 
by others. You’ve just never seen it done.  But perhaps there is more to it.  Like any good thing, food can 
become an idol.  It can take control in our lives.  If we are to follow Jesus, we need to make sure that 
nothing else is controlling us.   
 
In our passage, Jesus condemns those who do religious acts for hypocritical reasons.  But He 
encourages and promises rewards to those who humbly seek to worship God through acts of 
righteousness like giving to the needy, prayer, and fasting.   
 
Two Observations from the Passage 
 

1. It is possible to receive no reward from God.  This is so clear from this passage.  Friends, it is 
possible to live your life in such a way that when you die you will receive no “reward” from God.  
That is what happens to “hypocrites”-those who aren’t really following God, but only pretend to 
in order to earn the praise of others.  What does that mean?  This isn’t the first time that 
Matthew has mentioned a reward.  In 5:12, Jesus commanded those who were persecuted for 
righteousness sake to rejoice: “for great is your reward in heaven.”  In heaven, God will reward 
those who suffer persecution for His sake.  And in our passage today we see that God will 
reward those who worship Him.  But ultimately the “reward” is God Himself.  We get God!  But 
if you don’t worship God with your life, you will receive NO reward from God.  You won’t get 
God.  That means you will be separated from God for eternity in a place of torment the Bible 
calls Hell.  Please hear that warning!   
 

2. It requires faith to please God.  We see this very clearly in this passage as well.  If we are to 
obey Jesus’ commands here to humbly give, pray, and fast, we have to believe that the promise 
Jesus makes three times in this passage is true. “Your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” 
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a. We need faith that God is our Father in Christ.  God loves us in Christ! 
 

b. We need faith that our Father is so concerned about our lives that He actually “sees” 
(notices) our secret acts of worship. 

 
c. We need faith that our Father will actually “reward” us for obedience.  Again, three 

times Jesus promises, “And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  We can 
trust God’s word! 

 
d. We need faith that the “reward” of our Heavenly Father is actually better than the 

praise of men in this world. And it is! 
 

Hebrews 11:6- “And without faith it is impossible to please him, for whoever would draw near to God 
must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him.” 
 
The Gospel 
 
 Ultimately, we know the thing that earns the favor of God in our lives is not our humble acts of 
religious worship to God (giving, prayer, fasting).  The thing that enables us to please God is that we are 
“in Christ.”  It is the Gospel that enables us to draw near to God.  All of us were hypocrites.  We all 
loved the praise of men more than the praise of God.  We were sinners separated from God by our sin.  
But Jesus was no hypocrite!  His was a perfect and sincere life.  Jesus alone could say, “I do not seek my 
own glory” (John 8:50).  Jesus was God, who came to earth and lived as a man.  Then He died on the 
cross in the place of all who would ever turn from their sins and trust in Him.  And He rose from the 
dead showing that God had accepted His sacrifice.  Now all who turn from their sins and trust in Him are 
forgiven for their sin and hypocrisy.  And they are freed and empowered to live for God and to serve 
God humbly.  If you would like to know more about that, I would love to talk with you more after the 
service this morning.   
 
Conclusion 
 
 Even though we are “in Christ,” you and I who are Christians will still battle with hypocrisy for as 
long as we are on this earth, but we can rejoice because God is at work in us to make us more like Jesus.  
And we can rejoice because “in Christ,” our humble acts of religious worship are pleasing to our Father 
in Heaven.  May God enable us to worship Him humbly this week!  Let’s pray… 


