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The applause of men 

 

T. S. Eliot wrote, “The last temptation is the greatest treason - to do the right deed for the very wrong reason.” 

 

It is not difficult to find people in the Bible who did “the right deed for the very wrong reason.” Herod told the magi 

where to look for Jesus, a commendable thing to do, but he told them because he wanted to find the baby and kill Him 

(Matthew 2:7-8, 16). Judas greeted Jesus with a kiss, a sign of affection; but he did it to identify Jesus for the mob 

(Matthew 26:48-49). Ananias and Sapphira brought money to the apostles to help brothers and sisters less fortunate 

than them (Acts 5:1–11). But they did it for the wrong reason - seeking the applause of men! 

 

In Matthew 5, Jesus had emphasized that “wrong thinking is as bad as wrong action” (5:22a, 28). In Matthew 6, 

He took it a step farther and said “wrong thinking can even make a right action wrong.” 

 

Matthew 6:1 - “Take heed that you do not do your charitable deeds (practicing your righteousness) before men, 

to be seen by them. Otherwise you have no reward from your Father in heaven.” NKJV 
 

“Righteousness” refers to doing what is right. “Practicing your righteousness” is the right thing to do. Doing it 

“before men to be seen (noticed) by them” is a “very wrong reason.”  

 

Some see a contradiction with Matthew 5:16 - “Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see 

your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven.” NASB 
 

There is a difference in doing a thing that is seen by others and doing a thing in order to be seen by others.  

The basic difference between Matthew 5:16 and Matthew 6:1 is a matter of motivation! In Matthew 5:16, the aim is 

to glorify God; in Matthew 6:1, the aim is to glorify one’s self. 

 

In the three examples that follow Matthew 6:1, Jesus used the word “hypocrites” to label those who practice their 

righteousness to be noticed by men (Matthew 6:2, 5, 16). The word translated as “hypocrite” was used in the first 

century to refer to an actor on a stage who held a mask in front of his face. Jesus used the term to refer to one who 

used a mask of spirituality to hide their true nature. These spiritual play-actors appeared to do good deeds, but in 

reality they were just giving a performance. They had a flair for the dramatic. 

 

The Greek word translated “to be seen” in verse 1 is related to the word “theatron,” from which we get “theater.” 

The hypocrites’ stage was the world, and their audience was the crowd. Their goal was what every performer wants – 

the hearty applause from their audience. They apparently received it, but it was all they would receive. 

 

As Jesus said, “…they have their reward” (Matthew 6:2, 5, 16). On earth we have the visible audience of mankind 

and the invisible audience of our Matthew 6:6 - “…Father who sees in secret will reward you openly.” NKJV 

 

In the end, the only audience that matters is God! 

 

I. An example 

 

In Matthew 6:2–18, Jesus gave three examples of doing the right thing for the wrong reason – these are generally 

referred to as “the three chief acts of Jewish piety.”    

 

These three relate to the basic ways our religion expresses itself: 1) Toward others (benevolence); 2) Toward God 

(prayer); 3) Toward self (self-denial). Each example follows the same pattern - what not to do and then what to do. 

In each case, Jesus noted what rewards will be received for the actions described.  
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How Not to Help the Poor: Matthew 6:2 - “Therefore, when you do a charitable deed (almsgiving, showing 

mercy), do not sound a trumpet before you as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they 

may have glory from men. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward.” NKJV 

 

The Old Testament puts great emphasis on helping the poor: Deuteronomy 15:11 – “For the poor will never cease 

from the land; therefore I command you, saying, ‘You shall open your hand wide to your brother, to your poor 

and your needy, in your land.’” NKJV 

 

The same emphasis is found in the New Testament: Matthew 19:21 – “Jesus said to him, “If you want to be 

perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow 

Me.” NKJV 

 
After Zaccheus had Jesus in his home, he said, “…Look, Lord, I give half of my goods to the poor…” (Luke 19:8). 

The apostles asked Paul and Barnabas to “remember the poor,” which Paul said he was “eager to do” (Galatians 

2:10).  
 

Christians in Macedonia and Achaia made contributions to help the poor: Romans 15:26 – “For it pleased those 

from Macedonia and Achaia to make a certain contribution for the poor among the saints who are in 

Jerusalem.” NKJV 

 
To the Jew, almsgiving to help the poor was the most sacred of all religious duties. To the church, benevolence is a 

God-given responsibility: Galatians 6:10 – “Therefore, whenever we have the opportunity, we should do good to 

everyone—especially to those in the family of faith.” NLT  

 

James 1:27 – “Pure and genuine religion in the sight of God the Father means caring for orphans and widows 

in their distress and refusing to let the world corrupt you.” NLT 
 

Jesus says there is a right way and a wrong way to give to the poor, to help others. The wrong way is to make a 

production out of it - figuratively speaking – “to sound a trumpet.”  

 

Paul spoke of giving to the poor with wrong motives in 1 Corinthians 13:3 - “And though I bestow all my goods to 

feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, but have not love, it profits me nothing.” NKJV 

 

Regarding those who help others for the wrong reason, Jesus said, Matthew 6:2 - “…assuredly, I say to you, they 

have their reward.” NKJV 

 

We cannot be sure whether the reference to a trumpet was literal or an exaggeration - there are no historical references 

to anybody doing this. We do have accounts of a comparable situation when rich men would buy skins of water for 

the poor. 

 

Water was not plentiful in Palestine. During times of drought, it was sold in the streets. The seller of the water would 

shout with a loud voice for the poor to come and drink. The one who paid for the water would stand to one side to 

receive grateful thanks from the poor. 

 

When we help others, are we looking for their gratitude? If we do not receive their thanks, are we disappointed? Are 

we looking for earthly applause?  

 

If we are, then what we do may benefit the one who receives the help, but it does not benefit us. As Jesus said: “We 

have all the reward we are going to get!” 
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How to Help the Poor: Matthew 6:3–4: “But when you do a charitable deed, do not let your left hand know 

what your right hand is doing, that your charitable deed may be in secret; and your Father who sees in secret 

will Himself reward you openly.” NKJV 

 

Some believe that all acts of benevolence should be done anonymously, in secret, where no one else knows about it. 

 

There is nothing wrong with that as long as God is given the credit. However, not all giving in New Testament times 

was secret. Jesus told His disciples about the gift of the poor widow (Mark 12:41–44). Others were aware of the 

generosity of Barnabas (Acts 4:34–37). Paul used the liberality of the Macedonians to inspire the Corinthians (2 

Corinthians 8:1–5; 9:1–5). The concern is not about letting others know of a gift, but about giving with a desire to 

receive praise.  

 

What, then, does it mean to “not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing?” We are not to do our 

righteous acts to be seen by others. It is, however, possible to do these acts where no one else knows and still dwell on 

them in our own minds. 

 

Jesus was using exaggeration to say, “When you give, do not dwell in your mind on the good you have done. 

Dismiss it from your thoughts quickly so that you are not congratulating yourself for being generous or doing good 

deeds.” 
 

Little Jack Horner, sat in the corner, eating a Christmas pie; He put in his thumb, and pulled out a plum, and said, 

“What a good boy am I!” 

 

In our thoughts, we are not to say, “What good boys and girls are we!”  Luke 17:10 – “In the same way, when you 

obey me you should say, ‘We are unworthy servants who have simply done our duty.’” NLT 

 

II. Praying 

 

How Not to Pray: Jesus’ second example of doing the right thing for the wrong reason was prayer. Matthew 6:5 - 

“And when you pray, you shall not be like the hypocrites. For they love to pray standing in the synagogues and 

on the corners of the streets, that they may be seen by men…” NKJV 
 

Apparently, some Jews arranged their schedules so that, when a time for prayer came, they would be in a conspicuous 

place - a public square or a busy street corner. They made a production of their prayers so they could “be seen by 

men.” 

 

They were admired by other men, but that was all - they would receive no reward from God. As far as God was 

concerned, their  lives were “Paid in Full.” How foolish – how sad! Matthew 6:5 - “…assuredly, I say to you, they 

have their reward.” NKJV 

 

How to Pray: Matthew 6:6 - “But you, when you pray, go into your room, and when you have shut your door, 

pray to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you openly.” 

NKJV 
 

Was it Jesus’ purpose to eliminate public prayers? Did He intend to discourage one Christian from praying with 

another Christian? The answer to both questions is “No.”  

 

In Matthew 18:19-20, Jesus talked about two or three individuals praying to God. The Book of Acts is filled with 

examples of Christians praying together (Acts 1:24; 4:24; 12:12). 
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Jesus is teaching us that there is value in having a quiet, private place where we can be alone with God. Even Jesus 

felt the need to go “to a secluded place” to pray (Mark 1:35) where there were no distractions! 

 

Wherever we are and whatever we are doing, we can go into “the inner room” of our hearts and talk to God. We can 

do this while we drive a car, sweep a floor, or wait in line to buy groceries. 

 

Jesus is also teaching us that we should never pray in such a way that it calls attention to ourselves instead of God. 

 

How Not to Pray: Jesus had previously used hypocritical Jews as an example of improper prayer. Now He uses 

unbelievers as a bad example: Matthew 6:7-8: “And when you pray, do not use vain repetitions as the heathen 

do. For they think that they will be heard for their many words. “Therefore do not be like them. For your 

Father knows the things you have need of before you ask Him.” NKJV 

 

Jesus was not saying that prayers can never be long. He prayed all night before selecting the twelve apostles (Luke 

6:12–16). He encouraged His followers to be persistent in prayer (Luke 18:1–7). Nor was He condemning all 

repetition in prayer. He repeated the same prayer three times in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matthew 26:44). Paul 

asked God three times to remove his thorn in the flesh (2 Corinthians 12:7-8). 

 

Most of us can recall occasions when we were overcome with sorrow, pain, or concern; and we repeated the same 

prayer over and over for God’s help and strength. The serious illness of a loved one is such an occasion. The Lord 

was not discouraging that kind of heartfelt repetition.  

 

The word “vain,” means “empty, useless.” It is similar to the word “babble” which sounds like someone talking 

meaninglessly. 

 

What Jesus was condemning was “meaningless repetition” - praying mechanically as though chanting an incantation 

- “speaking without thinking” or something similar.  

 

The pagans had no concept of a personal God who loved them and was concerned about what happened to them. 

Their so-called gods were viewed as far away, self-centered, and often heartless.  

 

The pagans had devised a variety of techniques to get their gods to listen and respond. They had magical incantations 

in which saying the right words was more important than the right motivation. They thought that the more they said, 

the more likely they were to be heard. They “developed long lists of divine names, hoping that by endless repetition 

they would somehow invoke the name of the true god and receive what they wished.” 

 

Jesus said, in effect, “Do not let your praying sink to the level of pagan superstition.”  

 

Usually when we think of “meaningless repetition” in prayer, we focus on the practices of other religious groups 

who may do things like repeating a set prayer (Lord’s Prayer) over and over, or use the same words in the same 

prayers in every service already written out! 

 

However, if we are honest with ourselves, we will realize that we too can be guilty of this. Over time we can develop 

a set way of saying thanks at the table or praying at bedtime or leading a prayer in a worship service.  It is easy to use 

favorite religious phrases over and over. It is even possible to be guilty of thinking we “will be heard for our many 

words.” 

 

Each of us needs to examine ourselves and ask: “What about my heart? Have I been guilty of using meaningless 

repetition? Do I ever pray without thinking?” 
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III. Fasting 

 

Jesus’ third example of doing the right thing for the wrong reason was fasting:  Matthew 6:16-18: “Moreover, 

when you fast, do not be like the hypocrites, with a sad countenance. For they disfigure their faces that they 

may appear to men to be fasting. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. But you, when you fast, 

anoint your head and wash your face, so that you do not appear to men to be fasting, but to your Father who is 

in the secret place; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you openly.” NKJV 

 

Though the Bible does not command fasting directly, the Jews considered the practice an important spiritual exercise. 

Jesus and others in the New Testament did it and so can we, but we are never given any directions on how to other 

than if we do fast, don’t do it for show! 

 

Jesus said that when these hypocrites fasted, they “put on a gloomy face” and neglected their appearance. They did 

not wash their faces or comb their hair. They wore dirty, rumpled clothes and looked sad on purpose. All this was to 

call attention to how deeply spiritual they were. 

 

IV.  Conclusion 

 

It has been said that “the most important part of a Christian’s life is the part that only God sees.”  

 

Hebrews 4:13 – “Nothing in all creation is hidden from God. Everything is naked and exposed before his eyes, 

and he is the one to whom we are accountable.” NLT 

 

God knows what you do and why you do it. If you do the right things for the right reasons, Jesus said that “…your 

Father who sees in secret will Himself reward you openly” (Matthew 6:4).  

 

Each of us needs to ask, “Am I seeking the applause of the crowd or the applause of God?”  

 

Matthew 6:1-4: “Be especially careful when you are trying to be good so that you don’t make a performance 

out of it. It might be good theater, but the God who made you won’t be applauding. When you do something 

for someone else, don’t call attention to yourself. You’ve seen them in action, I’m sure - ‘playactors’ I call them 

- treating prayer meeting and street corner alike as a stage, acting compassionate as long as someone is 

watching, playing to the crowds. They get applause, true, but that’s all they get. When you help someone out, 

don’t think about how it looks. Just do it - quietly and unobtrusively…” (The Message). 

 

The reason that God hates hypocrisy so much is because it turns people against Him. We need to learn to take 

hypocrisy as seriously as God does. For starters, don’t expect credit for good deeds. None! If no one notices, don’t get 

disappointed. If someone does, give the credit to God.  

 

If no one knew of the good you do, would you still do it? If not, you’re doing it to be seen by people. Don’t make a 

theater production out of your faith! 
 

Revelation 22:14-15: “Blessed are those who do His commandments, that they may have the right to the tree of 

life, and may enter through the gates into the city. But outside are dogs and sorcerers and sexually immoral 

and murderers and idolaters, and whoever loves and practices a lie.” NKJV 
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“There is nothing as repulsive as phoniness in the spiritual realm.” Howard G. Hendricks 

 

Matthew 23:27-28: “What sorrow awaits you teachers of religious law and you Pharisees. Hypocrites! For you 

are like whitewashed tombs—beautiful on the outside but filled on the inside with dead people’s bones and all 

sorts of impurity. Outwardly you look like righteous people, but inwardly your hearts are filled with hypocrisy 

and lawlessness.” NLT 

 

 

“Often people avoid God because they see evildoers in the world and hypocrites in the church - I'd rather be in 

church with a hypocrite than in hell with one!” 

 

1 Timothy 4:1-2: “Now the Holy Spirit tells us clearly that in the last times some will turn away from the true 

faith; they will follow deceptive spirits and teachings that come from demons. These people are hypocrites and 

liars, and their consciences are dead.” NLT 

 


