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Do good. Pray. Control yourself. That pretty much sums up how to live if you think about it. You 

need to deal with others, so do good to them. You need to deal with God, so pray to Him. And you 

need to deal with you: so if you're going to be happy and prosperous, then control yourself. Makes 

sense. 

 

In the Gospel lesson, Jesus deals with each of these facets of life, and He does so with examples. For 

dealing with others, He speaks of charitable deeds. For dealing with God, He speaks of prayer. For 

dealing with self-discipline, He speaks of fasting. Now, keep this in mind as we examine His 

instructions: Jesus is telling you what to do. He is telling you His Law. The purpose of His Law is to 

accuse you, to show you your sin. Therefore, while charitable deeds and prayer and fasting are all 

good things, the Lord speaks of them most of all to make sure that you don't place your trust in these 

things. This is a fitting text for Ash Wednesday, then, as we begin the penitential season of Lent and 

a sober examination of how necessary the cross. It is also a fitting preparation for the Lord's Supper 

this night, for it bids us to come as beggars who have nothing to give, and therefore can only receive 

by God's grace.  

 

1"Take heed that you do not do your charitable deeds before men, to be seen by them. Otherwise 

you have no reward from your Father in heaven. "Therefore, when you do a charitable deed, do not 

sound a trumpet before you as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may 

have glory from men. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. 3"But when you do a 

charitable deed, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4"that your charitable 

deed may be in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will Himself reward you openly. 

 

Doing charitable deeds and helping others is an important part of the Christian's life. In fact, it's the 

summary of the second table of the Ten Commandments: "Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself." 

But a good thing can be done for sinful reasons: therefore, Jesus warns against doing good things in 

order to draw attention to yourself-and then thinking that these good works earn favor with God. 

When someone performs an act of charity in order to receive gratitude or appreciation, it's not really 

an act of charity; instead, he is trading money or time in order to get something for himself-a good 

reputation, warm fuzzies, votes, whatever. So, in the end, he is not doing this to the glory of God, but 

to the glory of himself. A truly good act of charity is done completely selflessly, drawing no 

attention and not even hoping for appreciation or gratitude. 

 

So, a moment of self-examination: when you do good deeds, do you do so with the expectation of 

thanks or appreciation? Is it okay with you if your gift is snatched up with no gratitude whatsoever? 

Put it another way: if you perform some good work for others, and never receive thanks for it, are 

you likely to continue or are you ready to stop? Do you only do good things because they make you 

feel good? I think it's safe to say that there's little altruism within us. We rarely do good things with 

no expectation in return. 
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The only way to make sure that you're not doing a good work for the wrong reason is…to stop doing 

good works. But that's no solution, because that's sin. 

 

Now, if that's not bad enough, this sinful world throws additional problems into the equation. Take, 

for instance, the problem of enabling. I should help my neighbor who is poor. However, if I continue 

to do so, I reach a certain point where I am allowing him to commit the sin of sloth because he never 

has to work due to my generosity. Therefore, there comes a time when the good work is to stop 

helping him, where it's a sin to contribute to his idleness. For another example, parents are to care for 

their children; but if they're not careful, they'll spoil their children, which is bad. But when exactly 

does that line get crossed? You'll never know. 

 

Clearly, if you're not even sure when you're doing good works for the right reason, or if your good 

work is still a good work or has become a sin, then it's probably not good leverage to use in order to 

get God to help you. 

 

Regarding prayer, Jesus says: 5"And when you pray, you shall not be like the hypocrites. For they 

love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the corners of the streets, that they may be seen by 

men. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. 6"But you, when you pray, go into your room, 

and when you have shut your door, pray to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father 

who sees in secret will reward you openly. 

 

Prayer is good, a command and a privilege. But even without getting to the content of prayer, Jesus 

warns that prayer can be misused. Prayer is an opportunity to voice your thanks and commend your 

worries to the Lord. However, Jesus points out that some use prayer to draw attention to themselves 

and their own piety. They pray loudly in public places to demonstrate how dedicated they are to the 

Lord; thus they expect to be admired for their commitment and piety. This, however, is pride: it 

makes Christianity not about Christ, but about one's dedication and fervent commitment. It doesn't 

say, "Look to Christ and how gracious He is!" It says, "Look at me and how good I am!" Rather than 

seek to give the Lord all glory, it seeks to glorify oneself. 

 

Self-examination time again: it may be prayer or some other facet of worship that leaves us drawing 

attention to ourselves. "If I sing beautifully enough, people will see my voice as adding to worship-

good for me!" "If I pay attention and follow the service precisely, people will understand that I'm a 

committed Christian!" "If I speak passionately and pray fervently, then people will appreciate my 

dedication!" In a myriad of ways, our proud Old Adams seek to use such things to draw attention to 

ourselves. And given Old Adam, the only way to make sure we don't sing, pray, worship, pay 

attention or attend for the wrong reasons is to quit singing, praying, worshiping, paying attention or 

attending. That's surely no answer, for it is sin. But certainly your motives and thoughts regarding 

worship are hardly firm ground for expecting God's help and blessing. 

 

Then there's fasting: 16"Moreover, when you fast, do not be like the hypocrites, with a sad 

countenance. For they disfigure their faces that they may appear to men to be fasting. Assuredly, I 

say to you, they have their reward. 17"But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, 

18"so that you do not appear to men to be fasting, but to your Father who is in the secret place; and 

your Father who sees in secret will reward you openly. 

 

In Jesus' time, fasting was a prevalent form of self-discipline, an opportunity to practice self-denial 

in order to appreciate all that God gives: "Without God's gracious hand, I would have no food to 

eat!" However, some would fast in order to draw attention once again to their piety: "See what a 
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good believer I am, because I'm fasting again! See? Look at me!" Old Adam is ingenious in this one, 

twisting a practice of self-denial into one that…draws attention to oneself. 

 

So how are we at self-discipline? There's no doubt that our self needs to be disciplined, as long as 

our Old Adam needs to be killed. In your daily personal Bible reading-you are reading the Bible 

daily, aren't you?-do you do so to hear about the promises of God, or because it's a good habit and 

God must like you better for it? Do you ever think that your church attendance, which may well be 

better than that of others, ought to receive some recognition? Is it a point of pride with you that you 

discipline yourself to avoid certain temptations that others fall into? 

 

Once again, the only way to make sure that you're not reading your Bible, attending church or 

avoiding temptation for the wrong reasons is to stop reading your Bible, attending church and 

avoiding temptation. Again, that's no answer. It's sin.  

 

Do you get the point? Sin clings to everything we do. Do not wait to do good things in this life until 

you can do them with only pure motives, because it's not going to happen. Don't wait to pray and 

worship until you can do so sinlessly, because that time will not come in this world. Don't wait to 

discipline yourself until you can do so perfectly, because you'll only get more wicked from here. 

 

Sound hopeless? Be careful: Jesus is not telling you to give up doing good things. If you abandon 

yourself to sin, your life is likely to be miserable and your hard heart will have no use for 

repentance. No, Jesus isn't telling to break His Law, but He is bidding you to give up believing that 

what you do could, in any way, be counted on to earn God's favor. Anytime we think otherwise, it is 

time to repent once again. 

 

Now, here's the Good News. You have hope, and so do I. It's just that our hope isn't in us or anything 

we do. Our hope is in Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God. As we continue through these midweek 

Lenten services, we'll hear the account of His Passion from the Gospel of Matthew. Even during His 

arrest, trial and execution, He is still performing acts of charity: He heals the ear of the high priest's 

servant and pronounces forgiveness for the repentant thief. Clearly, these are true acts of charity, for 

He expects and receives nothing in return-even as He goes about the greatest act of service by dying 

for the sins of the world. During His Passion, He prays: He prays that His Father would protect His 

disciples. He prays for you and me. He prays that His enemies might be forgiven. During His 

Passion, He displays great self-control: for though He could destroy His enemies, come down from 

the cross and save Himself, He submits to the suffering to save you and me.  

 

That is who your hope is in: Jesus Christ, who does all things well-does them perfectly and sinlessly. 

And if our salvation is in Him, then we are sure that it is done and we are forgiven. 

 

Therefore, we come to the Lord as joyful beggars, acknowledging our complete lack of anything to 

give, rejoicing that the Lord gives us His grace freely. To borrow and build upon a line from Luther, 

we beggars approach the Lord and say, "Dear God, I've got an empty sack. There is nothing about 

me that I can offer you in trade for forgiveness. I am empty, but You are full of grace and salvation 

for me. Christ Jesus became the beggar on the cross, reduced to nothing by God and man-and He did 

so to take my place, to spare me that judgment. Therefore, dear God, I stand here with an empty 

sack, trusting that You will fill it with all good things-not for my sake, certainly, but for the sake of 

Jesus."  

 

This is the Good News that our Lord preaches in this text. He preaches that Law to make sure you 
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know your sack is empty. Then He preaches His Gospel to fill you up with grace and faith and life. 

He fills it this night by His Word and Supper; and by these means of grace you are full grace, 

forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


