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How often have you heard the sentiment: “Religion is a private matter. If that’s what you need, fine; but keep it out of the public sphere”? Too often we hear politicians themselves claim: “Sure, I’m a Christian; and I personally believe that (e.g.) abortion is wrong, but I shouldn’t let my religious views influence my approach to public policy.” Indeed, in our increasingly secularized society, it has become the common dogma that religious faith is OK (or at least tolerated) as long as you keep it to yourself or in church, but that it somehow becomes “dangerous” when it is allowed to affect your public life. And too often we have cowed into submission, although now we have begun to push back. For as we rightly understand: religion that is real can never be divorced from our public life; Christ is Lord of all my life. 

And yet, there is an aspect of this charge that is true: religion can be a dangerous thing. Notice how Jesus begins here: He begins, “Beware” (6:1). That is, there is a danger here. And in particular, there is a danger to public religion. But it’s not what people often think. The danger is not (as the secularists perceive) that of bringing religious convictions into the public arena (or even whether we should be able to question Darwinism in our schools or post the Ten Commandments in our courts). Nor is the issue here the fanaticism exemplified by the Muslim extremists (though that is indeed dangerous—even deadly). No, what Jesus means is something completely different, and quite surprising. What is the danger? 

Here in this next section (6:1-18), Jesus confronts our stubborn human tendency toward “image” religion—religion that is characterized by outward show and hypocrisy. And He does so by looking at three examples of that “religion in real life” (or, “piety”): indeed, these are the big three in the Jewish circles of Jesus’ day—“alms for the poor,” prayer, and fasting (we’ll look at this last one later). What Jesus is emphasizing for us again is this: religion that is real must first be seated in the heart and lived out from the heart. 
I.
The principle of piety: it’s the motive that matters (6:1).

A.
The given. Before we look at that principle, I want us first to notice the presumption about such religious expression. The “given” is this: that it’s a good thing, and that we’ll do it. Why do I say this? Well, because Jesus Himself calls it “righteousness”; you could call it “doing what is right”—and that’s always a good thing. And because in all three examples that Jesus uses—and repeatedly—He says “when” and not “if.” Jesus says: “When you give” (6:2, 3); “when you pray” (6:5, 6, 7); “when you fast” (6:16, 17). It’s something He assumes we’ll do; it’s not an option. There are many people who say they’re Christians; but you don’t see it. There is no seeking after God, no change in life. You can say you’re a Christian; but if people don’t see you’re a Christian, there’s a problem from the get-go. Because for Jesus, this is the given.

B.
Whose praise? And so, I am to do it, yes; but there is more. And this is where the principle comes in (and what we often miss): that I am to do the right things for the right reasons—for the praise of God and not the praise of man. This is the question of motive. And as Jesus brings out: it is the motive behind our piety that makes all the difference—makes it real or makes it fake (something only God can judge . . . and He does: “the Father sees” [6:4, 6, 18]). Notice: this is the issue of the heart again. “Am I doing this to please God or to look good?” 



1.
Their motive was: “to be praised by others” (6:2), “to be seen by others” (6:5). And this is a fundamentally selfish motive (which seems to always be our problem). We see it in the extreme in the Islamic suicide bombers: they receive great acclaim by their religious communities—even their own families. And they have the prospect of “instant heaven” with scads of virgins. Now, that might sound like they’re doing it for God’s reward; but it really is nothing more than doing it for man’s acclaim and their own selfish desires. Jesus had earlier stated that we should “let our light (the light of Christ shining through us, real religion) so shine before others that they will see our good works and glorify the Father in heaven” (5:16). Well, does the broader world glorify God when innocent people are blown to bits? No. And like I said, this is the extreme. But it’s the same selfish root in each of our hearts. And it’s seductive. For who gets the glory in the good things we do? Whose praise do we seek? 


2.
So then, let me ask: What is my motive? This is a “heart” question; and I need to ask it in everything I do. 



a.
To take one example: I have to consciously pray this to God every week as I prepare to preach. It’s an ominous thing; and the temptation is to try and craft a message that will impress you. And that’s a trap; and it’s wrong. Yes, I’m supposed to do my best; but it’s got to be my best for God. Yes, I should seek to communicate in a compelling manner; but so that hearts are gripped by God and directed toward God.



b.
Or something that is common to us all: doing nice things for others. That’s a good thing we’re all supposed to do, and all the time: “Be ye kind one to another” (Eph 4:32). But when we do these nice things, do we do them expecting some form of recognition or return? Or do we do them simply as part of our lives lived in the presence of God and for His gaze and reward alone? For example: husbands and wives again. When you do something nice for your wife, do you do it so that she’ll do something nice for you? Or do you do it simply because it is the right thing to do before God: to “love your wife as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her” (Eph 5:25). Or wife, do you treat your husband with sincere respect so that he’ll give you the kind of attention you want, or simply because Christ calls you to? 
II.
The practice of piety: what it looks like when no one’s looking.

A.
Giving (6:2-4). The first example Jesus uses is that of giving to the needy—something that everyone recognizes as “really good,” if not “the best of religion.” And these were (ostensibly) good religious people . . . and they let everyone know just how good and religious they were. They were (literally and figuratively) “tooting their own horn.” But we might not see a problem here. “Hey, the needy are helped and the givers are congratulated. What’s the problem?” Well, the problem then, and why Jesus calls them “hypocrites,” is that their focus was not on God, their focus was on themselves. They were supposedly doing something righteous before God, and yet they were doing it for the praise of other people. Do you see the disconnect? It’s a “self-focus.” And this kind of “public religion” is dangerous—because it exposes a heart of hypocrisy. And hypocrisy is always a dangerous thing.


1.
Speaking of which:  



a.
This is the first of Jesus’ many denouncements against religious hypocrisy. And this is something we need to hear. But it’s not just a religion issue, it’s a human issue; it’s something we all need to hear. You’ve probably heard the old banter: “I don’t want anything to do with church; the church is full of hypocrites.” “Well, come on in; there’s always room for one more!”




b.
What is hypocrisy? At its most basic sense, it is pretending to be something you’re not (the word itself in Greek is the term for “actor”). Here it is deep, for it probably involved even “self-deception.” And this is where and why it is so “dangerous”: for we can be lulled into thinking that we’re all right before God because, “Look at all the good things we do; look at how good the public knows we are!” But if our hearts are not seeking God and relying on His grace (and instead are seeking self and relying on goodness), then we are in the greatest danger—the danger of damnation.


2.
But we fall into the same trap. In our society, we have lots of philanthropists, who give large sums of money for great causes to benefit humanity. And everyone knows it; they give with their name attached; and we praise them for it. And they have their reward; but it doesn’t give them any better standing before God than the needy they helped. For salvation is by grace not works. Too often, however, we do the same thing in our churches. How much fundraising is done, or large donation items solicited, with “names attached” (thankfully, not here)? But what is your incentive for giving? If we only give because we get some recognition for it, then we are the very same hypocrites as here. 



3.
Instead, the kind of piety Jesus looks for is one that He calls “secret”: to freely give and render aid without anyone else needing to know. The way Jesus describes it: you almost keep it secret from yourself (“don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing”). It should be both “low profile” and “second nature”: for this combination of quiet generosity reveals the character of a grateful heart. If we recognize that all we are is by His grace: that we were helpless in our need, and yet He gave His Son to save us; and that all we have is by His grace: that it is from Him and for Him; then we will freely give as a matter of course, and it won’t matter if anyone knows.

B.
Praying (6:5-6). The second example is similar: they were “praying to impress,” and with their “spirituality.” But not God; God is not “impressed.” He looks for true and humble faith, no matter how that is expressed. 


1.
But we aren’t immune from this temptation to hypocrisy in our prayer life either. 



a.
How often do we pray in public to impress other people: to make it “sound” good, to make us look good? And it’s “expected” to be pretty, or holy, or profound. But who’s supposed to be listening? Who’s the audience? If it’s prayer, then it’s supposed to be prayer . . . to God. And God is not impressed. He wants to see a heart of thankfulness or trust, not inspiring words (though such words are great—if they come from that heart).  



b.
For pastors especially. We get asked to pray for all sorts of occasions, as well as in church—well, because he’s the “professional”: it’s part of what he does; and he’s supposed to do it better, and more effectively. But no, anyone can pray; anyone can speak to their heavenly Father, anytime and anywhere. The prayer of any Christian is powerful and effective (Jas 5:16). And simple is often best (we’ll see in the Lord’s Prayer). And bumbling is OK; the Spirit speaks through our groanings (Rom 8:26). 



c.
On the other side then: How many of us feel too embarrassed to pray in public because we feel we’ll “mess up” or be judged because our prayer wasn’t pretty, or holy, or profound? Well, those who judge on such terms must repent of their hypocrisy; and those who are afraid of that judgment must confess their timidity. For both of these are “living for the praise of man, not the praise of God”—and it is this motive that matters.


2.
Instead, the kind of piety Jesus looks for is one that He calls “secret” again. For the measure of true piety is what it looks like when no one’s looking (except God, of course). This is not to condemn public prayer; but it must arise from a foundation of private prayer: where no one’s listening and no one’s watching but God Himself. Remember how Jesus used to get away from the crowds to be alone with His Father? If even our Lord, then how much more do we need to develop a lifestyle of private prayer and communion with God? This has often been called “quiet time”—a time set apart to be alone with God (whether in a room or on a walk). Without this, our spiritual life begins to die; for it is His Spirit that is our life.

So, what is the danger of public religion? As Jesus underscores (6:1ff), the danger is missing God’s reward. Religious scandals are the worst: whether that’s the televangelist scandals 20 years ago, or the pedophilia scandals more recently. Now we rightly can’t—and shouldn’t—keep our Christianity a secret. But if our religiosity is for show, if we are nothing but hypocrites (pretending to be something we’re not, pretending to please God when we’re really only pleasing ourselves), then we are in danger at two levels. Certainly, first, there is the danger of damnation. For without the quickening of the Spirit there is no forgiveness of sins; and missing God’s reward at that level is missing heaven. But also, it is seductive for us all: the danger of trading the praise of God for that of man, when it’s God’s praise that matters. Each day we live in the presence of God (though we often don’t live like it, or even think that way). And one day we will all stand before the presence of God to answer for this life. Let us not live like the universe revolves around “me.” Let us live for His: “Well done, thou good and faithful servant; enter thou into the joy of thy Lord” (25:21, 23).
