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The Way of Jesus:  The Gift That God Rewards 

Matthew 6:1-4 

 

Introduction – Wiley Heart 

Father’s Day Thing 

A deceitful heart is truly one of the worst traits of being human.  The prophet Jeremiah observed, 

“The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” (Jeremiah 

17:9)  We can do something that, on the surface, looks to be very good and very nice.  But when 

we drill down to the motivations and intentions of our actions we often find that what looks good 

on the surface is actually quite twisted towards our own benefit.  We just seem to be wired that 

way! 

 

We see it all the time in our culture.  Giving now is an essential practice for good business 

marketing.  A few years ago, in December, National Public Radio broadcast a short segment 

about the growing phenomenon in our culture where giving is done with less than pure motives.  

Carol Cone, a business consultant specializing in “cause marketing” for corporations said, 

“Companies engaged in social issues have gained tremendous benefits.  It’s absolutely 

magic…You have to be generous to be chosen and selected.  Businesses must show their 

humanity.  It’s no longer a nice to do; it’s a have to do.”  Businesses do it.  Politicians, actors, 

and pop artists set up charitable foundations and conspicuously give to enhance their public 

image.   

 

Perhaps that’s a bit too cynical.  I know that some give purely out of a desire to help others.  But 

for many, it seems we’ve lost a sense of morality in our giving.  Shouldn’t we be generous just 

for its own sake?  Shouldn’t we give just to meet a need?  Shouldn’t giving be about the other 

person rather than our own benefit?   

 

The net effect is that needs are being met – and that’s good.  The needy aren’t going to refuse the 

help.  But there is something that isn’t quite right when people give to the poor primarily to 

enhance their own image.  Well, turns out, this is nothing new.  Jesus dealt with the same issue in 

his own day. 
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The Text: Matthew 6:1-4 (ESV) 

“Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them, for 

then you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven. 

 

“Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the 

synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others. Truly, I say to you, they have 

received their reward. But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your 

right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will 

reward you.” 

 

Prayer 

 

Right Religion – Almsgiving 

It’s good to be back with you this Sunday.  Last week, I was in Jacksonville, Florida attending a 

seminar about worship that really makes a difference in our lives and in our world.  I appreciate 

Pastor Eldon Reich filling in for me while I was gone.  Even more, I’m grateful that he could 

continue our series on the Sermon on the Mount.  It’s good for a congregation to hear many 

different voices from the pulpit.  The Word of God is bigger than any one preacher.  That’s why 

I wanted him to preach from our text.   

 

Jesus’ words in last week’s text concluded, “You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly 

Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48).  All of Chapter 5 speaks of the moral righteousness of the 

followers of Jesus.  The Savior makes it clear that our heart must be rightly aligned.  He was 

speaking about the interior life of the people who would follow Him.  As we turn the corner into 

Chapter 6, Jesus shifts his attention to the outward actions of his followers.  In Chapter 5, he was 

teaching on moral righteousness.  In the verses before us, Jesus teaches on religious 

righteousness.  

 

That’s right.  I said it.  “Religious righteousness.”  For quite a while now, it has been popular to 

say that Christianity is not a religion; it’s a relationship.  Of course, the thinking behind making 

that distinction is that true believers have a personal relationship with Jesus rather than just go 
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through the motions and do the right things.  I get it.  But the truth is that Jesus expected his 

followers to do certain things associated with being spiritual people.  Notice he says in verse 2, 

“When you give to the needy…”  He didn’t say, “If you give to the needy.”  It’s the same for 

prayer and fasting in verses 5 and 16.  When you pray.  When  you fast.  Jesus assumes that his 

followers will do these religious things.   

 

But as it was with our attitudes that he addressed in Chapter 5, those who would follow Jesus 

need a heart check.  The outward actions are expected.  Jesus goes deeper and confronts our 

motivations.  

 

Distorted Giving 

To the devout Jew, almsgiving was an essential part of their life.  But almsgiving is more than 

just giving money to meet the need.  It is any action that you do – whether it is giving money, 

food, shelter, or actual physical care – that addresses a real concern in the life of a needy person.  

God commanded the Hebrew people to care for the poor, the needy, and the strangers among 

them shortly after they were delivered from slavery in Egypt.  You can find the specific 

commands – which are numerous – in the books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy.   

 

But the tragedy of Israel’s history is that they neglected the poor and needy.  That is the essence 

of the Scripture passage that we read this morning from Micah.  God is offended by their 

worship if it doesn’t lead to caring for the poor – if it doesn’t lead to acts of justice and mercy.  

The prophet Amos joined Micah in his condemnation: 

“I hate, I despise your feasts, 

    and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. 

Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, 

    I will not accept them; 

and the peace offerings of your fattened animals, 

    I will not look upon them. 

Take away from me the noise of your songs; 

    to the melody of your harps I will not listen. 

But let justice roll down like waters, 
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    and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. 

     Amos 5:21-24 

 

Righteousness, in the Old Testament, especially refers to the way in which God acts towards 

others.  When a passage – like this one – refers to righteousness, it is insisting that we act toward 

others in the way that God acts towards us.  Justice, mercy, and righteousness must be the fruit of 

our worship or it a stench in God’s nostrils.  It’s this simple:  if we worship God because we are 

his people, then we must see other people through his compassionate eyes and act accordingly.  

Because Israel failed to do this, they were judged severely and carried off into exile.  

 

Fast-forward from the Prophet Amos to the time of Jesus.  The Pharisees were very religious 

people.  They were very careful to do everything that God expected of them.  They never wanted 

to suffer like their ancestors and be carried off again into exile.  They gave.  They prayed.  They 

fasted.  But they did it all to promote themselves rather than the purposes of God.  They’re 

hypocrites – a word that comes from Greek theater meaning pretending to be someone that you 

are not.  That kind of deception in the theater is expected and admired.  In real life, hypocrisy is 

despicable. Jesus saw right through their pious religious actions and penetrated to their self-

promoting motivations.   

 

It is hard to overstate the wickedness of this.  The purpose of almsgiving is to relieve the distress 

of needy people.  Instead, the hypocrites turned an act of mercy into an act of vanity.  Instead of 

being about others, it’s about me.  I don’t know if they used a real brass band to announce their 

charity of if Jesus was exaggerating to make his point.  It doesn’t really matter.  They were doing 

all that they could to bring attention to themselves rather than the plight of the poor.  (Act this 

out…) Just picture it:  a poor beggar is sitting at the Temple steps and a well-dressed religious 

man gathers his entourage together, goes up and drops a coin in the basket, while making sure 

everyone sees just how generous he is.  They slap him on the back and say what great guy he is.  

He sticks his nose in the air and says, “Yes.  Yes, I am.”  All the while, the poor beggar takes the 

small coin out of the basket and quietly slips away.  God’s expectation is that the poor man 

would receive the attention, not the hypocritical giver.   
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OK.  So you wouldn’t do that.  You’re modest and discreet in your giving.  You don’t draw 

attention to yourself.  You might give anonymously.  But you may be very proud of the fact that 

you are very generous.  Your giving gives you a sense of spiritual superiority over everyone else.  

And nobody knows it.  Nobody sees your self-inflated attitude.   

 

God does.  That’s why Jesus says don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.  

Don’t congratulate yourself.  Don’t let your generosity be a source of self-righteousness.  

Because, along with the loud, self-promoting hypocrite, that’s all the reward you’ll ever receive.   

 

The Gift that God Rewards 

This week, as I was preparing this message, I asked myself, as I always do, what is the Spirit of 

God saying to me and to my people through this passage?  Frankly, I don’t see a lot of 

hypocritical, self-promoting giving going on around here.  It’s rampant in our culture, but we 

tend, as a people tend to avoid it.  Many of you have given significant, sacrificial gifts 

anonymously.  You don’t want someone to take away your joy.  Some might not even claim 

charitable giving on their taxes, though I think it is a matter of good stewardship rather than 

“letting your left hand know what your right hand is doing.”   

 

If there were an area that might require some self-reflection, it might be in the matter of having 

private feelings of self-righteousness when we give.  Self-congratulations for generosity is 

impossible to see and very hard to discern in our hearts.  I suppose the test question to ask 

ourselves is whether or not we take greater joy in seeing the need relieved or in the good feeling 

that it might give us.  If we give for the sake of the needy, then we are giving God’s way.  If we 

give for the good feeling we get we’ve probably crossed over into the self-righteousness realm 

that we want to avoid.  Let your joy be the relief of the distressed.   

 

The King James Version says, “…thy Father which seeth in secret himself shall reward thee 

openly” (v.4).  The word, “openly” should be removed.  It is not in the best manuscripts.  Don’t 

worry that your gift is given quietly and in private.  No one else needs to see it. God the Father 

sees everything and he will reward you.   
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A lot of people believe that the reward God gives is reserved for the future.  Jesus refers to “your 

Father in heaven” and some assume that we receive our reward in heaven after we die.  In the 

dramatic scene of the judgement that Jesus tells in Matthew 25, it is those who gave alms – they 

fed the hungry, clothed the naked, and visited the prisoners - who were invited into “the kingdom 

prepared for you.”  Those who ignored the plight of the poor were cast into outer darkness.  

There is a reward for our kindness shown to the needy reserved for us in the future.   

 

But I believe there is more.  There is a reward for giving right now and I think that’s what Jesus 

was talking about.  C.S. Lewis said, “The proper rewards are not simply tacked on to the activity 

for which they are given, but they are the activity itself in consummation.”  In other words, the 

reward for giving is the only reward that love requires and that is to see the need relieved.   

 

Imagine a little toddler running around the house, tripping and falling and hitting his head on 

piece of furniture.  He may be bleeding and he’s got a big bump rising.  I don’t need to mention 

the noise he’s making.  Now just imagine a mother gently picking him up, wiping and bandaging 

the wound, putting an ice pack on it, holding him while gently soothing him with comforting 

words.  Every good mother would do that.  All the while she’s thinking, “Wow!  Am I a great 

mother or what?”  No.  That’s ludicrous.  All she cares about is the relief her little man’s trauma.  

His comfort is her greatest reward.   

 

And that’s how Jesus loves us.  He gave his life because he saw our need, not to congratulate 

himself.  And as his followers, we give to those in need in the same way.  If we call ourselves 

Christians and we gather each Sunday to worship God, then is has to make a difference in the 

way that we treat those who are needy.  Because that’s what God did for us.  Listen to the words 

of the prophet Isaiah: 

  

 Is not this the [worship] that I choose: 

    to loose the bonds of wickedness, 

    to undo the straps of the yoke, 

to let the oppressed go free, 

    and to break every yoke? 
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Is it not to share your bread with the hungry 

    and bring the homeless poor into your house; 

when you see the naked, to cover him, 

    and not to hide yourself from your own flesh? 

Then shall your light break forth like the dawn, 

    and your healing shall spring up speedily; 

your righteousness shall go before you; 

    the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard. 

Then you shall call, and the Lord will answer; 

    you shall cry, and he will say, ‘Here I am.’ 

If you take away the yoke from your midst, 

    the pointing of the finger, and speaking wickedness, 

if you pour yourself out for the hungry 

    and satisfy the desire of the afflicted, 

then shall your light rise in the darkness 

    and your gloom be as the noonday. 

     Isaiah 58:6-10 

 

This is God’s unavoidable call to us as his people: to give with pure motives.  Right after this 

service, fourteen young people and four adults will be leaving for a mission trip to Minneapolis.  

There you will encounter many people in need.  I pray that you will remember this word.  Don’t 

rejoice that you’re doing such a wonderful thing.  Look the people in their eyes.  Love them.  

Truly love them.  Then you will find the greatest reward in seeing their need met.   

 

But this is more than mission trip stuff.  This is a word for all of us.  Give to the needy.  Give to 

the poor.  Do justice.  Show mercy.  In that way, you will demonstrate that the love of God that 

you profess in this hour is real and genuine.  Then God, your Father, who sees every secret thing 

that you do, will richly reward you. 

 

These are the words of Jesus.  This is the way of Jesus.  


