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Matthew 6:1-4 
 
We learned last week that none of us measure up to the standard of the Sermon on the Mount. But 
we also leaned that if we have come to saving faith in Christ alone, something of the character of 
the Kingdom, something of each of the Beatitudes, will be authentically present in our lives (i.e. 
spiritual poverty, humility, spiritual thirst, mercy, peacemaking). Along with this, anger, adulterous 
thoughts, insincere talk, and retaliation will progressively vanish from our lives as we are 
progressively sanctified… While this is the way God has designed our spiritual growth to take place, 
this is also where the danger lies. You see, once you begin to live out the righteousness of God, 
once you are flying spiritually, so to speak, it is very easy to begin “practicing your acts of 
righteousness to be seen by men instead of for the glory of God.”1  
 
The issue that Jesus is going to put His finger on over the next few weeks of our study is that of our 
motives. Why do you do the things you do? God is just as concerned, if not more concerned, with 
the why behind our actions as He is what of our actions. He sees what no one else sees – namely, 
the heart. The writer of Hebrews reminds us, “The word of God is living and active, sharper than 
any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and 
discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart” Hebrews 4:12.   
 
We’ll see that the righteousness of the Pharisees was insincere and dishonest. They were more 
interested in the applause of men than they were the reward of God. In chapter six, we’ll see Jesus 
apply a spiritual litmus test to four different areas of our spiritual worship and service: our giving (1-
4), our praying (v.5-15), our fasting (16-18), and our use of wealth (19-34). Let’s turn our attention to 
our text for this morning. Matthew, recording Jesus’ words, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, 
writes: 
 

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. Thus, 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. Matthew 
6:1–4 

 
Brothers and sisters, “the grass withers and the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever.” 
 

                                                
1 R. Kent Hughes, The Sermon on the Mount: The Message of the Kingdom, (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2001), 149-150. 



I. BE ON GUARD (v.1) 
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.  

 
BEWARE OF PRACTICING YOUR RIGHTEOUSNESS BEFORE MEN 
Jesus says, “Beware…” This is the Greek verb (prose÷cw - prosecho). It means to hold the mind 
on a matter, pay attention, be cautious, or give heed to. It’s both a command and a warning to 
exercise caution when we practice our righteousness because our sinful flesh is quick to exploit 
an opportunity to draw attention to ourselves. When we do the things we do with a motivation 
that God be glorified, He will take care that it be duly recognized; but when we do the things we 
do purely for ostentation or to be recognized, God cannot own it, for He accepts only what is 
done for Himself.2 
 
THE DESIRE TO FEEL SIGNIFICANT 
We all long to feel important and significant, God made us that way. The question is whether we 
will seek that significance and affirmation from Him or from men. In our flesh, we want to be 
thanked, noticed, and recognized for the good we accomplish. The thought of being utterly 
anonymous is easy to admire, but it’s extremely difficult to live out. I think the primary principal 
behind Jesus’ words to His followers in this text is: who gets the credit for the good things we do? 
Former president Ronald Regan used to have a plaque that sat on his desk that read, “There is no 
limit to how far a person can go as long as he doesn’t care who get the credit.” I think Jesus might 
reword that quote. It would be better stated, “There is no limit to how far a person can go as long 
as their only concern is that God get the credit.”  
 
Our sinful nature is so subtle that it can take otherwise good things and distort or pervert them. 
The prophet Jeremiah reminds us about the reality of our depraved hearts when he says, “The 
heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it? “I the LORD 
search the heart and test the mind, to give every man according to his ways, according to the fruit 
of his deeds” Jeremiah 17:9–10.  
 
Jesus is telling us that healthy spirituality is refusing to allow ourselves to think we’ve “done well” 
when we have done something that is right. We are too quick to congratulate ourselves and allow 
others to do the same when we have merely done what is required of us. Jesus, in the Parable of 
the Unworthy Servants in Luke 17:9-10 says, “Does He [the master] thank the servant because he 
did what was commanded? So you also, when you have done all that you were commanded, say, 
‘We are unworthy servants; we have only done what was our duty.’” One way to guard against 
practicing your righteousness to be seen by others is to remind yourself that what you are doing is 
expected of you – you’re merely being obedient, not Mr. Wonderful. If we practice our 
righteousness to be seen, we rob ourselves of blessing and reward and rob God of glory. God is a 
jealous God and He won’t share His glory with anyone else (cf. Isaiah 42:8). We rob God of glory 
because people-pleasing is idolatry.   

                                                
2 Robert Jamieson, A. R. Fausset, and David Brown, A Commentary, Critical and Explanatory on the Whole Bible, 1871. 



THE IDOLATRY OF PEOPLE-PLEASING 
Just as there are two sides to a coin, there are two sides to idolatry. One side involves forsaking 
God and the other side involves replacing Him with a lesser substitute. Jeremiah says this very 
thing on behalf of the Lord in Jeremiah 2:13, “For my people have committed two evils: they have 
forsaken me, the fountain of living waters, and hewed out cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns 
that can hold no water.” The idol of people-pleasing is no different, it also has two sides. The first 
side is an over inflated desire for man’s approval and the opposite side is a fear of rejection or 
losing that approval. Our actions will always, sooner or later, reveal the idols that reside in our 
hearts. There are many, but what are some of the characteristics of a people-pleaser?     
 
CHARACTERISTICS OF A PEOPLE-PLEASER 
A. He fears the displeasure of man more than the displeasure of God. 
B. His speech is designed to entice and flatter others into thinking well of him. 
C. He selfishly uses the wisdom, abilities, and gifts that have been given to him for God’s glory  

 and the benefit of others for his own glory and personal benefit.  
D. He invests more of his personal resources in establishing his own honor than he does in   

 establishing God’s honor.  
E. He is oversensitive to correction, reproof, and other allusions of dissatisfaction or disapproval 

on the part of others.3  
 
LET YOUR LIGHT SHINE BEFORE ALL MEN 
It’s interesting to note that Jesus tells us here, in verse 1, to beware of practicing our righteousness 
before men, but just 32 verses ago Jesus said, “In the same way, let your light shine before others, 
so that they may see your good works” Matthew 5:16. What are we to make of this? Is there an 
apparent discrepancy here? F.F. Bruce helpfully notes that we are to, “Show what we are tempted 
to hide and hide what we are tempted to show.”  In other words, in Matthew 5:16, Jesus is 
challenging us to overcome our temptation to cowardice and in Matthew 6:1, He is challenging 
us to avoid the temptation of vanity.4    
 
YOU WILL HAVE NO REWARD 
Jesus’ words here are absolute. Jesus is saying that anyone who does a good deed so as to be seen 
and applauded by others will lose his or her reward, no matter how good and beneficial the deed 
is. In other words, it is possible for a believer to take a leper’s ulcerated limb in his hands and 
caress it and gently speak words of comfort, and yet have no reward from God. It’s possible to 
pray for your enemies and seek to serve them, and yet have no reward from God. It’s possible to 
preach like an angel, and yet have no reward from God. Why is that? Because it’s possible to do 
all those things for the recognition of men and not for God.5 I am reminded of the lyrics to an old 
Christian song – I Surrender All:   
 

                                                
3 Lou Priolo, Pleasing People: How not to be an Approval Junkie (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2007), 23-35. 
4 R.T. Kendall, The Sermon on the Mount (Minneapolis, MN: Chosen Books, 2001), 24-25. 
5 R. Kent Hughes, 150. 



If the source of my ambition is the treasure I obtain 
If I measure my successes on a scale of earthly gain 
If the focus of my vision is the status I attain 
My accomplishments are worthless and my efforts are in vain6 

 
 
II. BE QUIET (v.2) 

Thus, 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.   

 
WHEN YOU GIVE TO THE NEEDY 
The first illustration of religious righteousness that Jesus paints for us is that of giving to the needy. 
The noun translated “needy” actually comes from the root word for “mercy”. If you can 
remember back to our study a couple weeks ago, we learned that God is merciful and He 
demonstrates His mercy in the fact that the sun rises and the rain falls both on the righteous and n 
the unrighteous (cf. Matthew 5:45). Since God is merciful and gracious, His people are to be the 
same. In doing so, we show ourselves to the Sons of our Father in Heaven. Jesus obviously 
expected His followers to be generous givers instead of stingy hoarders. This is clearly seen in the 
fact that Jesus says “when” you give and not “if” you give. But then He pulls back the veneer of 
our hearts and says “when” you give, when you show mercy, don’t call attention to yourself. 
Generosity, though it is commanded of God’s people, isn’t enough. Jesus is concerned with the 
hidden thoughts of the heart.  
 
SOUNDING THE TRUMPET (CALLING ATTENTION TO YOURSELF) 
It is debated whether the sounding of the trumpet was an actual practice or whether Jesus is just 
using it to illustrate His point. Some commentators note that the trumpets were blown to signal a 
time of prayer and fasting in the temple, which would have included a time of offering. In any 
case, when the trumpet blew, the needy would assemble and this afforded a fine opportunity for 
the Pharisees to let others see their “good works”. This is where we get the expression “toot your 
own horn”. Jesus told the Pharisees that when they gave in that manner, they had received their 
reward in full. What was their reward? What were they after? Jesus, who knows the thoughts, 
intentions, and motivations of our hearts, said that they did it to be seen by others – for the glory 
of men. As a result, that was their reward. Spurgeon once said, “To stand with a penny in one 
hand and a trumpet in the other is the posture of hypocrisy.” 
  
HYPOCRITES 
Hypocrite is the Greek noun (uJpokrith/ß - hupokrites). It refers to an actor or character who 
wears a mask and plays a part – a stage player. Figuratively, the word refers to anyone who treats 
the world as a stage on which he plays his part. Jesus calls the Pharisees hypocrites because 
externally they seemed to act with great regard for the needs of others, but this was a pretense, a 

                                                
6 I surrender All – Clay Crosse.  



sham, a cover for the real motivation of their hearts, which was to be seen and applauded by 
others. They were pretending to be something they were not. They were assuming a false 
identity. Friends, we have no room to poke fun of the Pharisees; I would submit that we are often 
just as guilty. The question before us has less to do with what the hand is doing and more to do 
with what the heart is thinking while the hand is doing it.7 
 
RECEIVED THEIR REWARD (IN FULL)  
Jesus tells us that if our motivation for doing the things we do is merely to garner a reputation, to 
be seen, known, thanked, congratulated, or honored, then we will get what it is we are after – but 
no more. The reward stops there. Inherent in the Greek verb “received” (ajpe÷cw - apecho) is the 
idea of “payment in full”. This is a word that comes from the world of commerce and means to 
settle an account by paying the bill and giving a receipt of the transaction in exchange. Jesus is in 
effect saying, “If recognition is what you seek, temporary recognition is all you’ll get. If the 
pleasure of being in the spotlight is what you seek, temporary fanfare is all you’ll get.” Those who 
seek out and receive the praise of men cannot expect a heavenly reward in addition, for they 
have already been “paid in full.” Consider this: when you give for recognition, or give hoping to 
be noticed, you really aren’t giving at all – you’re buying. When you receive the praise of man, 
you are simply getting what you paid for. It is possible for a Christian to be incredibly generous in 
both the amount and proportion that he gives, yet be rewarded no further than the praise he 
immediately receives.  
 
Having said that, if affirmation or recognition from people comes despite your sincere effort to 
please God alone, this is legitimate and might even be one of the ways that God reveals His 
pleasure with you. In other words, just because you receive praise doesn’t mean that it’s wrong – 
what matters is your motivation! 

 
 
III. BE SELF-FORGETFUL (v.3-4) 

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.  
 

DON’T LET THE RIGHT HAND KNOW WHAT THE LEFT IS DOING 
Jesus is again using hyperbole or exaggeration here in verse 3. It’s a logical impossibility for your 
left hand to not know what your right hand has done because both hands are connected to the 
same heart and mind. Jesus isn’t saying that we should live in denial or suppress the reality of 
the things we have done. He is, on the other hand, forbidding that we congratulate ourselves for 
the things we have done. Not only are we not to gloat and tell others of what we’ve done, but 
there is a sense in which we shouldn’t even tell ourselves. Why is this? The reason is because 
self-consciousness or self-awareness can quickly become self-righteousness.  Our aim should be 
that God is our only witness. Christian giving, or any other Christian activity for that matter, is to 
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be marked by self-sacrifice and self-forgetfulness, not by self-congratulation. Just as it is wrong to 
keep a record of wrongs (cf. 1 Corinthians 13:5), so it is also wrong to keep a record of rights.  
 
GIVING IN SECRET 
Does this mean that it is wrong to give openly? Must all giving be anonymous? Is Jesus saying 
that you cannot be seen giving? No, there is nothing wrong with public giving as an act of 
worship, but there is plenty wrong with giving to impress others. If you’re a member or regular 
attender, you’ll know that we don’t pass an offering plate as a part of our normal worship 
services. Instead, we have offering receptacles along the back wall of the worship center and in 
the lobby. The reasoning behind this isn’t because we don’t view giving as a part of worship – it 
most definitely is. Rather, we want to encourage giving that is cheerful and not under 
compulsion (cf. 2 Corinthians 9:7). There isn’t anything inherently sinful about passing an 
offering plate.  
 
There are clearly instances in Scripture when giving was known by others. For instance, 
everyone in the early church knew that Barnabas had given the income from the sale of his land. 
Luke wrote, “There was not a needy person among them, for as many as were owners of lands 
or houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold and laid it at the apostles’ feet, 
and it was distributed to each as any had need. Thus Joseph, who was also called by the apostles 
Barnabas (which means son of encouragement), a Levite, a native of Cyprus, sold a field that 
belonged to him and brought the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet” Acts 4:34-37.  When 
the church members laid their money at the apostles’ feet, it wasn’t done in secret. The 
difference was in the motive and the manner in which it was done. A clear contrast here would 
be that of Ananias and Sapphira, who tried to use their gift to make people think they were more 
spiritual than they really were (cf. Acts 5:1-11).8 
 
FATHER WHO “SEES” IN SECRET WILL REWARD YOU 
The person who looks for reward, and who calculates what is due him, does not receive it; the 
person whose only motive is love, and who never thinks that he has deserved any reward, does, 
in fact, receive it.9 When we give in secret and avoid the temptation to be seen, this hardly 
means that our service goes unnoticed. God takes notice of everything we do. Our entire life is 
exposed to His all-seeing eyes. Human secrecy is no bar to God’s complete knowledge.10 God’s 
notices what His children do and He responds accordingly. This fact should serve both as a 
clear warning as well as a certain encouragement.    
 
AWARENESS OF THE PRESENCE OF GOD 
Behind Jesus’ words, “Your Father who sees in secret” is the realization of the unceasing 
presence of God. The writer of Hebrews reminds us, “No creature is hidden from his sight, but 

                                                
8 Warren Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary vol. 1, (Colorado Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2001), 25. 
9 William Barclay. 
10 Leon Morris, PNTC: The Gospel According to Matthew (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing, 1992), 138. 
 



all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give account” Hebrews 4:13. 
We can wear a mask and play charades to avoid being known or found out by others, but when 
it comes to God He sees right through our costume. He is familiar with all of our ways. The 
Psalmist says, “ O Lord, you have searched me and known me! You know when I sit down and 
when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from afar. You search out my path and my lying down 
and are acquainted with all my ways. Even before a word is on my tongue, behold, O Lord, you 
know it altogether” Psalm 139:1-4. Nothing ever escapes God’s notice.  
 
WHOSE “WELL DONE” IS MORE IMPORTANT TO YOU 
Receiving praise from God doesn’t always come immediately, but it’s worth waiting for. Isaiah 
writes, “From of old no one has heard or perceived by the ear, no eye has seen a God besides 
you, who acts for those who wait for Him” Isaiah 64:4. Forgoing the immediate praise of men 
and waiting on the praise of God isn’t always easy – our egos die hard.  Sometimes God rewards 
us in this life. But the inexpressible and incalculable joy will be on that Day of days when Jesus 
Himself declares, “Well done, good and faithful servant” Matthew 25:21-23.11 The question left 
on the table this morning is, “Whose well done is more important to you?” Our words and our 
actions will always give us away. Do we crave the temporal “well done” of man or do we long 
for the enduring “well done” of God.  

 
CLOSING BENEDICTION: 
Hear this benediction from Colossians 3:23-24 as we bring our corporate worship to a close. Paul 
writes, “Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, knowing that from the 
Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ.” And all 
God’s people said, “Amen!” Go in peace.  
  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
11 R.T. Kendall, 191. 


