
Matt. 6:16-18 

Intro: 
This is the third of three passages (1-4, 5-15, 16-18) which warn against doing good deeds only for the purpose of being seen 

doing the good deeds, with the motive of receiving public acclamation for doing them.  Jesus elaborated three specific 

examples of this that were prevalent in His time.  But the emphasis in all of these is the underlying attitude and purpose for 

doing them, more than the actual deeds.  All of the deeds which Jesus addressed are good things, and should be done. 

Jesus’s point in these passages is about how and why they are done.  They should be done because it is right to do them.  They 

should be done in obedience to God, and for the pleasure and glory of God.  The problem which Jesus was addressing is that 

human pride easily distorts these good deeds into hypocritical measures of piety which are done to puff up the one doing them 

before their peers, more than to serve God.  Deeds which are supposed to glorify God were being used to glorify self.  And 

Jesus strongly warned against doing this by addressing the contrasting rewards one would receive for doing these things 

rightly, verses doing them selfishly. 

I. Neg: Fasting done for the sake of publicity and image is not pleasing to God (16) 

Just like charity giving in 1-4 and prayer in 5-15, Jesus was not warning against fasting, but only fasting done with the 

wrong motives.  The Bible speaks of fasting as a good and beneficial practice, when done in the right way. 

A. Be careful not to fast for the sake of publicity and image (16a-c) 

1. When you fast (16a) 

Fasting is the act of intentionally going without food and/or drink for a set period of time in order to 

discipline yourself by self-denial, and usually spending the time that would have been used for eating in 

prayer and communion with God.  This is a common spiritual practice throughout the Bible, and is usually 

spoken of as a good and helpful practice.  Fasting is usually paired with prayer, grief and/or repentance.  It 

was used as a way to intensify prayer – not as a way to try to bribe God to answer prayer, but as a way to cut 

out hindrances to prayer and to demonstrate grief, repentance and humility. 

Notice that Jesus said “when you fast.”  It was His assumption that fasting would be a regular (or at least 

occasional) practice of His disciples.  The Old Testament Law required fasting on the Day of Atonement and 

people often fasted when they were mourning.  Here Jesus did not specify or suggest how often or how long 

His disciples should fast.  That is left open to the individual disciple’s wisdom and circumstances.  He only 

directed this warning to whenever that would be. 

2. Don’t fast for public acclamation, like hypocrites (16b-c) 

a Do not be those who look gloomy and sullen (16b) 

In this proposition, Jesus told His hearers not to look gloomy and sad when they were fasting.  This 

proposition must be understood in connection with the following propositions.  Jesus was not 

forbidding people from being and/or looking sad.  It is legitimate to appropriately grieve when 

mourning and to show remorse when repenting.  Jesus was not forbidding these kinds of 

expressions and demeanors when done appropriately.  What He was forbidding was doing them for 

prideful and hypocritical motives, as elaborated in the following propositions. 

b As the hypocrites do (16c) 

This proposition is the continuation and clarification of the previous one.  Jesus was forbidding 

looking sad in the way that is comparable to what the hypocrites do.  The word “hypocrite” refers 

to someone who pretends to be or do something that they are not.  It is play acting and deception 

that is not conformed to reality.  So, Jesus was forbidding pretend sadness and mourning when 

fasting.  He was forbidding putting on the disguise and expression of repentance and grief if it did 

not match the reality appropriate for fasting.  Again, the issue is not about fasting, but about doing 

religious rituals for the purpose of appearing to be righteous when in fact you are not actually 

righteous.  Don’t be a hypocrite when you fast. 

  



B. The hypocrites fast for the worthless reward of public acclaim (16d-g) 

This section is the reason Jesus gave not to draw attention to yourself when fasting.  The reason is twofold:  First, He 

clarified that the reason they did it was for public notice and selfish acclaim.  And second, He pointed out that this 

reward is worthless, especially when compared with eternal reward from God the Father. 

1. They do it for publicity and glory (16d-e) 

a For they distort the appearance of their faces (16d) 

The word translated “distort the appearance” has the connotation of intentionally making an effort 

to change their appearance.  And in the context of 16b, this means that they took on a dour and 

gloomy appearance, probably by forsaking regular grooming (see 17b-c).  If a person is genuinely 

mourning and/or repenting, they do not need to make an effort to appear sad.  The facial expression 

comes naturally.  But if someone needs to put intentional effort into looking gloomy, that means 

that they are faking it.  In other words, Jesus accused some people of intentionally play acting when 

they fasted to look more miserable and gloomier than they genuinely were.  And they did it for the 

purpose which will be communicated in the next proposition. 

b Purpose: in order that they may appear to people to be fasting (16e) 

This proposition clearly marks the purpose for why people distort the appearance of their faces, as 

stated in the previous proposition.  They do it to be seen.  They do it to draw attention to 

themselves.  And Jesus modified this statement with a few words to specify more clearly what they 

were doing.  They were doing it in order to be seen by people.  They were doing it for the approval 

of others, as Jesus warned against in 6:1.  And they were doing it to show off that they were fasting.  

They wanted to appear to be fasting.  And when their natural expression did not show clearly 

enough that they were fasting to get noticed by others, they intentionally altered their appearance to 

draw more attention to the fact that they were fasting.  And they did all this to be seen by others to 

be fasting, and therefore, (hopefully) to be seen as more righteous and spiritual.  In other words, 

their primary concern in fasting was not to humble themselves before God, but it was to exalt 

themselves before other people as more religious and righteous.  That is the very motivation and 

attitude which Jesus was condemning in this whole wider section. 

2. I emphasize that this is all the reward they will get (16f-g) 

a I am saying to you truly (16f) 

This proposition is an introductory statement, introducing what Jesus was about to say in the next 

proposition.  Jesus often used this formula (see v. 2, 5, 5:18), including the word “truly” to 

emphasize, not only the truth of what He was about to say, but also its importance.  This was a 

prompter of attention, signaling to His hearers that they should pay particularly close attention to 

what He was about to say.   

b They have fully received their reward (16g) 

In this proposition, Jesus stated that by being seen by other people and supposedly causing them to 

think more highly of the person fasting, they received all their reward.  The emphasis is on them 

fully and completely having received all that they would ever receive.  They had been paid in full 

and should expect no other reward.  In the larger context of v.1 and what Jesus had already said in 

this chapter, this is obviously a contrast with the greater reward which they were missing out on.  

They got all of the reward they were aiming for, and they would find out that it was a far smaller 

and more fleeting reward than they had hoped.  Everyone finds out sooner or later that the opinions 

of other people are fickle and not as important as we often think.  In this larger section, Jesus’s 

point is to focus on the better reward which comes from God Himself.  And by doing righteousness 

with selfish, prideful motives and manners, we risk losing that greater reward, which is infinitely 

better than building our image before other people.  Our true reality and character before God is 

more important than our reputation before people.  And if our primary goal is to build our 

reputation, we will see what a weak reward that is. 

  



II. Pos: Do your fasting in God’s sight, for His reward, which is eternal (17-18) 

In the previous verse, Jesus warned His readers what not to do when fasting, because the reward for doing that is 

worthless.  In these verses, Jesus positively showed how we should fast, and elaborate on the greater reward we can 

expect for doing so in the correct attitude and manner which He taught. 

A. Don’t fast for public acclaim, but to please God (17-18b) 

1. But while fasting (17a) 

This proposition is very similar to 16a, but not the exact same wording.   In 16a, there was more emphasis 

on “when you fast.”  But in this proposition, the emphasis is on the action of fasting.  So, this proposition 

could be translated “while you are fasting” or “as you are fasting” or “during the act of fasting.”  The 

emphasis is on the fasting and its connection to the actions of the following propositions. 

2. Don’t fast for public acclaim, but for the true reward (17b-18b) 

a Don’t show you are fasting by your appearance (17b-c) 

This section shows, in contrast to those who intentionally changed their appearance in order to 

highlight the fact that they were fasting, that disciples were not to alter their appearance.  They were to 

have the same grooming habits and appearance when fasting as they did when not fasting.  Jesus was 

not teaching his hearers to do anything different, but to keep the same grooming routine in order not to 

draw any unusual attention to themselves when fasting. 

1) You, anoint your head (17b) 

The word “you” is emphatic in this proposition, making a strong contrast with the person who 

makes a display of their fasting.  A disciple of Jesus is to take a different approach and not be like 

them. 

“Anoint” means to put oil (likely some form of perfume) on your head.  This was a normal part of 

grooming in that culture. It would be analogous in our culture to combing your hair or putting on 

deodorant. 

2) And wash your face (17c) 

The meaning of washing your face is obvious.  Some of the Jewish rabbis taught that a person 

should not wash on the Day of Atonement when they were fasting.  Jesus contradicted (overruled) 

their teaching by saying that when fasting, His disciples were to continue their normal hygiene and 

grooming routine so as not to draw any attention to their fasting.  The goal in these two commands 

is that no one would be able, from mere physical appearance, to notice whether His disciples were 

fasting or not.  They should have the same outward appearance and bearing in either case, because 

drawing attention to your fasting is not the point of fasting, and can be counter-productive if done 

for selfish pride.  And the ultimate purpose of keeping one’s fasting disguised is communicated in 

the next section. 

b Purpose: in order that your fasting would only be seen by God (18a-b) 

This section is parallel to v. 4 (on charity) and v. 6 (on prayer) in that it commands us to do our 

righteous deeds in secret, away from the notice of other people, and noticeable only by God our Father.  

It clarifies the purpose of 17b-c, telling why we should keep our normal appearance and avoid 

changing it to highlight the fact that we are fasting. 

  



1) Neg: In order that you would not appear to people to be fasting (18a) 

The purpose of anointing your head with oil and washing your face (i.e. doing your normal hygiene 

and grooming), is so that people will not be able to tell that you are fasting from your appearance.  

This proposition is very similar wording to 16e, where it described the purpose why hypocrites 

change their appearance when they are fasting – in order to be seen.  Of course, this proposition is 

the negative of that one.  In other words, Jesus was commanding His disciples to do the exact 

opposite of the hypocrites for the exact opposite motivation, in order not to be seen.  And we 

should also apply this command, not only to our outward appearance, but also to our demeanor and 

speech.  In other words, this also applies to not talking and/or bragging about the fact that we are 

fasting, in order to win accolades from others for our righteousness.   

Like in the previous passages, this is not an absolute prohibition.  Sometimes it may be unavoidable 

that the people close to us would know that we are fasting.  And Jesus was not commanding us to 

be deceptive or fanatic about the secrecy.  Because, like in the other passages, the issue is not 

whether people see us, but about our attitude and motivation – that we not do our good deeds in 

order to be seen and show off our righteousness.  It should make no difference to our attitude, 

whether people see or not.  But Jesus suggested, for the protection against our own pride, that we 

should always aim for secrecy, and downplay our fasting as much as possible. 

2) Pos: But [in order that you would be apparent] to your Father, Who is in secret (18b) 

This is the other side of the equation of not attempting to appear to be fasting before people.  Even 

though people don’t see that we are fasting, even though we do not fast in order to be seen by them, 

we know that God knows, and that is part of our positive motivation for fasting.  We fast to please 

Him.  And we fast, knowing that He will take note of our good deeds.  As usual, God is smarter 

than we are, and we cannot do good deeds with bad intentions and/or hypocritical motives and 

expect that God will be fooled or pleased by this.  But when we genuinely fast with godly motives 

and in a way that is pleasing to God, we can be assured that God takes note, which leads into the 

final proposition of this passage, which tells the ultimate purpose of doing this. 

And again, in this type of statement, God is described as our Father, the One Who oversees and 

takes care of us.  But instead of being called “our Father in Heaven” as in the previous passages 

(see 1e and 6d), He is called “our Father Who is in secret.”  This could highlight the fact that God is 

hidden from general sight, and does many things that are beyond our knowledge, just as we are to 

fast without the knowledge of the people around us.  But more likely, this highlights that when we 

are fasting away from the sight and knowledge of other people, God is present with us in that 

private place. 

B. And your Father, Who is seeing in secret, will recompense/reward you (18c) 

This proposition is parallel to 4b (on charity giving) and 6e (on prayer).  It gives the ultimate reason for fasting in 

general, and especially for fasting in the manner which Jesus was emphasizing in this passage.  We fast privately, as 

much as possible away from the notice of other people, because God, Who knows what we do, even when we do it in 

secret, will reward us.  Here Jesus used a slightly different (but related) word for “secret” than He used in the 

previous passages.  It has the connotation of being kept from general knowledge, being private.  It is the same word 

used in 18b about God, Who is in private with us.  He sees what we do in private, both the sinful things (so that we 

should never think we can get away with sin) but also the righteous things.  And being a gracious, generous Father, 

He always faithfully rewards us for our godly deeds, far beyond what we deserve.  We can be assured that even if we 

miss out on the accolades of other people for our fasting, even if we miss out on the reputation of being godly and the 

praise and pride that would accompany this reputation, the reward we will receive from our Father will be far greater.  

And so, we can fast with motives unspoiled by pride and self-aggrandizement.   Because we know we have a far 

greater reward.  In all of these passages, the ultimate reason and motivation behind what Jesus was forbidding, was a 

promise of something greater that we don’t want to forfeit. 


