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Text 
"Be careful not to do your 'acts of righteousness' before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have 

no reward from your Father in heaven. 2 "So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, 

as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by men. I tell you the truth, they 

have received their reward in full. 3 But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what 

your right hand is doing, 4 so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done 

in secret, will reward you. 

 

Introduction 
 I recently had a childhood memory pop up on the screen of my mind.  I must have 

been around 7 or 8.  I had a kiddie basketball hoop set up in my garage and I would put 

on my sweat pants and go out and practice my moves on it.  That’s not so strange.  

What’s noteworthy about this memory (and it must have happened more than once) is 

that I would imagine that the older brother of the girl I had a crush on could somehow see 

me doing all these smooth moves and he was impressed with me and maybe, I thought, 

that would play to my advantage with his cute 2
nd

 grade sister. 

 Here’s what I think it reveals about me: I have from my earliest memories always 

had a pathological concern with what people think about me.  It manifests itself in many 

ways.  But I desperately want to impress others.  I’m concerned about what I look like in 

other people’s eyes.  I’m generally not a show off in public, but that’s often to keep up an 

image and yet there are still these phantoms constantly watching over my shoulder for 

which I am often performing, sometimes seeking to silence their accusations.  I regularly 

catch myself living to bolster my own image, even if it’s oddly only in my own 

imagination. 

 I have a feeling I’m not the only one.  Am I right?  It’s strangely comforting that 

Jesus identified and addressed this impulse in his disciples in the Sermon on the Mount 

which we’ve been looking at in Matthew.  This is not abnormal.  It’s not good, either.  

And that’s why Jesus says this is something his followers have to be aware of… and 

fight, not with will-power but with the gospel.  So we will talk about this a bit today as 

Jesus introduces this topic of not doing ‘acts of righteousness’ to be seen by people.  And 

then Jesus applies the idea to the act of giving in today’s text.  And so we’ll go there a bit 

too.  In short, what we’re going to see today is just this: Christians should give to 

increase their joy in God, not their esteem in the eyes of others. 

 



2 

Let’s pray… 
 

Situating Ourselves in the Sermon on the Mount 

We’ve been in what’s called the ‘Sermon on the Mount’ for the last couple 

months.  It spans Matthew 5-7.  It starts off with the ‘Beatitudes’ (“Blessed are the…”) 

which lay out a countercultural, upside-down, approach to life that is in many ways 

subversive to the world’s way of living.  Then we’ve been going through some very 

radical teachings of Jesus calling his people to radical reconciliation, radical faithfulness, 

radical reliability, radical un-self-protectiveness.  Jesus is bringing something radical, but 

it’s all based on the radical nature of God. 

First off, Matthew’s Gospel doesn’t begin with the Sermon on the Mount!  It 

begins by telling the story of a radical move of God to become a human in order to save 

his people from their sins.  And then it tells of how Jesus sought out nobodys with 

nothing to recommend them to God and chose them, called them to himself so that they 

could be identified with him and thereby through simply their identification with him 

receive the words of divine approval that Jesus received at his baptism – “This is my son, 

whom I love, with whom I’m well-pleased” (cf. 3:17).  That radical acceptance is 

anyone’s who is identified with Jesus.  All of Jesus’ perfect scores on whatever tests were 

thrown at him are credited to anyone who is identified with him. 

This is radical grace.  And so as we get to the radical stuff of the Sermon on the 

Mount we have to read it within the context of a God that has initiated radical 

reconciliation with us, a God who is radically faithful to us despite us, a God who 

radically keeps his promises to us no matter what, a God who has radically opened 

himself up to us, even dying at our hands so that we could be saved from the justice we 

deserve for offending his honor. 

So yes, he’s laying out a radical lifestyle for his followers to aim for (“Be 

perfect”), but it’s all predicated on God’s radically perfect heart toward those who believe 

(he is “our Father!”). 

 

Desiring to Be Seen 
 We get to a new section of the Sermon on the Mount today.  5:20 kind of served 

as an introduction to the 6 ‘you-have-heard-it-said’s – “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…” and then Jesus went into showing up the 

ways the scribes and Pharisees had interpreted the OT laws.  They missed the point 

altogether with their crazy maneuvers and focus on external obedience.  Jesus takes it 

into the heart showing that only a transformation at the core of your being matters and 

that can only come through an encounter with the living God in all his radical grace. 

 Well now 6:1 serves similarly as a kind of introduction to what follows – “Be 

careful not to do your ‘acts of righteousness’ before men, to be seen by them.  If you do, 

you will have no reward from your Father in heaven…” and then there are 3 examples of 

‘acts of righteousness’ that can be done in order to be seen and thus have no real value. 

So here Jesus shifts his focus slightly to what we would call religious observance 

– ‘acts of righteousness.’  Instead of talking about basic morality (murder, adultery, 

honesty) he’s now dealing with particular religious practices.  He’s moving from broad 

ethics to the specific practices of religious piety.  And the three representative cases are 
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giving, praying, and fasting.  We’ll look at giving today and then praying and fasting next 

week. 

 But before we look at giving in particular let’s think about the concept Jesus 

introduces in v. 1.  Jesus is continuing to go after the heart and challenge the common 

practices of his day.  And that common practice of his day (and ours) is a religious piety 

that is done in order to look good for others.  It’s worthless, Jesus says.  Let’s face it: 

there are many ways people can live to find acceptance with others.  People living in the 

club scene are getting all dressed up and going out to get noticed.  In the academic world 

it’s all about getting published to get your name out there.  In every subculture of society 

people are driven by the need to be approved of by other people.  But this also applies to 

the religious world.  You can use religion the same way – it’s something you’re good at, 

it gets you kudos and makes you feel good about yourself. 

 But true Christianity, the stuff Jesus is describing, is different from mere religion.  

Again, Jesus is describing something much more radical than simply meticulously doing 

the religious stuff.  He’s talking about a heart that’s been transformed by radical grace 

and freed up from that universal human slavery to the opinion of others.  Receiving the 

approval of God that’s not based on your performance but Jesus’ into the core of your 

being defuses the desire to perform for others.  Why would one care so much about the 

approbation of others if she is resting secure in the declaration of “well-pleasing” that’s 

hers by faith in Jesus?  Becoming a Christian (not just becoming religious) is the only 

real antidote to constantly currying favor with someone. 

 But if you are a Christian, oh it still creeps in, doesn’t it?  It’s so easy for our 

‘Christian behavior’ to slip back into people pleasing.  We can play the righteous role to 

make our parents happy, to get the commendation of our teachers, to keep our pastors off 

our backs, to maintain a reputation with others.  We do the stuff – read our Bibles, go to 

church, share the gospel with others, serve, give, pray, fast, get baptized, take 

communion.  This is all the right stuff to do (a bit on that in moment), but what’s our 

motivation? 

Is it to be noticed?  Is it to look the part and feel good about ourselves?  Is it still 

some form of self-love?  “Be careful not to do your ‘acts of righteousness’ before men,” 

Jesus says (v. 1).  This is not contradictory to what he said earlier about letting “your 

light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds” (5:16) because that, you may 

recall, was so that people would “praise your Father in heaven.”  Here Jesus is talking 

about doing good deeds before men “to be seen by them.”  It’s doing the right stuff for 

the wrong reasons – not so that God will be glorified, but so that you will be; not so that 

others will be served, but so that you will be. 

Where do I get off standing up here talking about this?  What I do is perhaps the 

most hazardous of all occupations, more dangerous than being a coal miner.  Seriously.  

Pray for me.  It is so easy, as C.S. Lewis said, to have your heart cauterized by holy 

things.  I have to get up here and preach in front of people on not doing ‘acts of 

righteousness’ to be seen and part of me really wants to preach it so well so that you will 

be impressed with me.  It’s easy to work hard on sermons to win the praise of you, 

instead of to serve you and magnify Christ. 

 So what do I do (and I think this process can apply just as easily to you in your 

situations)?  Not preach?  That wouldn’t be right.  I have to repent and rehearse the 

gospel regularly and use it on my heart.  I have to come before God and recognize that all 
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my masks don’t fool him.  That I’m not accepted with him based on the level of my 

preaching (Hallelujah!).  He is not pleased with me based on my ‘righteous acts’.  My 

righteous acts, as the Bible says, are as filthy rags to him.  He sees the natural bent of my 

heart is to self-preservation, self-love, self-preoccupation, self-protection and it’s all this 

stuff that makes sin so ugly and so heinous.  He sees through it all and I stand before him 

with nothing… nothing BUT the righteousness of my Jesus, claimed by faith, trusting 

God’s promise that it is mine for the taking.  This humbles me and softens me.  This fills 

me once again with genuine love and delight in God, not a distance from him or a notion 

that if I can impress others I’ll somehow be alright.  But in the gospel I am genuinely 

enthralled with God. 

And this allows me to stop using others to bolster my shaky position.  My position 

is secure with God based on his love and so now I’m in a place to actually serve and give 

to others.  I don’t care inordinately about what people think of me.  I have the 

unwavering love and acceptance of God.  And so I can give of myself in the task of 

preaching to increase my and other’s joy in God, not my esteem in the eyes of others.  

I warm my heart with this good news so that it’s boiling over from me to the point that I 

want to share it and genuinely serve you by bringing you alongside of me in exultation 

over this wonder of a gracious God. 

 

Giving to the Needy 
 Let’s look at it now through the example of giving, because that’s what Jesus 

uses.  He says, “So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the 

hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by men.  I tell you the 

truth, they have received their reward in full.  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” 

(vv. 2-4a). 

 Jesus is referring to the practice of almsgiving, assistance to the poor.  It was 

something commanded in the OT (cf. Dt. 15:7-11) and a standard religious practice 

among the Jews (cf. Tobit 1:3, 4:7ff, 12:8ff).  Of course God’s people should give to the 

poor.  This would happen through the offering at the synagogues and also in direct 

encounters on the street.  Today it’s offerings at church, gifts to others in the body who 

are in need, pledges to organizations like Compassion which sponsor children in the 

majority world living in poverty, regular donations to charitable organizations, helping 

neighbors or people on the street, or more involved efforts at community development 

through microenterprise loans or stuff like that.  Christians should be generous and 

concerned for the needy, using whatever means at their disposal to help others, not just 

serve themselves. 

 But why?  In order to get a building named after you?  Or your name on a plaque?  

In order to be thought of as a philanthropist?  Or get a nagging angel off your back?  

Jesus says don’t announce it with trumpets; don’t toot your own horn and parade your 

generosity.  Don’t do it for your own esteem in others eyes (or I think even in your own 

eyes – self-esteem).  Then he uses the word ‘hypocrite’ to describe this kind of thing.  

That word was associated with the theater in the Greco-Roman world.  It was used to 

describe someone who acted a part.  When we are hypocritical we put on a costume and 

the make-up and enter the character, but it’s not really us.  We’re being deceptive to get 

the applause of the crowd, to be honored by men.  Jesus says ostentation may work, we 
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may get the approval of people, but that will be our only reward.  We shouldn’t do it so 

that we will be thought of as a giving person.  We should give for other reasons. 

 But notice that Jesus says, “When you give…”  And later, “When you pray,” and 

“When you fast.”  He’s assuming that his disciples will still do these religious acts.  The 

answer to false internal motivation is not to not do the external behavior.  No!  One 

person has said that “the way to avoid hypocrisy is not to cease giving but to do so with 

such secrecy that we scarcely know what we have given.”
1
  Your right hand doesn’t 

know what your left hand is doing.  In other words, you’re not keeping track, either to 

show off to other people or obtain the imaginary applause of people in your mind.  That’s 

not what makes you feel good about yourself, that you gave to someone. 

 What makes you feel good about yourself is the gospel.  And what we do when 

we recognize impure motives within us is to preach the gospel to ourselves again.  And 

then do those things we are commanded to do with an eye to find the gospel: read the 

Bible to find Jesus on it’s pages as your righteousness not your ethical example, go to 

church to hear the gospel not to look good, share the gospel to remind yourself of the 

good news not to fill a quota or feel superior, serve to remember how much Jesus served 

you not to pad your resume, pray that God would open your heart again to his love not to 

feel like you’ve done your duty, fast to remember what it is you really need not to feel 

spiritual, get baptized to give your soul a vivid picture of what God has done for you not 

to get the certificate, take communion to remember and experience again Christ’s 

sacrifice for you, dying even for your sins of hypocrisy, not because everyone’s doing it. 

 And give.  Give as a way to remind yourself of “the grace of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through 

his poverty might become rich” (2 Cor. 8:9).  Remember the richness that is yours in 

Christ.  Don’t give to feel good about yourself.  Give as a way to force yourself to feel 

good about what Christ has done for you – I’m rich!  I’m secure!  I’ve been given 

everything!  God is for me!  I don’t have to self-protect.  I can show love to others 

without needing any payback because of God’s infinite love for me in Christ.  I want to 

use my money to help others see how great my God is. 

Without laying guilt trips on people or using other secular fundraising tactics that 

give some form of incentive, but by reminding you constantly of the gospel I hope that 

we become a secretly generous church.  It’s one of those things that would be kind of 

hard to measure and celebrate and put on our website because it’s just happening in 

untold and unrecognized ways spawned by the gospel being massaged deeper and deeper 

into the soul. 

 

The Reward of God 
 Giving from the heart without any desire for recognition is what Jesus is directing 

his followers to.  It is a supernatural thing that only those who have had the gospel touch 

them at the core of their being can do.  And now I just want to point out a final principle 

from this text: because of the gospel, Jesus is your treasure.  This is I think what Jesus is 

getting at here with the talk about reward.  “The apostle Peter says, ‘To you who 

believe... [Christ] is precious’ (1 Peter 2:7).  The grace of God makes Christ precious to 

us,” says one person, “so that our possessions, our money, our time have all become 

eternally and utterly expendable.  They used to be crucial to our happiness.  They are not 
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so now.”
2
  And so the eternal reward of happiness in Christ is part of the motivation for 

giving. 

 Notice that Jesus isn’t saying we should do these things with absolutely no mind 

towards a reward.  Just not the reward of human approval.  And (this is important) not 

even the reward of divine approval, but rather from a position of full and complete divine 

approval based on radical grace with a mind toward realizing and understanding and 

experiencing the full impact of that more and more.  The reward promised in places like 

this one is not another item to compensate, like give up money now and be rewarded with 

more money coming back to you (the logic of many TV preachers telling you to give).  

And not even in the age to come ultimately, like give up money now and be rewarded 

with a bigger mansion in heaven or more jewels in your eternal crown or something like 

that.  That still reduces the charity to a base mercenary act.  The reward is God himself.  

The reward is experiencing ever increasing joy and delight and pleasure and fulfillment 

and satisfaction in the excellencies of God himself. 

 I should be motivated to give to others and for others (not for myself) by the past 

actions of Christ on my behalf, the present realities of acceptance and security this brings, 

and the future promises of reward that come with it.  In giving and reminding myself of 

the gospel I am weaning myself off of other things for my ultimate enjoyment – “riches I 

heed not, nor man’s empty praise; Thou mine inheritance now and always.”  And I am 

increasing my capacity for happiness in God.  My progress in that will have ramifications 

for eternity.  This is an interesting topic and I’m just going to broach it today; we’ll dwell 

on it more in a couple weeks when we get to “store up for yourselves treasures in 

heaven” (v. 20).  But we can do things to heighten our ability to apprehend and enjoy 

God’s glory and this is the greatest reward we can have. 

 Chapter 25 of Matthew is an interesting chapter in this regard.  There Jesus tells 

three parables all dealing with his return, the eternal state, and the nature of reward.  In 

the famous parable of the talents what is the reward for the servants who used their 

money well?  “Come and share your master’s happiness” (25:21, 23)!  The reward is a 

translation into a greater experience of the sublime joy of the Godhead.  What we are to 

live for is not the paltry praise and prestige of men, but to live in such a way that we will 

be opened up more and more to enjoy God forever and ever. 

 And then the next parable in ch. 25 is the famous one about the sheep and the 

goats.  Remember the band Cake?  They had a song with the refrain: “Sheep go to 

heaven; goats go to hell.”  Well this parable is often used to scare people into giving to 

the poor, as if going to heaven when you die is dependent on whether you fed the hungry, 

gave drink to the thirsty, welcomed the stranger, clothed the naked, cared for the sick, 

and visited the prisoner so go do this stuff if you want to get in.  That’s actually not the 

point.  Heaven is for people who love Jesus as their righteousness!  The sheep are 

commended as people who did these good deeds, but they say, “When did we do that??!”  

They weren’t keeping track. 

The reward of eternal life wasn’t something they were earning for themselves by 

their almsgiving.  They had forgotten their deeds of serving the poor.  Their left hand 

hadn’t paid attention to what their right hand had done.  They weren’t sitting there with 

their hands full of their good deeds waiting to be admitted because of them.  They hadn’t 

lived with a focus on getting recognition for themselves for their ‘righteous acts’; they 

were focused on the amazing grace and glory of their Lord and Savior, and THAT had 
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made them into giving people un-self-consciously.  Their primary concern was reveling 

in and magnifying the worth and wonder of God displayed in Jesus Christ.  And whatever 

they could do to further that in themselves and others they did.  Christians should give 

to increase their joy in God, not their esteem in the eyes of others. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 We have heard the Word of the Lord declared to us, now let us gather round his 

Table and eat and drink, tasting and seeing that the Lord is good.  The Bible says that we 

should examine ourselves before we eat.  Let us use this time to confess and repent of our 

self-protectiveness, our over concern with the way we appear in people’s eyes.  And then 

take the bread and the wine as emblems of Christ’s body and blood given for us and 

remember that all our sins are paid for and his perfect obedience is now ours.  One tweet 

I saw this week put it well – “The Lord’s Supper isn’t a funeral dirge of morbid 

introspective guilt-motivated mourning but a joyful Jesus-focused feast of celebration.”
3
 

 If you’re not a Christian, I call you to come to Christ during this time, not 

necessarily to this Table.  Use this time to meditate on these truths and engage with him, 

receiving his grace. 

 And if you’re a total fake, a hypocrite, pretending to be someone not out of 

genuine love for God and others, but with self-serving motives, just putting on a show, it 

may fool them and win the acclaim of people, but it doesn’t fool God.  If that’s you right 

now and you’ve been seriously pretending and hiding behind lies and masks and living 

for the approval of men… his word is shining a spotlight on you right now.  Don’t run 

away from it.  Come into the light…  Confess your sins to God and to others… 

 

Benediction 
May your anticipation increase and increase and increase for the appearing of the glory of 

our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all 

lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for 

good works. (Titus 2:13-14) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 14, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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