John 1:1
Matthew 6:17



 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “However” with the nominative subject from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “you” and referring to the believer.  Next we have the nominative masculine second person singular present active participle of the verb NĒSTEUW, which means “to fast.


The present tense is a durative present for a continuous action.


The active voice indicates that the fasting believer is producing the action.


The participle is temporal and coterminous with the action of the main verb.  It is translated “while you are fasting.”

“However, you, while you are fasting,”
 is the second person singular aorist middle imperative of the verb ALEIPHW, which means “to anoint.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a fact.


The middle voice is a dynamic or intensive middle, which emphasizes the personal responsibility of the subject in producing the action on himself/herself.


The imperative mood is a mild command/strong entreaty. 

Next we have the possessive genitive from the second person singular personal pronoun SU with the accusative direct object from the feminine singular article and noun KEPHALĒ, which means “your head.”  Then we have the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the accusative direct object from the neuter singular article and noun PROSWPON with the possessive genitive from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “your face.”  Finally, we have the second person singular aorist middle imperative of the verb NIPTW, which means “to wash.”  The morphology is the same as the previous verb.

“anoint your head and wash your face,”
Mt 6:17 corrected translation
“However, you, while you are fasting, anoint your head and wash your face,”
Explanation:
1.  “However, you, while you are fasting,”

a.  In contrast to the dirt and ashes on the heads of the hypocrites and their distorted, agonizing faces while they are fasting, Jesus has a strong recommendation for His disciples, while they are fasting.


b.  Notice Jesus’ assumption that His disciples are going to fast from time to time.  He does not make this a requirement of Christians, but simply assumes that they will continue a practice they have been used to doing in the past.  The Lord passes no judgment on those who fast all the time or those who rarely, if ever, fast.  The amount of fasting is not made the issue.  It is the manner in which the fasting is done that matters to God.


c.  The present linear aktionsart (German grammatical term for extended action) of the participle indicates that the command about to be stated is true from the moment fasting begins until the moment it ends.

2.  “anoint your head and wash your face,”

a.  Anointing the head means to wash your hair, comb it, and apply some sort of nice smelling ointment or perfume.  This is no different than a man using some sort of hair tonic, gel, or other hair product to make his (or her) hair smell nice and stay in place.  In essence, the Lord is telling us to apply good grooming to our head of hair.


b.  In addition to making our hair look and smell nice, we should do the opposite of the hypocrites who rub dirt and ashes all over their faces and wash our face, so that we look nice rather than have some sort of distorted appearance.  The scribes and Pharisees made themselves look and smell awful, while they were fasting.  We are to make ourselves look and smell wonderful while we are fasting.


c.  The scribes and Pharisees made serving the Lord in fasting appear to be the most painful and grueling experience.  In contrast the Lord wants us to serve God with the appearance of joy and happiness.  Quite a contrast!

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “When last did you fast as a religious service to honor your God?  That is when you made your last deposit to your heavenly ‘rewards’ account in this respect!”


b.  “In contrast, the disciple who fasts must look quite normal, clean and happy (anointing with oil was a common cosmetic, not necessarily a sign of special celebration: to put on a show of exceptional gaiety would be as ostentatious as the ‘hypocrites’!).”


c.  “Jesus implies that those who follow him will fast from time to time, but He says nothing about frequency, occasion, or method.  He is concerned only with the motive behind the fasting and indeed primarily with the requirement that fasting be done secretly [see the next verse], as a matter between the religious person and God.  So the faster is told anoint your head; this points to a normal social custom of the day, but evidently those who fasted sometimes omitted the practice.  So with washing the face.  It is pleasant to be clean, and evidently it was felt by some who fasted that they should forego this pleasure.  And, of course, an untended face is very obvious.”
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