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Matthew 6:1-18

I. Introduction


After giving His disciples the “impossible-to-be-accomplished” Beatitudes, Jesus gave the key verse for the Sermon on the Mount Matthew 5:20, “For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.”  Then, using the illustrations of murder and adultery, divorce and oaths, revenge and love, Jesus showed that, unlike the Pharisees with all their “does and don’ts,”  righteousness begins in the heart and not in one’s actions.  BUT righteousness of the heart must lead to acts of righteousness—James 2:26 says, “As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead.”  In Matt. 7:20 Jesus said, “Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them.”  But because it is so easy to get caught up in doing good things for the wrong reason, Jesus used 3 examples of pious activities—giving to the needy, praying, and fasting—to once again warn His followers that it isn’t what they do which is important, it is the motive—the reason—behind the activity.  Proverbs 16:2 says, “All a man’s ways seem innocent to him, but motives are weighed by the LORD.”

Earlier in Matthew 5:16 Jesus said, “Let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.”  Acts of righteousness must be seen by others so that God will be praised.  In today’s Scripture, Jesus was warning His followers not to do these acts to show off before man.  In the 1st verse of chapter 6, Jesus warned that if “acts of righteousness” were done for man’s praise, “you will have no reward from your Father in heaven.” Once again: God is interested in the attitude of the heart not just the activity.  Jesus called those who do things just to get the approval of people or just to be rewarded by the church for their “sacrifice” hypocrites.  Jesus warned to beware of hypocrisy.
The Greek word “hypocrite” originally meant an actor who wore a mask.  It eventually came to be used of anyone who pretended to be what he was not.  In other words, a hypocrite is someone who pretends or appears to be pious when he’s not; he is just trying to get the approval of others.  In His warning to beware of hypocrisy, Jesus gave 3 examples of the dangers of hypocrisy; the first is hypocrisy in giving.

II. Beware of Hypocrisy
     A. Hypocrisy in giving  Giving alms to the needy, praying, and fasting were important disciplines for the Pharisees and others.  Jesus didn’t condemn these practices; He just cautioned all His disciples that one’s heart must be right as he practiced them.  God wants His children to do acts of mercy and to be generous to those in need.  Turn to Leviticus 25:35-37.  James 1:27 says, “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.”  

But, once again, the issue isn’t just the action, but the motive.  Rather than serving God by helping others, the self-righteous Pharisees tried to use giving to the needy as a way to gain favor with God and to bring attention and honor to themselves.  They had sayings like, “As water will quench a flaming fire, so charity will atone for sin.”  They tried to earn their salvation.  The Pharisees and others would also “toot their own horn” so to speak so that everyone would know that they had been generous and would “pat them on the back.”  One way or another, they made sure that everyone would see or hear about their impressive giving.  Jesus said that people who gave to the needy to get praise from men have already received their reward—praise from the people.  Turn to Luke 18:9-14.

On the other hand, if a person’s motive is to serve God in love and to please Him, then that person will give his gifts without calling attention to the gifts or to himself, i.e., without making a big to-do about it.  Then God will be glorified; others will be helped; the giver will grow spiritually.  Not letting “your left hand know what your right hand is doing,” means that one must not wait for or want recognition.  Giving cannot always be done in secret—then it wouldn’t bring glory to God, but the important thing is the purpose or the motivation—is it for self-glorification so that others will say “What a generous Christian you are?” or is it for God’s glorification?  As one commentator wrote, “Our purpose should be to meet every need we are able to meet and leave the bookkeeping to God, realizing as Luke 17:10 says that ‘we have done only that which we ought to have done.’” 
     B. Hypocrisy in Praying  Another area, where a service to God can become a service to self, is prayer.  In Jesus’ day, the hypocritical Pharisees loved to stand or sit before others and pray long, wordy prayers drawing attention to themselves so that people would comment on how spiritual they were.  Like the Pharisee in Luke 18, they were full of pride and their desire to exalt themselves over everyone else was sin.  In their pride and selfishness, they were really just mouthing words and praying to themselves.  God had no part, and He won’t answer them.  David wrote in Psalm 66:18, “If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened.”

The public prayers of the typical scribe or Pharisee were ritualistic, mechanical, inordinately long, repetitious, and above all ostentatious, i.e., full of $25 words.  In “Pharisee speak” “their elocution was erudite.”  Like the hypocrites who gave for the sake of man’s praise, those who prayed for the sake of men’s praise also had their reward in full.  In their pride, they were concerned only about the reward men could give, and that is all the reward they would receive.


Jesus wasn't forbidding public prayer—He did it many times Himself.  Turn to Mark 6:39-41.  Jesus taught and demonstrated that acceptable prayer doesn’t have to do with the location or the audience but with the attitude.  Turn to John 11:38-44.  Jesus prayed so that those gathered around would give God the glory.  When Christians pray, they need to pray with the same goal in mind.  

Jesus didn’t forbid public prayer.  The primary point Jesus made didn’t have to do with location but with attitude.  If necessary, Jesus said, go to the most secluded, private place you can find so you will not be tempted to show off.  Much of our prayer life should be in private just like Jesus going into the mountains to pray (Matthew 14:23) or Peter going to a rooftop (Acts 10:9).  Obviously, God will hear our prayers whether they are done in secret or in public—the important thing is the motive.


Because prayer—communication; talking with God—is so important, Jesus gave 3 instructions in how to pray.

1. First, Pray sincerely, don’t keep on babbling.  The fact that a request is repeated doesn’t make it a “babbling” or a “vain repetition;” Jesus and Paul repeated their petitions.  For example, in 
2 Corinthians 12:7-8 Paul wrote, “Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it, i.e., the thorn in the flesh, away from me.”  A request becomes “babbling” if it is only a repetition of words without a sincere heart- desire to seek and do God’s will and to bring Him glory.  The mere reciting of memorized prayers can be “babbling.”  Prayer that is thoughtless and indifferent is an offense to God.   Pray sincerely, don’t babble.  


2. Second, Pray in God’s Will.  Jesus then gave the prayer we call “The Lord’s Prayer;” it isn’t to be memorized and recited over and over mindlessly—that would be babbling.  Rather, He gave it to the disciples as a pattern for prayer.  The purpose of prayer is to glorify God’s name and to ask for help to accomplish His will on earth.  
Prayer begins with God’s interests not ours.  As the “Lord’s Prayer” shows, the top priorities for God’s children should be God’s name, God’s kingdom, God’s will.  Notice, too, that there are no singular pronouns in the prayer—starting with the first word “Our Father.”  As we pray, we need to remember that we are a part of God’s family of believers.  When we pray, we are asking God’s blessing for all of His people not just one person.


After putting God’s concerns first, then we may bring our own needs.  God, obviously, knows our needs, but prayer is God’s chosen way to meet those needs.  That’s what James meant in James 4:2 “You do not have, because you do not ask God.”  Jesus says it is all right to ask for physical needs (our daily bread), for forgiveness of sin (forgive us our debts) and for guidance and protection from evil (leads us not into temptation but deliver us from evil).  But above all, we must ask for His will in the world and in our lives.


3. Finally, Pray with a forgiving spirit.  When we pray, we must pray having a forgiving spirit towards others.  Jesus said that "if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.”  Because of its importance, Jesus restated this idea in the negative in the next verse, "But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.”  An unforgiving spirit not only is inappropriate for someone who has been totally forgiven by God, but also brings the chastening of God rather than His mercy.  Every believer must have a forgiving spirit like Joseph the son of Jacob in 
Genesis 50:19-20, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done saving many lives,” or like Jesus as He hung on the cross.  To receive forgiveness from God and not to pardon others is asking for judgment.  James 2:13 warns, “Judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful.”


If God answered the prayers of a believer who had an unforgiving spirit, He would dishonor His name.  How could God work through such a person to get His will done on earth?  If God gave him his requests, God would be encouraging sin!  The important thing about prayer is not simply getting an answer but being the kind of person whom God can trust with an answer.

     C. Hypocrisy in Fasting  Finally, Jesus considered hypocrisy in fasting.  Although God only required the Jewish people to fast one day a year on the Day of Atonement (Leviticus 23:27), the Pharisees fasted every Monday and Thursday.  Like everything else they did, they wanted to win the praise and admiration of men.  So, when they fasted, they would put on old, torn clothes; they would cover themselves with ashes and dirt; they would even put on make-up to look pale and sickly.  They may have gotten the praise of man, but they certainly lost God’s blessing.


Fasting is mentioned over 15 times in the New Testament.  Jesus fasted (Matthew 4:3) and so did the early members of the Church (Acts 13:2).  Fasting was a way to express sorrow for sin, a way to seek community forgiveness, a way to concentrate on the work of God, a way to seek His guidance.  In every Scriptural account, fasting is linked with prayer.  You can pray without fasting, but you cannot fast biblically without praying.
Jesus’ statement “when you fast” implied that fasting was normal and acceptable.  He didn’t command fasting or give a particular time, place, or method.  But acceptable fasting cannot be done without a right heart, a right attitude, and right living.  True fasting is between the believer and God.  Jesus’ point was that a person who fasts should do everything to make himself look normal and not do anything to draw attention to his fasting.  Fasting is not to be a display for anyone—including God.  Fasting is part of a concentrated intense time of prayer-and-concern for the Lord, His will, and His work. 
III. Conclusion


In our day and age, we talk about peer pressure and keeping up with the Joneses.  It is so easy to become concerned about what others think about us and not to be particularly concerned about what God thinks.  We sometimes go as far as to think of God as a doddering old Grandfather-type who will forgive and forget—remember 1 John 1:9?  What we don’t stop to realize is that this concern for short-term recognition by those around us—and especially our peers—makes us hypocrites and this hypocrisy robs us of many long-term rewards.  As hypocrites:

     A. We lose the peace of God in our hearts.  In Matthew 23:27-28 Jesus compared the Pharisees to tombs that were white-washed on the outside and filthy on the inside.   By winning the admiration of peers, we have replaced Christian character with a worldly reputation; we’ve replaced true prayer with mere words that accomplish nothing.  We may look good and pious on the outside but on the inside, we are full of the cancer of sin.  For a Christian this leads to a lack of peace since we are out-of-step with God.

     B. We lose any spiritual rewards.  Instead of the long-lasting—eternal—approval of God, like the Pharisees, we receive only temporary praise from men.  We pray but get no answers.  We may even fast, but nothing changes.  Our spiritual life becomes lifeless.  We miss the blessings of God here-and-now and even into eternity.  As hypocrites we lose the peace of God, any spiritual rewards, and third …
     C. We lose our spiritual influence.  People will eventually see though us and then anything we say about eternity and God and Jesus Christ will be ignored.  Unless we repent, we will be no good for anyone, including ourselves.  

So, let me ask you—how honest are you with yourself and with God?  When you pray, do the words come from your heart or are they just so many words?  What is the motive for the things you do—is it to please God and God alone or is it to impress and please those around you—your family, your friends, your acquaintances?  When reputation with others becomes more important than character and glorifying God, you have become a hypocrite.  As Jesus warned: Beware of hypocrisy!
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