Sermon on the Mount #19

“No Time For Showtime”

Matthew 6:1-4


Back in the 1980’s, two of the best basketball teams in NBA history seemed to meet annually in the championship finals.  The Boston Celtics dominated the East while the Los Angeles Lakers steamrolled their opponents in the West.  When these two teams met, the games and the series became instant classics.  Yet one would be hard pressed to find two more different teams.


The Celtics were hard-working, fundamentally sound, and more often than not won with their defense.  Their play was rarely the stuff for highlight reels, but they methodically wore down the opposition.


The Lakers, however, lived up to their Hollywood surroundings.  Their coach always looked like he had just left a cover shoot for GQ magazine.  The players were household names.  Movie stars lined the front row of the stands.  They played a fast-paced style that seemed as though the players were trying to outdo each other with spectacular plays.  There was even a nickname for the Lakers, as recalled by Chuck Swindoll:

Every once in awhile, after a perfectly executed fast break that included several bullet passes and a basket-pounding slam dunk by one of the Lakers, Chick Hearn’s voice drowns out the Forum roar as he shouts his familiar response, “It’s Showtime!”

Unfortunately, back in the first century, Jesus witnessed a different kind of “showtime.”  It wasn’t found on a basketball court filled with superstars; it was displayed in and around the Temple by those who thought they were supersaints.  As Swindoll concludes, “When it comes to the walk of faith, when the subject is righteousness and the object is to glorify God, beware of show-time. Simple faith and show-time don’t mix.”

 Turn with me once again to the Gospel of Matthew, as we continue our study of the Sermon on the Mount.  We have come to Matthew 6:1-4, where Jesus says,

“Be careful not to do your ‘acts of righteousness’ before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. 

“So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. 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. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.” 

Chapter six begins with three examples of religious activity common in Jesus’ day: almsgiving (or giving to the poor), prayer, and fasting.  These three were basic components of Jewish piety, and many rabbis listed qualities in sets of three.
  There is good reason that Jesus deals with the giving of alms first, as William Barclay explains:

To the Jew almsgiving was the most sacred of all religious duties. How sacred it was may be seen from the fact that the Jews used the same word—tzedakah—both for righteousness and almsgiving. To give alms and to be righteous were one and the same thing. To give alms was to gain merit in the sight of God, and was even to win atonement and forgiveness for past sins. “﻿It is better to give alms than to lay up gold; almsgiving doth deliver from death, and it purges away all sin﻿” (﻿Tobit 12:8﻿).

“﻿Almsgiving to a father shall not be blotted out,
And as a substitute for sins it shall stand firmly planted.
In the day of affliction it shall be remembered to they credit.
It shall obliterate thine iniquities as the heat, the hoar-frost.﻿”
(﻿Ecclesiasticus 3:14﻿, ﻿15﻿).

There was a rabbinic saying: “﻿Greater is he who gives alms than he who offers all sacrifices.﻿” Almsgiving stood first in the catalogue of good works.


The religious leaders of Jesus’ day were meticulous about carrying out these religious duties.  But Jesus admonishes His disciples not to do as they were doing.  It wasn’t the activity of which He was critical; it was the attitude with which it was being done.

The Display of Hypocrisy

Jesus claimed that the Pharisees’ giving to the poor was nothing more than a display of hypocrisy.  The word “hypocrite” that we use today comes from the Greek term Jesus uses in this text, describing their theatrical appearance.  John Stott writes, 

“Hypocrisy” is the word which Jesus used to characterize this display. In classical Greek the hupokrites was first an orator and then an actor. So figuratively the word came to be applied to anybody who treats the world as a stage on which he plays a part. He lays aside his true identity and assumes a false one. He is no longer himself but in disguise, impersonating somebody else. He wears a mask. Now in a theatre there is no harm or deceit in the actors playing their parts. It is an accepted convention. The audience know they have come to a drama; they are not taken in by it. The trouble with the religious hypocrite, on the other hand, is that he deliberately sets out to deceive people. He is like an actor in that he is pretending (so that what we are seeing is not the real person but a part, a mask, a disguise), yet he is quite unlike the actor in this respect: he takes some religious practice which is a real activity and he turns it into what it was never meant to be, namely a piece of make-believe, a theatrical display before an audience.

And, boy, did they put on a show.  As another commentator puts it, 

Out of a good deed which should be done in private they create a public spectacle, with themselves as director, producer, and star, bowing to the audience’s applause. Hypocrisy is the split in a religious person between outward show and inner reality.”
 


If the “outward show” was giving to the poor, what was the “inner reality”?  Jesus exposed it as two-faced ambition.  They had a “ravenous hunger for the praise of men”
 “You…receive glory from one another,” Jesus said of the them, “and do not seek the glory that comes from the only God” (John 5:44).  Later in the fourth gospel John adds, “they loved the approval of men rather than the approval of God” (John 12:43).  


Jesus described their giving as “announcing it with trumpets.”  Some commentators have taken the trumpet sounding literally, but it is more likely to be a hyperbole, for people did not blow trumpets when giving alms. This may reflect a play on words, for charity boxes were often shaped like trumpets.
  Others point to the sounding of trumpets to announce a fast or at the conclusion of a service at the synagogue.
  More likely, Jesus used this phrase for illustrative purposes, much like we might use the phrase “toot your own horn.”  Today He might have said, “Don’t call a press conference every time you want to do something good.”

At any rate, their ambition was certainly two-faced.  While they gave the appearance of serving God and their fellow man, their motivation was primarily selfish.  They wanted to be noticed, commended, and respected by others for what they had done.


If that was their aim, they were successful.  Jesus says of them, “They have their reward.”  But what is that reward?  Nothing more than temporal applause.  Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest explains,

The word “have” speaks of the possession of something which is a full and final payment. It came to mean “I have received in full.” It was the technical expression regularly used in drawing up a receipt. The Greek secular non-literary manuscripts give instances of its use all over the Hellenistic world. Our Lord’s words could be translated “They have received their reward in full.” These hypocrites had been paid in full, and they had no further claim for reward.
 

As J. B. Phillips translates this phrase, “They have had all the reward they are going to get.”  As far as God is concerned, they have nothing coming, for God will not reward hypocrisy.  They put on a theatrical appearance and they receive temporal applause.

It is easy to sit back and chuckle at those “silly Pharisees” and their hypocrisy.  But we need to be careful that we are not guilty of the same thing in more subtle ways.  Do we have to let everyone know when we do something good for the church, or for someone in need?  Do we want to see our name in print for the good we have done?  Are we offended if we are not publicly recognized when we contribute our time, effort, or money?  Sure, it feels good to be appreciated, but “it makes no difference how loudly our friends applaud if God is displeased with us.”

The Demonstration of Humility

How, then, are we to give?  As previously mentioned, Jesus is not against giving to the poor.  As His disciples we are called to love and to serve others.  But we are to do it in the right way.  We find three characteristics of Christian giving from Jesus’ words.

First, true giving is selfless.  As always, selfishness is the opposite of godliness.  Whenever selfishness raises its ugly head, sin cannot be far behind.  It can take the best activity and ruin it.  

How do we know if our giving is selfish?  Take a good look at the motivation. Motives that underlie deeds or words give to them their true moral quality.
  Ask yourself this question when you are about to do something good for someone, or for the Lord: “Would I still do this if I knew that no one would ever know that I did it?  Would I still do this as well if I knew that no one would ever know that I did it?”  As A. W. Tozer puts it,

Do not make a show of your kind acts. When you help your neighbor, when you minister to the poor, be sure your motive is right. See that your motive is to glorify God and not to earn a cheap reputation as a philanthropist or a heavy giver. Seek not to be known for your generosity, for there lies a snare, and you must by all means avoid it.

Wanting to be known for doing good is similar to the man who was humble—and proud if it!  True Christian giving must be selfless, a stark contrast from the theatrical display of the hypocrites.  True love is not self-seeking, not even along the lines of appreciation and applause.

Not only should we be careful not to do things in order to be seen by men, but we need to be careful about how we view ourselves.  As Bonhoeffer points out,  “From whom are we to hide the visibility of our discipleship? We are to hide it from ourselves.”
  He goes on to explain,

Genuine love is always self-forgetful in the true sense of the word. But if we are to have it, our old man must die with all his virtues and qualities, and this can only be done where the disciple forgets self and clings solely to Christ. When Jesus said: “Let not thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth,” he was sounding the death-knell of the old man.

How do we do that?  Sure, “don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing,” sounds great, but how does that work in real life?  Stott gives this advice,

As soon as the giving of a gift is decided and done, it will be in keeping with this teaching of Jesus that we forget it. We are not to keep recalling it in order to gloat over it, or to preen ourselves on how generous, disciplined or conscientious our giving may have been. Christian giving is to be marked by self-sacrifice and self-forgetfulness, not by self-congratulation.

Secondly, as Stott alludes, true giving is sacrificial.  Giving something we won’t even miss is hardly noteworthy to our Heavenly Father.  We need to have the attitude of David when he said in 2 Samuel 24:24, “No, I insist on paying you for it. I will not sacrifice to the Lord my God burnt offerings that cost me nothing.”  This principle not only applies financially, but with regard to our time and abilities as well.  Meaningful giving implies some sort of sacrifice.

Sacrificial giving is not easy—at times we don’t feel like doing it at all.  We should not allow those negative feelings to keep us from doing what we know is right.  As John MacArthur states, 

[Some] misunderstand the relationship between obedience and feelings. They argue that obedience apart from feelings is legalism. By obeying the Lord in spite of how we feel, we acknowledge that the Lord is more important than our feelings. We need to remember that feelings are the caboose that follows the engine of obedience. If we desire, think, and do what is right regardless of how we feel, our emotions will eventually come into line as a result of our decision to obey.  Though some might object that such obedience is hypocritical, it is not, because hypocrisy is feigned obedience—not obedience without feelings. Jesus condemned the hypocrisy of the Pharisees because they sought the praise of people instead of God. Hypocrites have wrong motives behind their actions. In contrast, obeying God in spite of how one feels displays virtuous motives.
 

There is a big difference between spiritual hypocrisy and spiritual maturity.  Maturity is often seen when we do what is right in spite of how we feel.  This is especially true of giving.

Finally, true giving is satisfying.  While we do not give in order to feel good, when we do the right thing in the right way, we will find the utmost satisfaction.  As Barclay puts it, “the highest reward never comes to him who is seeking it.”
  He continues, 

The first of the Christian rewards is satisfaction. The doing of the right thing, obedience to Jesus Christ, the taking of his way, whatever else it may or may not bring, always brings satisfaction. It may well be that, if a man does the right thing, and obeys Jesus Christ, he may lose his fortune and his position, he may end in jail or on the scaffold, he may finish up in unpopularity, loneliness and disrepute, but he will still possess that inner satisfaction, which is greater than all the rest put together. No price-ticket can be put upon this; this is not to be evaluated in terms of earthly currency, but there is nothing like it in all the world. It brings that contentment which is the crown of life.

Maybe we won’t be congratulated publicly (or even privately), and we may even feel overlooked and snubbed.  We may experience hurt feelings and wounded pride.  But Jesus is teaching that 

we live our lives before the eyes of God, to please Him alone, and not before the eyes of people in order to impress them. There are times when what we do is misunderstood by our friends on earth but fully understood and approved by our Father in heaven. In other words, Jesus wants us to concentrate on building character and not just building a religious reputation.


We are to do good, to give to others and to the Lord.  But we need to be careful not to allow our good deeds to become a platform for pride.  The Scripture says, “God loves the cheerful giver,” but I would add (based on this text) that God loves the anonymous giver.  


Want to put this into practice?  Sometime this week (or this month), do something good for someone that you know that no one else will know what you’ve done.  Don’t tell anyone—even if you feel like you’re going to explode!—just leave it between you and God.


Leave the Showtime to the Los Angeles Lakers.  For the disciple of Jesus Christ, there is no time for show time. 
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