
Study 9

“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.”  
(Matthew 6:1) 

We are now entering a new section of our Lord’s teaching 
concerning the Kingdom way of life, and so it might benefit us to 
retrace our steps in order to grasp how this section fits into the 
entirety of the whole message. These great statements in Jesus’ 
Sermon on the Mount are not isolated thoughts but rather specific 
truths organized and intended to support the major themes of the 
entire sermon as a whole. 

We must recall that Jesus began this teaching by drawing our 
attention to what we are as Christians and what we have been 
saved for as citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven. Then He shows us 
how this ought to play out within our own circles of influence as 
we will be noticeably different and distinct from the rest of the 
world around us. After this, we are given the principle statement 
of the entire sermon when Jesus declares that He has not come to 
abolish the Old Testament Law but has come to fulfill it, and so as 
His followers, Christians must obey it and teach it with a quality 
of righteousness that is greater than that of the religious leaders. 
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So as we enter into this new section, we must be clear that we are 
still dealing with our Lord’s declaration of a righteousness that 
exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees. In our previous three 
studies, Jesus has been dealing with some specific principles of 
righteousness, and now He looks to deal with the way in which we 
practice this righteousness. We are to address our sin, keep our 
word and love all people through self-sacrifice and prayer, but 
why we do these things and for whom we do these things makes 
all the difference in regard to whether or not we will in fact inherit 
the eternal rewards associated with true Christian righteousness.  

This section adds to the major theme that continues to be carried 
on throughout this sermon which is that Christians are to be 
essentially different and entirely distinct from the average man 
around them. And one way that we are to be distinct from the 
normal religious and irreligious man around us, is to look past 
what we do and to focus in on who we are really doing it for? 

The major theme that seems to be so prevalent throughout 
Matthew 6 is the Christian’s relationship to his Heavenly Father. 
There are two big divisions in this chapter that address the 
Christian’s approach towards the religious things in life associated 
with his worship (v. 6:1-18) and the routine things in life 
associated with this world (v. 6:19-34). However, Jesus makes 
clear that all these things are to be viewed through the perspective 
of our relationship to our Father. We are to pursue the Father’s 
praise over our own (v. 1-18), seek the Father’s presence in prayer 
(v. 7-15), and trust the Father’s provision without worry (v. 19-34).  
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Now, we concluded the previous section acknowledging that 
there's nothing ordinary about our Father in heaven so there 
should be nothing ordinary about those He calls His children. We 
are a new creation with a new nature and the indwelling presence 
of the Holy Spirit, and so we ought to bear the family resemblance 
of our Heavenly Father and His Firstborn Son. We ought to be 
holy because He is holy (Leviticus 19:2). Love because He is love 
(1 John 4:7). And be perfect because He is perfect (Matthew 5:48). 
Those truly captivated by the love of God demonstrated in Jesus 
Christ will be motivated with a burning desire to be just like Him.  

However, as soon as we enter this next section, Jesus presents us 
with a clear warning concerning our pursuit of righteousness and 
this desire to be holy like God. He says that we must, “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” (v. 6:1).  

You see, our tendency is to hear the vision and call to perfection 
and sincerely start out with a desire to pursue that path. However, 
somewhere along the way, we prostitute this call to perfection by 
beginning to wonder how much others would recognize us and 
respect us if we were able to pull this off. Somewhere along the 
path of pursuing holiness and pleasing our Lord, we veer 
off onto the path of hypocrisy and pleasing other men. So 
as we consider the way the previous section closed and the way 
this section begins, we might hear our Lord clearly calling us as 
His people to “Be perfect but be careful.”  
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This warning gives us alarming insight into our own depravity and 
the pervasive nature of sin. Jesus definitely had the Pharisees in 
mind as His prime examples of hypocrisy in His illustrations of 
giving, praying and fasting. However, we might be reminded that 
the whole Pharisaical movement was a ‘holiness movement’ that 
began with the missional intent to separate themselves from the 
corruption of the culture and to strengthen one another in living a 
life of purity and practical holiness marked by good works such as 
praying three times a day, fasting twice a week and giving ten 
percent of everything you own all the way down to your herbs in 
your garden.  What began as a movement of sincere holiness fell 1

into the snare of becoming nothing more than sinful hypocrisy.  

Jesus is warning us as His people to beware of this snare. The 
same thing can just as easily happen to us. Sin is relentless and is 
something “that follows us even into the very presence of God.”  2

He is bringing to the surface the deceptive way in which we can 
practice spiritual acts of righteousness that seem to praise God, 
but deep down we are doing them out of a selfish-desire to be 
praised ourselves. So Jesus continues to drive us away from our 
self-concern by hamming the point home to forget yourself 
altogether and focus solely on your Heavenly Father. Aware of his 
own spiritual bankruptcy the authentic Christian man sees 
nothing praiseworthy in his spiritual efforts. Therefore, the 
true citizen of the Kingdom of Heaven will set his heart, 
mind and soul on pursuing the Father’s praise alone.  

        Sinclair Ferguson, The Sermon on the Mount: Kingdom Life in a Fallen World, (Banner of Truth: 1987), 1121

       D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, (Eerdmans: 1976), 3022
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Now, as we look at this particular teaching of Jesus, we will 
examine the nature of hypocrisy and the hope of reward. We will 
look at Jesus’ three illustrations (giving, praying and fasting) that 
are intended to support His main point. And as we can see from 
these three examples, there is a very basic pattern to the point 
He’s trying to make. “Don’t be like the hypocrites and seek what 
their after; be authentic in what you do and seek only God and 
what He has to offer.” 

The Nature of Hypocrisy 

It almost goes without saying that probably the biggest charge 
irreligious people bring against Christians is the accusation that, 
"Christians are hypocrites." Now, it's an overused and often 
misused accusation for sure, but this warning from Jesus proves 
that such an accusation can often be warranted and accurate.  

We need to be clear on this and not water it down or sugarcoat it 
to soften the blow. Scripture is straightforward with this, Jesus 
hates hypocrisy! That’s not a popular thing to say, and you’re not 
going to fill any pews with that statement but it’s biblical 
nonetheless. We see it here in this particular chapter, but we see it 
even more vividly when Jesus directly confronts the religious 
establishment later in Matthew 23. 

In Matthew 23, Jesus accuses the scribes and Pharisees with this 
humiliating charge; “For they preach, but do not practice.” He 
then pronounces seven woes that reveal His hatred of hypocrisy.  
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What brought on this harsh accusation against the Pharisees and 
the seven woes that Jesus declares upon them? 

Their pursuit of righteousness had become a pursuit of reputation 
and personal praise. They desired to be seen by others. The loved 
the place of honor at feasts. They loved the best seats in the 
synagogues. They loved being greeted by people while out in 
public. They loved being called “Rabbi” by others. They loved 
being respected and admired by others in the community. They 
loved that feeling that it gave them deep within the depths of their 
soul that somehow they were a little better than others who 
weren’t quite as religious or spiritually focused as they were. 

Do you ever find yourself feeling a little bit better than the person 
jogging on Sunday morning while you’re on your way to church? 
Do you ever feel something stir within you when you know 
random biblical facts that others don’t seem to know? Do you feel 
more ‘spiritual’ because you get up early to read and pray?    

You see, the hard truth of the matter is that if you feel anything at 
all about yourself in your spiritual acts of worship then you can be 
sure that your primary focus is still not where it should be. Jesus 
shows us that unadulterated worship of God is forgetting yourself 
entirely and focusing solely on your Heavenly Father alone.  

When we give generously to the church or to charity, do we love to 
give or do we love the reputation of being generous? Do we give 
more because it feels good or because it pleases the Father? 
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Jesus says that we shouldn’t make a big deal out of our giving so 
others might take notice, but He also goes on to say that we 
shouldn’t even make it a big deal to ourselves so we personally 
take notice of what we’ve done either. “Don’t let your left hand 
know what your right hand is doing.” Be careful with recording 
and measuring your generosity. Do what is asked of you as the 
Spirit of God moves you but then move on and stay so focused on 
your Heavenly Father that you forget that you’ve done it entirely. 

When we pray in the presence of others, do we tend to pray 
toward our audience or directly toward God? Do we do most of 
our praying in public settings or in privacy and secret?  

Or perhaps we go to the other extreme and go out of our way by 
doing unusual things to make sure we always pray in privacy and 
in secret? However, in doing so, is there still not something within 
us trying to be “the-guy-who-doesn’t-pray-like-the-Pharisees?” If 
so, our praying in private has still become a practice of self-focus 
and self-concern.  

Just because we refuse to pray in front of others doesn't mean that 
we are obeying our Lord's instruction regarding prayer. Is our 
primary reason for not praying in front of others some sort of fear 
or insecurity for what others may think of us or how they might 
judge our ability to pray? This too is another form of self-focused, 
self-concerned prayer that falls under the umbrella of hypocrisy.  
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Jesus says that we shouldn’t be praying to be seen by others nor 
should we pray in some sort of unusual way that seeks to not be 
seen by others either. The point here is that we shouldn’t be 
thinking about others at all. Jesus is not condemning public 
prayer and praising all private prayer. He is saying that prayer 
should simply be focused on the One we are praying to. Dr. 
Martyn Lloyd-Jones adds to this point in writing: 

“Public prayer should be such that the people who are praying 
silently and the one who is uttering the words should be no longer 
conscious of each other, but should be carried on the wings of 
prayer into the very presence of God.”  3

Private prayer means to pray in such a way that you shut out the 
world and shut out even yourself in order to forget about 
everything else and focus solely on the fact that you are now at 
this moment in the very presence of God. And private prayer can 
in fact be done in the midst of public places when done in such a 
way that nobody is drawn to anything unusual that you are doing.     
     
And then finally, when we fast (if we fast), do we feel something 
stir within us that confirms we’ve done something that other 
Christians don’t do? Do we feel as if we’ve practiced something 
‘super spiritual’? And do we not attach some sort of expectation of 
blessing onto fasting because we’ve done something so sacrificial 
and spiritual?    

    Lloyd-Jones, 3053

!8



Study 9

Fasting is the decision to restrain from food for some special 
spiritual purpose whenever we feel spontaneously led by the Spirit 
to do so. Therefore, it is a gift from God given to help us focus on 
God for the special purposes of God. So again, Jesus hammers 
home the point that we are to forget ourselves altogether when we 
fast and focus solely on the One who calls to fast in the first place.  

So the theme is repeated in each of these illustrations, “Don’t be 
like the hypocrites and seek what their after; be authentic in what 
you do and seek only God and what He has to offer.” 

Hypocrisy can be so deceptive that more times than not the 
person doing it doesn't even realize he's doing it. We assume we're 
praising God when in fact we’re seeking praise for ourselves. And 
so Jesus is warning us about this concern that we have for 
ourselves in front of others. If recognition and a reputation 
is what you’re seeking then your spiritual acts of 
righteousness are nothing more than religious eye-wash. 

One way we can try to identify whether or not we are guilty of 
such hypocrisy is to ask ourselves this simple question, "When I 
perform a certain spiritual act or good deed, what is the first thing 
that enters into my mind?" 

• The way I view what I just did? 
• The way others view what I just did? 
• Or the way God views what I just did? 
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Our Lord raises the bar again as He continues to reveal the kind of 
righteousness that exceeds that of the religious leaders. We can’t 
just look at what we’re doing as if that’s all that matters. We have 
to ask ourselves who are we ultimately doing it for? And as our 
Lord makes perfectly clear, an authentic Christian man stays 
focused on pursuing the eternal reward from his Heavenly Father 
rather than the earthly recognition that he may receive from man. 

The Hope of Reward 

Now, there's a common theme in the illustrations Jesus gives 
concerning our giving, praying and fasting. He keeps repeating:  

• The hypocrites have received their reward. (v. 2) 
• The hypocrites have received their reward. (v. 5) 
• The hypocrites have received their reward. (v. 16) 

But then He also repeats: 

• Your Father who sees in secret will reward you. (v. 4)  
• Your Father who sees in secret will reward you. (v. 6) 
• Your Father who sees in secret will reward you. (v. 18) 

The teaching here is that we should care about eternal rewards. In 
fact, that is the teaching continually throughout Scripture. 
However, there is no eternal reward from God when we are 
looking to get rewarded with self-gratifying pleasure from the 
approval and esteem of others.  

!10



Study 9

So when Jesus declares that the hypocrites have received their 
reward, He’s simply saying that they have received the very thing 
they really wanted but should expect nothing more. Recognition 
and praise from the people around them may be enjoyed, but 
eternal rewards and praise from our Father shouldn’t be expected.  

If our own happiness or personal fulfillment or self-esteem or 
social status or popularity among peers is what we’re seeking, 
then tragically we are settling for a lesser reward that we will one 
day inevitably regret. Hypocrites may receive what they want here 
on earth, but they forfeit the hope of what God has promised His 
people in eternity. It’s like settling for the fast food chain because 
we struggle to believe that the two hour wait at the Atlanta Grill 
will be worth it. We don’t want to pursue with patience the eternal 
reward from God. Instead, we’d rather settle for the lesser reward 
from man that we can have right away and right now.  

Now, it's hard to know for sure what kind of eternal rewards God 
might have in store for us, but we do know from Scripture that 
there is an inheritance from God promised to us who are 
authentic in our obedience to Him as our Heavenly Father.  

• We do know that we'll inherit the New Earth. 
• We do know that we'll receive a place in the Kingdom of God. 
• We do know that we'll experience pure satisfaction of life. 
• We do know that we'll get to see God in His fullness. 
• We do know that we'll be considered sons of God and that we 

will be glorified by God with new imperishable bodies. 
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How this plays out and what this will actually be like, we can only 
wait and hope. However, what we do know is that only the 
authentic Christian who pursues the praise of God in everything 
he does can expect to one day be praised by God for the things he 
has done. 

We live in a culture today that is increasingly feeding this 
temptation to seek the praise of ourselves from others. Human 
individuality is the erected idol to be worshipped today, and 
everything we say and do is now given value based on how many 
Likes or Retweets we can get for saying it or doing it. So how do 
we avoid this constant temptation to seek our own recognition 
and maintain authenticity in our obedience to God as our Father? 

Well, Jesus’ message hasn’t changed. The message is just as true 
today as it was when He first said it two thousand years ago. Jesus 
says that if you want the greater reward, the eternal reward, then 
you're going to have to die to that desire for recognition and 
respect. You're going to have to crucify your concern for yourself 
and live a renewed life for the sole purpose of pursuing the 
Father’s praise over your own.  

Step out of the spotlight and deflect it to shine solely on Him. Is 
this not one of the most outstanding characteristics of Jesus 
Himself? Everything He did in life was done focused on His 
Father and in pursuit of the Father’s praise. He never sought His 
own honor and recognition, but made Himself of no reputation 
and surrendered His entire life to the will of His Father.   
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Praising the Father and doing what He desired was Jesus’ 
constant obsession from the moment He woke up to the moment 
He laid down. Everything He did was viewed through the lens of 
His relationship with His Father. When He gained recognition for 
the miracles He performed, He remained unimpressed by the 
applause of the crowd. When He was later rejected and violated by 
those same crowds, He did not get angry or upset. His only 
concern was His relationship with the Father and nothing could 
take His attention away from that.  

Even the cross was more about His relationship with His Father 
than it was about man. Jesus willingly suffered on that cross 
because it pleased His Father for Him to do so. Man's salvation 
is the prize of Jesus’ pursuit of the Father’s praise; not 
some pursuit to be praised by man. And now, the Bible tells 
us that God has highly exalted Him and given Him the name that 
is above all other names, so that at the name of Jesus every knee 
will one day bow and every tongue will one day confess that Jesus 
Christ is the Lord.      4

Trading a reward from God for recognition from men is a horrible 
trade. We are fools to trade in what God promises to give us for 
what man might temporarily give us. However, the tragic truth of 
the matter is that we will always be willing to make that trade as 
long as we value being praised by men more than we value being 
praised by our Heavenly Father.  

    Philippians 2:9-114
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If we’re going to take our Lord’s words here seriously then we 
have to ask ourselves, “What are we doing and why are we doing 
it?” Perhaps the most invasive question we as Christians must ask, 
is the question of “Why?”  

Why are we doing what we’re doing? And then ultimately, who are 
we really doing it for? 

Is my relationship with my Heavenly Father an authentic one? Do 
I really know Christ or am I just conforming to Christianity? Do I 
exalt my relationship with God or do I exalt God? Am I more 
concerned about the approval of others than the actual condition 
of my heart? Do I try to intimidate others through what I know or 
have experienced? Do I talk more about what I'm against than 
about the King I represent? Am I more concerned about people 
liking me or about people experiencing God's amazing grace?  

Forget yourself altogether and focus solely on your Heavenly 
Father. Realize that you live and breathe and do everything that 
you do everyday and at every hour in His presence. He sees in 
secret, and He seeks to meet us there whenever we come alone 
without any extra agendas. There is nothing hidden from His 
sight, and our hearts cannot deceive Him. Imagine how we all 
might live if we simply grabbed hold of this simple truth that our 
Heavenly Father sees all, is aware of all and records all that is 
done by His children. Die to your desire to be seen by others 
and live for the One sees (and is seen) in secret.  
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