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The Word of the Lord from Matthew 6: “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.” 

 
This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 

There’s a pattern in Jesus’ words of our Gospel lesson that keeps on repeating. First, don’t do 
things to be seen by others; if you do, that’s your reward. Second, do such things in secret, and your 

Father in heaven will reward you—with far, far more. 
 

“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.” 
 

You’re commanded to love your neighbor. That certainly includes helping those who are in need, 
for they are also equally those for whom Christ has died. The temptation, of course, is to help others in 

order to glorify yourself; and that temptation comes easily. See, when you give away what you have, it’s 

a sacrifice of sorts. Sacrifice doesn’t come easy to sinners: you want a return. So when you give to help 
others, you’re easily tempted to think that you deserve at least a little recognition for your efforts. You 

may not be blowing a trumpet to say “Look at me!”, but you don’t mind if other people see what you’re 
doing. After all, you reason, maybe you can set the example and start a trend of other people giving, too. 

 

When you give in order to be seen, in order to be recognized, you’re practicing your own 
righteousness. You’re not acting as God’s hand, that He might be glorified—you’re looking to take some, 

or a lot, of the credit for yourself. You consider yourself the giver who is making that sacrifice out of your 
own goodness, and so you expect a little recognition and praise in return. If you are the good giver who 

deserves the praise, you’ve set yourself up as a little god; in that case, God says, “I’ll let that little god 

take care of you.” And since you have no divine power to take care of yourself, you already have your 
reward.  

 
See, you’re not here to be a little god. You’re here to be God’s instrument. You have the privilege 

of helping others so that they might know of His goodness. Says Jesus, “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). It’s important that they know of God’s goodness and glorify Him. For Jesus’ sake, He can save 

them, reward them. You cannot.  
 

Jesus goes on: “And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites. For they love to stand 
and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by others. Truly, I say to 

you, they have received their reward. But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray 

to your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” 
 

In confirmation classes, I teach that prayer is praying the promises of God back to Him. In other 
words, as the children of God, we pray, “Dad, you promised! And you always keep your promises!” God 

delights to hear His children pray, and He delights to give them what He has promised to. Prayer, then, is 
a great privilege: your Father in heaven wants to hear you speak to Him—and wants to answer you. In 



our text, Jesus warns of praying to be noticed by others. When given the opportunity to pray with others, 

you’ll be tempted to think of it as an opportunity to show others your love for God, your mastery of the 
English language, your ability to put words together. Or, conversely, you’ll be tempted to remain silent so 

that people don’t think you’re bad at speaking and grammar. When we sing praise in worship, you’ll be 
tempted to start wondering whether or not people notice how well you sing (or not), rather than stay 

focused on the Word which glorifies God. When you pray to be noticed by others, you effectively say, 

“This prayer is not offered to God so that He might help me, but this prayer is offered to those around 
me so that they might recognize and admire me and my righteousness.” If that’s the case, you have your 

reward: and whatever recognition and admiration you get isn’t going to go very far in getting the prayer 
answered. 

 
If that’s the danger, then it’s far better to pray in secret. It keeps you focused on God and His 

promises rather than worrying about what everybody else thinks of you. Prayer has great reward—not 

because of you, but because of Christ. Remember—for Jesus’ sake, God delights to answer your prayers 
with all that you need for this life and forever. Why waste prayer by making it about what other sinners 

think of you? What a waste of prayer that is, indeed. 
 

Jesus continues: “And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure 

their faces that their fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. 
But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, that your fasting may not be seen by others 

but by your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”   
 

The temptation when fasting is to draw attention to it, to make sure others realize how much 
you’re suffering in your observance. Fasting is a matter of bodily discipline. It’s an exercise that says, 

“Just because I want something doesn’t mean I deserve to have it right away.” It’s a reminder of how 

much we need the daily bread that God provides. These are important lessons. They drive us to Christ, 
through whom we receive every good gift from God. But if your point of fasting is to show others how 

you’re willing to suffer in service to God, then you’re practicing your own righteousness. You’re saying 
“Look at me, not Christ.” You have your reward. 

 

By the way, note that Jesus says “when you fast:” He doesn’t command fasting. He just assumes 
that it’s done. It was a common practice in New Testament times, though not now. Even so, we still say 

in the Small Catechism that “Fasting…is a fine outward training.” It’s a good thing to do. However, you 
may not be interested even in that much self-denial. It’s no sin to eat a good portion. On the other hand, 

if your reason for not fasting is that you feel you deserve a full stomach, then you’re practicing your own 

righteousness—you’re saying that something about you deserves better than hunger. You have your 
reward, and it will be gone in the next few hours.  

 
Finally, Jesus says, “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust 

destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where 
neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, 

there your heart will be also.” This is certainly a warning against falling in love with money and riches in 

this world, because they are completely worthless when it comes to gaining eternal life. They’re easily a 
false god that you’re tempted to pursue, whether you already have them or whether you don’t and you 

want them. However, keep in mind that your own righteousness is no treasure, either. The Lord declares 
in Isaiah 64 that our righteousness is like filthy rags or a polluted garment. Your own righteousness does 

nothing to purchase salvation. In fact, your righteousness is Exhibit A that condemns you: because even 

when you are doing good things—like giving alms, praying or fasting—and hoping for some recognition, 
you’re not doing it to the glory of Christ. You’re doing it to the glory of you. If you choose to glorify 

yourself, then you make yourself a god whom you say deserves glory. In that case, God says, “If that is 
what you wish, so be it. But then it is up to you to reward yourself with eternal life.” 

 



What to do? Your sinful nature says to just forget it all: “If there’s no reward in helping others, 

prayer or fasting, then just forget it. Go ahead and act on the outside what you feel on the inside, and 
prove to everybody that you have no righteousness.” But this is because your sinful nature fears and 

hates one thing more than anything else: the reward that your Father in heaven desires to give you. 
 

You are not here tonight to practice your own righteousness. You are here because you 

acknowledge that you are dust and ashes, that your own righteousness is nothing better than filthy rags. 
But you are also here because you have hope. You are here not to practice your own righteousness, but 

the righteousness of Christ. And how might you do that? By receiving the righteousness He gives you.  
 

When it comes to giving alms to beggars, remember: You and I are beggars when it comes to 
righteousness, and Jesus delights to give to the needy like us. Although He deserves all honor and praise, 

He doesn’t even sound His own horn or demand payment. He’s become the Beggar on the cross for you, 

reduced to sin and nothing in your place on the cross. Risen again, He declares that He makes you 
righteous by giving you His grace. Practice your own righteousness, and you’ll be without forever. 

Confess your sin, and Christ gladly fills your empty sack with grace and life and salvation. Because He 
clothes you in His own righteousness, your Father in heaven sees you as righteous for Jesus’ sake, even 

in places so secret as your heart; and your Father rewards you with life and every good blessing.  

 
When it comes to the matter of prayer, rejoice: Christ sits at God’s right hand to intercede for 

you even now, praying to His Father on your behalf. Where you misuse prayer, either to ask for the 
wrong things or to draw attention to yourself, your prayers are in vain and you have your reward. That’s 

why you confess such sins and rejoice in Jesus’ intercession for you: because for His sake, God declares 
you His holy child. And for Jesus’ sake, God delights to hear your prayers and will reward you with what 

is best for you. 

 
As you consider Jesus’ words about fasting, consider this: Where you and I avoid self-denial, or 

use it to show how disciplined we are, there is no reward from God for such idolatry. That’s why you 
confess it, and you rejoice that Christ was born of a woman to be the servant of all, even to death on the 

cross. He endured His Father’s denial as He was crushed for your sin, so that the Father might reward 

you with heaven.  
 

That is treasure that moth or rust cannot destroy, treasure that thieves can’t steal because 
nothing can separate you from the love of God in Christ Jesus, your Lord. Because your treasure in Christ 

is heavenly, there will be your heart, also. 

 
So Lent begins as Jesus tells us how sin corrupts even the good things we do, as we always 

look—at least a little—to glorify ourselves. God grant that this Law continue to persuade you that you 
have no righteousness of your own, so that in His Gospel you might rejoice that the righteousness of 

Christ is yours, freely given—because You are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 

 


