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Matthew 6:5-8 
 
Let’s turn our attention to our text for this morning. Matthew, recording Jesus’ words, under the 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, writes: 
 

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. 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. “And when 
you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they will be 
heard for their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before 
you ask him. Matthew 6:5-8 
 

Brothers and sisters, “the grass withers and the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever.” 
 
I. BEWARE OF OSTENTATIOUS PRAYER (v.5) 

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. 
 
HYPOCRITES 
Hypocrite is the Greek noun (uJpokrith/ß - hupokrites). It refers to an actor or character who 
wears a mask and plays a part – a stage player. Figuratively, the word refers to anyone who treats 
the world as a stage on which he plays his part. Jesus calls the Pharisees hypocrites because 
externally they seemed be religiously polished, but this was a pretense, a sham, a cover for the 
real motivation of their hearts, which was to be seen and applauded by others. The problem is 
that that they were pretending to be something they weren’t. They were assuming a false identity. 
Friends, we have no room to poke fun of the Pharisees; I would submit that we are often just as 
guilty.  
 
SYNAGOGUES 
There wasn’t anything inherently evil about praying in the synagogues. This is our modern 
equivalent to praying in church or at a prayer service.  
 
 
 
 



STREET CORNERS 
A devout Jew would have stopped wherever he happened to be, even a street corner, at the 
appointed hour of prayer. It’s interesting to note that the word for street here is different that the 
street mentioned in verse 2. The street in verse 2 is a (rJu/mh - rhume) or small, narrow street. 
Conversely, the street here in verse 5 is a (platei √a - plateia), which is the word for a wide, 
major street. This is a street corner that was likely to be bustlingly with people. The Pharisees, 
hypocrites, especially loved to pray on these streets because they were busy and most likely to 
have the largest audience.  
 
Jesus’ words have less to do with location and more to do with motivation. Is it wrong to pray in 
public? No. Is it wrong to be heard when you are praying? No. But we should be on guard 
against praying in public if we are not in the habit of praying in private.  
 
Public prayer ought to be the tip of the iceberg. About 10 percent of an iceberg floats above the 
surface of the ocean, while the other 90 percent is submerged. In the same way, your public 
prayers ought to be supported by a large mass of private prayers throughout the week. 
Unfortunately, the prayer life of the average Christian is more like the Titanic than an iceberg. 
We are proud vessels above the surface, but underneath our respectable Christianity, the 
bulkheads are filling with water, the pumps are failing, and we are in danger of sinking in the sea 
of spiritual neglect.1 The gospel frees us from trying to impress or garner the attention of others. 
 
WHAT DO WE REALLY LOVE 
It’s interesting to note that Jesus says the hypocrites “love to pray.” Unfortunately, that’s more 
than can be said for some of us. But, sadly, it’s not prayer that they love, nor the God to which 
they pray. Rather, they love themselves and the opportunity that public prayer gives them to 
parade themselves.2 The acceptable clichés, the appropriate sentiments, the sonorous tones, the 
well-pitched fervency, can all become tools to win approval if we aren’t careful.3 Could it be that 
the reason more of our prayers aren’t answered is because we are more interested in being seen 
and heard by others than we are to bring our requests to God? 
 
THE SUBTLENESS OF SIN 
Nothing is so sacred that Satan won’t try and invade it. As a matter of fact, the more sacred 
something is, the more desirous he is to profane it – such is the case with prayer in the life of a 
believer. Sin is so insidious that it follows us all the way into the very presence of God.4 Nothing 
is quite so fallacious as to think of sin only in terms of actions. As a matter of fact, as long as we 
think of sin only in terms of things actually done, we fail to understand it. The essence sin is that 
it is essentially a disposition – or a state of the heart. A telling photograph of sin is that of 

                                                
1 H.B. Charles Jr., When You Pray, May 9, 2015. 
2 John R. Stott, The Message of the Sermon on the Mount (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1978), 133. 
3 D.A. Carson, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount: An Exposition of Matthew 5-10 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1978), 62. 
4 D. Martyn Lloyd Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
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someone on his knees in prayer, pouring his soul out to God, only to have his prayer dissolve 
into preoccupation with self so that he is really worshipping himself. Sadly, many prayers, both 
public and private never rise beyond self.  
 
Friends, religious pharisaism is far from dead. It is possible to go to church for the same 
wrongheaded reason that took the Pharisee to the synagogue – not to worship God, but to feel 
better about ourselves or stroke our egos by gaining a reputation for our religiosity. Ulterior 
motives degrade the service of God into self-service. When we practice our righteousness to be 
seen and praised by men, our actions cease to be worship offered to God in praise and become 
more like exhibitions performed in a circus.  
 
RECEIVED THEIR REWARD (IN FULL)  
Jesus tells us that if our motivation for doing the things we do is merely to be seen, known, or 
honored by men, then we will get what it is we are after – but no more. The reward stops there. I 
mentioned last week that inherent in the Greek verb “received” (ajpe÷cw - apecho) is the idea of 
“payment in full”. This is a word that comes from the world of commerce and means to settle an 
account by paying the bill and giving a receipt of the transaction in exchange. Jesus is in effect 
saying, “If recognition is what you seek, temporary recognition is all you’ll get. If the pleasure of 
being in the spotlight is what you seek, temporary fanfare is all you’ll get.” Those who seek out 
and receive the praise of men shouldn’t expect a heavenly reward in addition, because they have 
already been “paid in full.” 

 
A WORD ABOUT MOTIVES 
It isn’t always easy to know when we have crossed over the line of being focused on God alone 
to being over conscious of others listening to our prayers. Our hearts are wickedly deceptive (cf. 
Jeremiah 17:9). I had a young man ask me last week if it is better to wait to give and wait to pray 
until our motives are right. This is an honest question. I would say the answer is no. If we waited 
to obey until our motives were right, we would never obey. Friends, I don’t know that I have ever 
had a completely pure motive. Is it possible? Yes. Does it happen often? God only knows. I think 
most often we probably have mixed motives. There is a genuine desire to please and honor God, 
but that warring flesh likes to make an aggressive appearance as well. I would encourage you to 
pray even when you are uncertain if your motives are right. While you are praying, pray that God 
would grant you a pure heart that seeks His attention alone.  
 
HEART PENETRATING QUESTIONS 
A. Do I pray more frequently and more fervently when I am alone with God than I do in public? 
B. Do I love to pray in private? 
C. Is my public prayer simply an overflow of my private praying? 
D. What do I think about when I am praying in front of others? 
E. Why don’t I pray in front of others? Fear is pride redressed. 
F. Am I concentrating my attention more on others than I am on God? 

 



G. Am I more aware of the presence of others then the presence of God?  
H. Am I looking for just right the words or phrases?5 

 
 

II. BEWARE OF DISTRACTED PRAYER (v.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. 
 
The primary point Jesus makes does not have to do with location but with attitude. If necessary, 
Jesus says, go to the most secluded, private place you can find so you will not be tempted to 
show off. Go there and shut the door. Shut out everything else so that you can concentrate on 
God and pray to your Father. Do whatever you have to do to get your attention away from 
yourself and others and on Him and Him alone.6 
 
Jesus encourages us to close the door on disturbances and distractions and to shut out the eyes of 
men by shutting ourselves in with God. Just as nothing destroys prayer like side-glances at human 
spectators, so nothing enriches it like a sense of the presence of God. For He sees not only the 
outward appearance (cf. 1 Samuel 16:7) – the one who is praying – but the motive for which he 
prays.7  

 
The Greek word translated “room” is the word (tamei √on - tameion). This word was actually used 
at times to refer to a small room in which treasures were kept. The implication here might be that 
there are treasures are waiting when we pray. For it is there, in sweet communion with God, that 
He lifts the light of His countenance on us and gives us peace. He refreshes our soul, satisfies our 
hunger, quenches our thirst, and gives strength to our weary hearts. It is there that He reminds us 
who we are and whose we are. That we are forgiven, ransomed, redeemed, adopted, justified, 
and beloved.  
 
The principle that Jesus is teaching here about secrecy is that there are certain things that we 
must shut out whether we are praying in public or in private. When we are engaging God in 
prayer we must shut out and forget other people. We must shut out and forget ourselves. We 
must shut out anything that would hinder or distract our full attention being set on God alone. 
Again, the physical location of a secret prayer room or closet isn’t the point Jesus is trying to 
make. You can enter into the “room” that Jesus is speaking of anywhere and anytime – when you 
are all alone or when you are walking down the busy street. The point is that you forget others 
and forget yourself. There is no value in going into your room and shutting the door if all you are 
thinking about is yourself and priding yourself on your prayer. If that is the case, we might as well 
be standing on the street corner like the hypocrite.  
 

                                                
5 Some of these questions came from D.A. Carson, 63. 
6 John MacArthur, Matthew 1–7, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1985), 367. 
7 John R. Stott, 133. 



Does this mean that Jesus forbids any public prayer? No, not at all. If Jesus is trying to prohibit 
public prayer, the early church certainly misunderstood Him (cf. Acts 1:24; 3:1; 4:24ff).  
 
 

III. BEWARE OF MINDLESS PRAYER (v.7) 
“And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they 
will be heard for their many words. 
 
The Greek word (battologe÷w - battologeo) is translated in the ESV as “empty phrases,” NASB 
as “meaningless phrases,” and in the KJV as “vain repetition”. It’s only used here in the New 
Testament. It’s a challenging word to precisely translate. It’s presumed to be a compound of 
Aramaic words battoß meaning stuttering or babbling and lo/goß meaning word or talk. To pray 
at length was regarded by the Gentiles as the way to make sure that one’s prayer was heard and 
appreciated by deity.  Jesus’ Jewish audience had, interestingly enough, been heavily influenced 
by the prayers of Gentile pagans who would incessantly repeat themselves to try and get the 
attention of whichever god(s) they were currently entreating. The rabbis in Jesus’ day taught that 
the longer the prayer, the more likely it was to be heard by God. The problem: verbosity was 
confused with meaning and length was confused with sincerity.  
 
Jesus says that our prayers shouldn’t consist of heaped up phrases, idle repetitions, and the 
ridiculous assumption that the probability of an answer is in proportion to the number of words 
uttered in prayer. Solomon reminds us, “Be not rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be hasty 
to utter a word before God, for God is in heaven and you are on earth. Therefore let your words 
be few” Ecclesiastes 5:2. 
 
We need to be clear about the fact that Jesus isn’t condemning persistent prayer or even 
repetition in prayer. The fact that a request is repeated doesn’t make it vain repetition, 
meaningless, or empty phrases. For example, Paul prayed three times that the thorn in his flesh 
would be removed (cf. 2 Corinthians 12:7). And Jesus prayed three times that the “cup” would 
be taken from Him (cf. Matthew 26:39-44). Neither is Jesus forbidding a long prayer for He 
prayed all night on occasion (cf. Luke 6:12). He told His followers that they should always pray 
and not grow weary (cf. Luke 18:1). It is prayer based on the view that the length of our prayer 
will persuade God that He forbids.   
 
Jesus isn’t impressed with many words; as a matter of fact, I would submit that He is less 
interested in what the mouth is saying and more interested in what the heart is saying. Don’t 
mistake me, what you say is important, but what your heart says takes the cake. Do you 
remember what Jesus said of the Pharisees in Matthew 15:8? He said, “This people honors me 
with their lips, but their heart is far from me.” In other words, the mouth can say all the right 
things, but still get it all wrong. This, my friends, ought to challenge us all.  

 



All of us have a routine, mindless prayer on file; once we get rid of it, then we can really begin 
to pray. For some of us, prayer is like putting the needle on the record and then forgetting about 
it. It is simply the heaping up of phrases. Do any of these sound familiar? 
 
Now I lay me down to sleep,    God is great, God is good,  
I pray the Lord my soul to keep;   Let us tank Him for our food;  
If I die before I wake,     By His hands we all are fed,  
O pray the Lord my soul to take.   Thank you Lord for our daily bread.  
 
Prayer isn’t easy. Effective prayer doesn’t happen while we are on autopilot. Prayer is laborious, 
hard work. God wants our hearts to be engaged, but He also wants our minds to be engaged.   
 
 

IV. BEWARE OF PRAYER THAT FORGETS WHO GOD IS AND HOW BIG GOD IS (v.8) 
Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him. 
 
A.W. Tozer, in His book The Knowledge of the Holy, said, “What comes into our minds when 
we think about God is the most important thing about us.” As we approach the throne of grace 
in prayer, we need to be mindful that we are entering into the presence of the eternal, almighty, 
omnipotent, sovereign God with all His power, might, and majesty. We are entering into the 
chambers of the God who is a consuming fire (cf. Hebrews 12:29). The God who is light and in 
whom there is no darkness at all (cf. 1 John 1:5). The God who is utterly and absolutely holy. 
The God who demanded that Moses remove his sandals (cf. Exodus 3:5). But we must also be 
mindful that, in Christ, this God, who would otherwise be unapproachable, is our Father. Before 
we come, He knows all about us. Before we utter a word, He knows our every need. He knows 
every hair on our head (cf. Matthew 10:30). David reminds us, “You know when I sit down and 
when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from afar. You search out my path and my lying down 
and are acquainted with all my ways. Even before a word is on my tongue, behold, O Lord, you 
know it altogether” Psalm 139:2-4. 
 
Friends, let me submit you to that as a child of God, He wants to commune with you more than 
you could ever want to commune with Him. He delights to bless you more that you desire to be 
blessed and is more ready to give than you are to receive. Our Father has already purchased our 
ultimate good in Christ and is desirous to bless us with His own fullness in Christ. We don’t have 
to try and garner His attention by mechanical repetition in prayer. In Christ, we already have His 
full attention. We don’t have to cajole God to get Him to answer our prayers.  
   
What confidence it brings to our hearts when we know that we don’t inform or make God aware 
of anything that He didn’t already know when we pray. He is intimately acquainted with our 
lives. Can I submit to you that one of the reasons that we are so given to worry and anxiousness 
is because we forget that God knows? Oh, 10,000 fears would be wiped away if we 
remembered that in the middle of our fears, God is already there. He is never faced with the 



dilemma of trying to figure out how He is going to meet our needs. Wanting to be seen and vain 
repetition are all rooted in fear. Jesus will remind us shortly: 
 

 Do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor about your 
body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? Look 
at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly 
Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? And which of you by being anxious 
can add a single hour to his span of life? And why are you anxious about clothing? Consider 
the lilies of the field, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in 
all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the field, 
which today is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe 
you, O you of little faith? Therefore do not be anxious, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What 
shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your 
heavenly Father knows that you need them all. Matthew 6:25–32  

 
WHY PRAY IF GOD ALREADY KNOWS MY NEEDS (i.e. Fatalism) 
A. Because God commands we pray.  
B. God has ordained both the end as well as the means. 
C. God chooses to honor our obedience. 
D. God promises to answer prayer.8 

 
Friends, God always answers His children. Sometimes He says, “Yes,” sometimes He says, “No,” 
and sometimes He says, “Not now”. But even when God says, “No,” it is because He has a 
better idea for you than you have for yourself. Jesus said, “No” to healing Lazarus because 
raising him from the dead was better (cf. John 11).  

 
CLOSING BENEDICTION: 
Hear this benediction from Paul in Ephesians 3:20-21, “Now to him who is able to do far more 
abundantly than all that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us, to him be glory 
in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever.” And all God’s 
people said, “Amen!” Go in peace.  
  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
8 R.T. Kendall, The Sermon on the Mount (Minneapolis, MN: Chosen Books, 2001), 203-204. 


