Religious Works (Matthew 6:1)

Let’s take a moment and review our progress in the Sermon on the Mount. It began with the Beatitudes, a description of the Christian (Matt 5:3-12). In verses 13-16 the Christian is seen in relationship to the world—salt and light. The third section describes the Christian’s responsibility to the law of God. In it Jesus gives the proper meaning of the law and contrasts it to the teaching of the Jewish leaders (vv. 17-48).

“Matthew 5:21-48 focuses on the teaching of the law, on what men believe, and 6:1-18 focuses on the practice of the law, what men do. The first section emphasizes inner moral righteousness—giving six representative illustrations regarding murder, adultery, divorce, oaths, revenge, and love. This second section emphasizes outward formal righteousness—giving three representative illustrations of religious activity. The first has to do with giving, our religion as it acts toward others (vv. 2-4); the second with praying, our religion as it acts toward God (vv. 5-15); and the third with fasting, our religion as it acts in relation to ourselves (vv. 16-18)” (John MacArthur).

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones introduces Matthew chapter six this way, “Here we have what we may well call a picture of the Christian living his life in this world in the presence of God, in active submission to God, and in entire dependence upon Him. . . Here we have a picture of him going on to live that life in this world; and the great thing that is ever emphasized is that he does it all in the presence of God. . . Or, to put it in another way, this section presents a picture of the children in relationship to their Father as they wend their way on this pilgrimage called life.”

“The chapter reviews our life as a whole, and it considers it under two main aspects. This is something very wonderful, for in the last analysis, the life of the Christian in this world has two sides, and both of them are covered here. The first one is dealt with in verses 1 to 18; the second from verse 19 to the end of the chapter. The first is what we may call our religious life, the culture and nurture of the soul, our piety, our worship, the whole religious aspect of our life, and everything that concerns our direct relationship to God. . . The second picture is that of the Christian in his relationship to life in general, not so much as a purely religious being now, but as a man who is subject to ‘the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,’ a man who is concerned about food and drink, clothing and shelter, who may have a family and children to bring up, and who therefore is subject to what is called in the Scriptures ‘the cares of this world.”

In the first verse, we have a summary statement concerning our religious works. It is an introduction to verses 2 through 18. “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 can lump everything in this verse, and through verse 18, under one word—hypocrisy. In this section, Jesus warns against hypocrisy. The phrase “be seen” has the meaning of putting on a show or acting. It is to be a religious actor.
While studying personal evangelism I ran across this excuse for not receiving Christ as Savior, “there are too many hypocrites in the church.” The reply to that excuse was, “that’s okay, what’s one more anyway.” In other words, the church is now, and has always been, filled with hypocrites. 
Hypocrisy dates all the way back to the fall of man. Cain is the first recorded hypocrite. He offered a sacrifice that God did not desire. When his offering was not accepted, he killed his brother out of resentment (Gen 4:3-8). Absalom was also a hypocrite. He acted as if he was his father’s ally all the while plotting to overthrow David as king (2 Sam 15:7-10). Ananias and Sapphira were hypocrites in the early church. They were religious actors. They lied about their generosity (Acts 5:1-10). Judas is the hypocrite. He acted as if he were a true disciple of the Lord. However, he betrayed the Lord with a kiss (Matt 26:46-50). The Apostle Paul warns there will be hypocrites as long as fallen people inhabit planet earth. “Now the Spirit expressly says that in latter times some will depart from the faith, giving heed to deceiving spirits and doctrines of demons, speaking lies in hypocrisy, having their own conscience seared with a hot iron, forbidding to marry, and commanding to abstain from foods which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth” (1 Timothy 4:1-3 NKJV).

God takes hypocrisy seriously. He quickly judged Ananias and Sapphira. Many believe that next to idolatry, religious hypocrisy was Israel’s greatest sin. Repeatedly God, in the Prophets, condemned their insincere worship. “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, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:21-24). They were performing the proper acts of worship without having the heart for them. Their internal righteousness needed to match their ceremony. 

God, through Isaiah, condemns insincere worship and then gives the corrective, “What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? Says the LORD; I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of well-fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of goats. When you come to appear before me, who has required of you this trampling of my courts? Bring no more vain offerings; incense is an abomination to me. New moon and Sabbath and the calling of convocations-- I cannot endure iniquity and solemn assembly. Your new moons and your appointed feasts my soul hates; they have become a burden to me; I am weary of bearing them. When you spread out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; your hands are full of blood. Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your deeds from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; bring justice to the fatherless, plead the widow's cause. Come now, let us reason together, says the LORD: though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall become like wool” (Isaiah 1:11-18).

In the New Testament, hypocritical religious leaders were the target of Jesus’ strongest denunciations. “And the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, ‘Why do your disciples not walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?’ And he said to them, ‘Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’ You leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men” (Mark 7:5-8). Jesus described hypocrisy as “leaven” (Luke 12:1), “graves” (Luke 11:44), “tares” (Matt 13:25) and “wolves” (Matt 7:15). 

We are not to perform works of righteousness to receive the praise of others. Our good works are not performed so others will admire our holiness. Our faith is to be expressed for God’s glory in the first place and then for the good of others. Dr. Lloyd-Jones gives several principles for us to consider, principles that will protect us from the trap of hypocrisy. First, the Christian life needs to be balanced. Second, the choice we make is between pleasing self or pleasing God. Third, our relationship to God is supreme. Fourth, God rewards His people.

I.
Balance (Matt 5:16; 6:1)

We are at the same time to, “Let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 5:16) and “Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them” (v. 1). Which are we to do? Well, both at the same time. Our righteous acts of faith are to point others to God without drawing attention to ourselves.

II.
Please (John 12:42-43)
We will only serve one master. However, the choice is whether to please God or to please self. You may be saying, “That’s not what the verse says.” It is all about pleasing men or pleasing God. If we desire to please others more than God it is only because we want others to think well of us. This is the sin of pride. You may compromise your Christian walk in order to get ahead at work. Why do you want the boss to think well of you? In order to garner some favor in some way. Anytime we desire the praise of others more than God’s praise, we are pleasing self. Of a group of Jewish leaders it was said, “Nevertheless even among the rulers many believed in Him, but because of the Pharisees they did not confess  Him, lest they should be put out of the synagogue; for they loved the praise of men more than the praise of God” (John 12:42-43 NKJV).
III.
Relationship (Gen 16:13)

We fail because we forget our primary relationship is with God. It is our greatest responsibility to please Him always and in all things. If that were our goal, we will never go wrong. Jesus lived this life on earth as He does in heaven—to please the Father. He lives entirely for the Father. He spoke the words of the Father, He did the works of the Father, He came to earth to please the Father and He died because it was His Father’s will.

We fail because we forget we live coram deo—in the presence of God. If we would only remind ourselves day after day that God sees us, it would change our lives. He sees us at work, at play, and at home. He hears our thoughts and knows the desires of our hearts. “Thou God seest me” (Gen 16:13)!

IV.
Rewards

God promises reward to His obedient people (vv. 1, 4). Some are uncomfortable with the idea of Christian rewards. It is not proper, they believe, to seek rewards. The Lord however taught that are to seek rewards. Jesus promised reward for faithful service.

Jesus focused on the reward. Hebrews tells us, “The founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:2). Abraham obeyed God for the reward. He, “Was looking forward to the city that has foundations, whose designer and builder is God” (Hebrews 11:10). Moses, “Considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward” (Hebrews 11:26).

The New Testament teaches, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil” (2 Corinthians 5:10). If you are seeking the approval of others, to please self, that is all the reward you will receive. If however, you are seeking the approval of God and mortifying the flesh, you will receive the eternal reward of God. 

Beware of the sin of hypocrisy. Take heed that you are not a Christian actor. We live out our faith in front of others but never for the praise of others. Self must be mortified. Be done with all desire for human praise. Our primary relationship is with God. Every day is lived coram deo. God rewards faithful service. Set your mind, as did our Lord and the Old Testament saints, on the joy of eternity.
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