Matthew 6:1-15

Jesus and the Secret Life

In today's verses we get to see some very exciting and interesting parts of God's character.  The setting is the same as previous weeks and the audience is the same.  Jesus is still dealing with the false teachings and extra baggage that the Pharisees, scribes and teachers of the Law had laid upon the Law that God gave through Moses.  He is also dealing with the hypocrisy and foolishness that surrounded the religious life of the Pharisees and very likely many who were practicing Jews in that day.  


In these verses Jesus makes it clear that nothing a person does in order to receive praise, or glory and honor before men will result in divine reward.  God cares about the heart, the center, and the intentions of a person, not just the outward expressions.  This has been shown in the last weeks in regard to murder and hatred (Matthew 5:21-22), reconciliation with someone with whom one has a broken relationship (Matthew 5:23-26), and lust and adultery (Matthew 5:27-30).  He furthermore blew the current system of lying by way of making impressive sounding oaths right out of the water and advocated that we should simply speak honestly, and not develop intricate and elaborate systems to lie to one another (Matthew 5:33-37) It is becoming more and more evident that, whereas the Pharisees are obsessed with outward appearances, Christ seems to be primarily interested in the private and internal reality and not what everyone else may be fooled into believing, and THAT is a universal lesson that applies to all believers in all ages!

Matthew 6:1-4 (NASU)

1  "Beware of practicing your righteousness before men to be noticed by them; otherwise you have no reward with your Father who is in heaven.  2 So when you give to the poor, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be honored by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full. 3 But when you give to the poor, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4 so that your giving will be in secret; and your Father who sees [what is done] in secret will reward you.

This is the first in a series of three things that Jesus highlights in terms of personal devotion.  Each of the three are very Jewish in nature and are addressed and explained in a way that would have been fully understood only by those who either were Jewish or had a great deal of exposure to Jewish culture.  These three topics are:

· Almsgiving (Matthew 6:1-4)

· Prayer (Matthew 6:5-15)

· Fasting (Matthew 6:16-18)

Almsgiving and prayer will be discussed today and we will discuss fasting next week.  It was the practice of many of that day, as well as a big part of human nature to want to be recognized for every good thing done.  Few things will aggravate our flesh as much as doing something we think to be especially nice or sacrificial and not getting adequate recognition or thanks for it.  We even find secular companies giving great amounts of money to various non-profits, but often only for the public recognition and the effect that it will have on their taxes that year!  


In respect to preparing for the coming kingdom Christ teaches that there should be secrecy in giving, so much so that the left hand should not know what the right hand is doing.  Ryrie tells us that at this time, from Jewish tradition, there was a “chamber of secrets” where one could go to give to the poor secretly.  So this would not be an impossible thing to do by any means.  In fact the attitude with which one does it reveals the reward that he or she will get!  Christ makes it clear that one cannot get double rewards for these good deeds, rather one will be rewarded by men if the deed was done in a desire for one's own glory, or rewarded by God if it were given out of pure motive to glorify Him and in obedience to Him.  This would have been a rude awakening for many of the Pharisees who were known to do many of their works of righteousness out in the public view so that they could, in turn, be recognized for how great they were.

Matthew 6:5-8

5 "When you pray, you are not to be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and on the street corners so that they may be seen by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full.  6 But you, when you pray, go into your inner room, close your door and pray to your Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees [what is done] in secret will reward you.  7 And when you are praying, do not use meaningless repetition as the Gentiles do, for they suppose that they will be heard for their many words.  8 So do not be like them; for your Father knows what you need before you ask Him." 

Now we see the same emphasis in the realm of prayer, another religious duty that the Jews viewed as a way to gain glory and honor for oneself.  Here Jesus clears up two important misconceptions about prayer.  First He addresses the hypocrites (presumably targeting the scribes and Pharisees again) and secondly addresses the Gentiles' (the nations) habits seeping into Judaism.

The Hypocrites

The hypocrites seem to have the same problem as they did when Jesus dealt with giving.  The hypocrites are those who want to use prayer, just as they wanted to use giving, to parade themselves before men!  They simply wanted to highlight their own glory, and wanted people to look at them and say, “My!  Look how religious young Moshe is!  He's much better than old so-and-so!”  Which is complete foolishness.  Jesus is very clear that no act of devotion or communication with the Father should be, even in the slightest way, self-serving or self-glorifying!  Much like Michael Jordan wouldn't want a friend who only spent time with him in order to name drop later: “I was talking to my friend MICHAEL JORDAN the other day...”  God wants and requires that fellowship with Him be personal, and the one who seeks Him not be seeking just to get power, or impress others.  

The Gentiles

Of course there were many ethnic groups represented around Jerusalem.  The Greeks and Romans certainly had their influence.  One of the common practices was to name extensive lists of names in order to draw upon some power or another.  Other people would spend long hours before the altar of one god or another pleading their case based on all of the things they had done and why that god or goddess in question is obligated to help.  This is obviously in violent opposition to the character and nature of God.  No one could ever put the Lord in his debt.  Deuteronomy 10:14 say: "Behold, to the Lord your God belong heaven and the highest heavens, the earth and all that is in it.”  


The Silk Road had begun to have influence since about the third century B.C.  bringing all sorts of ideas with it.  Eastern religion, and a sort of proto-Buddhism were among the things that were brought along the cultural exchange between east and west.  This mysticism, combined with other mystical religions, often relied on a sort of “self-hypnosis” of repetition in order to bring oneself into an altered state of mind.  This practice is carried through today in many New Age practices as well as much eastern religion.  

Even Today...

Both things that Jesus warned these people about are very clearly still around, and His warning is every bit as relevant to us in the Church as it was for the Jews to whom He was offering the kingdom and giving the guidelines and principles for living until and entry into that kingdom.  We are just as much in danger as they were of parading our religiosity before men, and the Lord, in His unchanging character, still despises the self-righteous religious person who would use the things of the Lord to make people think more of him or her personally.  


Furthermore, the Lord still desires us to be in prayer with Him in private.  Our relationship with Him is a personal one, and one that requires the communication of prayer. (John 17, Romans 8:26, Ephesians 6:18-19)  It also is an amazing and endless comfort and wonder that our prayer, just as the prayers of the people that Jesus was directly addressing, are also directed to an all-knowing, all-seeing God!  We are not surprising God by our prayer, nor letting Him in on something that He didn't know about.  Neither are we arguing with Him to try to make Him help, or bargaining with Him.  Prayer must, therefore, be more about fellowship with God than about giving God the big update on our lives.  It must be that He loves us and longs for us to be in His presence, taking advantage of the royal introduction won for us by Christ Jesus! (Ephesians 2:18)


Within the walls of what we might call “Christendom” we see that mysticism is still a threat today in the Church.  Between certain authors who make a sort of mish-mash compromise with Buddhism, to others that accept self-hypnosis techniques and creative visualization methods, there is much being burrowed in from outside the Lord's revelation. It is being disguised to look like it may be a way to experience God or know God in a deeper and more mystical way.  Discernment is most desperately needed when these things are so prevalent in the liberal “loosey-goosey” Christianity taught in America.

The “Lord's Prayer”

This certainly has all the potential in the world to be a touchy subject.  This prayer has been adopted by countless churches as the prayer given by the Lord for the Church.  While there is still much profit for the believer to study it, we will see that this is not a prayer that the Lord Jesus gave for the Church, but it is simply soaked with Jewish meaning, and dripping with desire for the kingdom before the Church was ever in view!


As previously mentioned, Matthew is the Gospel of the King (Jesus) offering the kingdom (the Millennial kingdom that is prophesied repeatedly in the Old Testament) to the Jews, if they would accept Him as their King.  This sermon is telling the Jews what it means to “Repent!  For the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” (Matthew 4:17).  And this prayer (which is really a combination of two popular Jewish temple prayers) is a prayer of preparation and anticipation for the kingdom that is promised in the Old Testament.  As we look through it line by line, it will become clear that most of it is not written for what the Church is anticipating, but for what Israel is anticipating, and it is also wildly inappropriate for the Church, and the position that we have been given in Christ!

Matthew 6:9

"Pray, then, in this way:  `Our Father who is in heaven, hallowed be Your name.'”

For certain, we in the Church age share in the fact that we are children of God and that we can cry out to the Father, however, our ability cry out is more personal than simply to address the Lord as “Our Father.”  We have the blessing and the gift, due to our position in Christ to call after God as “Abba” or “Papa! Daddy!” Our relationship as children of God is one of individual and personal intimacy, not only based on our corporate relationship to Him!


The phrase “Hallowed be Your name” is talking about the name of the Lord being revered by all people.  This is not a personal statement that “I, the one praying, revere your name.” But a prayer that requests that all living people would revere the name, as will only occur in the time of the Millennial Kingdom.  

Matthew 6:10

`Your kingdom come.  Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.'

This is a fairly obvious eschatological request.  It must be noted here that the Jews were, undeniably expecting a real physical kingdom, and Jesus does not, at any point, correct that view.  In fact, in Acts 1 Jesus teaches the disciples a great deal about the kingdom and still never corrects the view that it will be a real physical kingdom as they are still expecting it at the time of His ascension!  It becomes clear that if Jesus meant the word “kingdom” to mean anything else (such as an allegorical kingdom wherein Israel was replaced by the Church) it would be monumentally irresponsible of Him to use the word in this way without any such explanation! 


This sense is further strengthened by the fact that God's will being done on earth is a specifically Millennial idea and is not something that we can say is going on right now.  Surely God is sovereign in all things; however, there are certain things that He allows in the current economy (such as the actions of Hitler and Stalin, or the writings   of Darwin, Hegel or Nietzsche), which will not be tolerated in the Millennial Kingdom.

Matthew 6:11

`Give us this day our daily bread.'

This statement shows that the people who were anticipating the kingdom were to be praying for their daily provision.  As Toussaint writes: “It could hardly refer to the kingdom age, since there will be no shortage of food at that time (Zechariah 8:12; Amos 9:13; Isaiah 65:21-22).”

Matthew 6:12

`And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.'

The idea of our sins as a spiritual debt to God is a very Jewish idea.  The thing that doesn’t fit for us in the Church is that the forgiveness of the one praying this prayer seems to be conditioned on the fact that he has forgiven those who have trespassed against him!  We will study this in greater depth when we get to verses 14 and 15 of this chapter.

Matthew 6:13

`And do not lead us into temptation, but deliver us from evil. [For Yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen]'

Built into the mind of the Jews from the book of Daniel was the prophetic 70 weeks. This was 69 weeks of years, plus the final “week of years” (seven years). The final week of years before the Millennial Kingdom will be the week of Jacob’s Trouble, or what we now call the Great Tribulation.  Knowing this, the people anticipating the coming of the kingdom would need to pray for strength and deliverance from the great evil that was yet to come.  This, then, is not the same thing as praying to be preserved from our personal temptations that may plague us, but rather something having to do with the coming kingdom just as the rest of the prayer has been directed.

Matthew 6:14-15

14  "For if you forgive others for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  15 But if you do not forgive others, then your Father will not forgive your transgressions."

This is proof that this is not speaking to the Church for we know that Church Age believers are urged to forgive not on the threat of not being forgiven but rather are urged to forgive on the basis that we have already been forgiven in Christ Jesus (Ephesians 4:32).

� Toussaint, Behold The King. Pg. 110
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