
Lesson 5 – Spiritual Disciplines: Alms, Prayer, & Fasting (Mt. 6:1-18) 

With the destruction of the first Jewish Temple at the time of the Babylonian exile (6th Century BCE), 
new forms of religious practice and piety began to be found.  Without the Temple, there was no ongoing 
sacrificial system, but groups of Jews would gather to pray, and out of those groups emerged what came 
to be called synagogues.  The ritual affirmation of the Shema (“Hear, O Israel, the LORD our God is 
One….”) became part of the daily liturgy of pious Jews.   The giving of alms became important, daily 
recitations of prayers, fasting, and so on, became characteristic of Jewish life in exile, and upon the 
return from exile.  After the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple by the Romans in 70 CE, the 
sacrificial system ended and the synagogue and its associated practices became normative. 

Six centuries after Jesus, the religion we know as Islam arose.  In Islam there are five “pillars” of practice: 
1. Confession of faith (“There is no God but God, and Mohammed is God’s prophet.”); 2. Prayer (the 5-
times a day prayer cycle); 3. Almsgiving; 4. Fasting (Ramadan); and Pilgrimage to Mecca. 

In between the emergence of post-exilic Judaism, and the emergence of Islam, the first Christians began 
their own communities of faith… modeled on the synagogues.  Basic to Christian practice from the 
outset was some form affirming of Jesus as “the Christ, the Son of the Living God!” (Mt. 16:16, etc.).  
Basic too, to early Christian communities were the practices of almsgiving, prayer, and fasting.  The early 
Christian church manual, The Didache, echoes the Sermon on the Mount in its instructions on prayer 
(including saying the Prayer of Jesus daily, at morning, noon, and night), and fasting (on Wednesdays 
and Fridays), and in making regular distributions to the poor of goods offered by the community. 

Alms, prayer, and fasting, along with basic affirmations of faith, are shared characteristics of religious 
practice by Jews, Christians, and Muslims.  It is within this context that Jesus’s teaching on these three 
practices is considered. 

Mt. 6:1-4 "Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for then you have 
no reward (or “recompense”) from your Father in heaven.  

"So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues 
and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their 
reward.  But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that 
your alms may be done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward (or, “repay”) you.  

 Notes: Verse 1 is presented as an overarching principle… “Don’t be pious show-offs!”  God 
 doesn’t care!  This verse evokes earlier prophetic sayings like Micah 6:8, where ostentatious 
 worship is shrugged off, by God, in favor of “doing justice”, “loving mercy”, and “walking humbly 
 with God.” 

 The word “you” should be taken collectively… “y’all!” 

 All spiritual disciplines are for us… not God.  They help us cultivate our own awareness, and our 
 relationships with God and others… those we are called to love and serve. 

 Concerning alms, the story of “the widow’s mite” (Mark 12:41-44 & Luke 21:1-4) provides a 
 good complement to this teaching. 

Mt. 6:5-8 "And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the 
synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have 
received their reward (“recompense”).  But whenever you pray, go into your private room and shut the 



door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward (“repay”) 
you.  

 Note: The famous King James phrase, “go into your closet” is an early 17th century example of 
 an English word that has changed meaning in our day.  “Closet” back then meant a small private 
 sitting room, which provided not only privacy, but which could be kept reasonably warm in 
 winter. 

"When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think that they will be 
heard because of their many words.  Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before 
you ask him.  

 Note: “God knows what you need before you ask….”  Compare with Mt. 7:7-11.  In Matthew, the 
 assumption is that God anticipates, and supplies, our needs.  God provides for both the just and 
 unjust (5:45).  In this, Matthew’s Jesus is rather different from Luke’s Jesus (Luke 11:5-13) who is 
 shown urging a bit more persistence and insistence in prayer. 

Mt. 6:9-15 "Pray then in this way: 
 Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.  
 Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  
 Give us this day our daily bread.  
 And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.  
 And do not bring us to the time of trial, but rescue us from the evil one. 
 (Various manuscripts add some form of: For the kingdom, and the power and the glory are yours 
 forever.  Amen.”) 
 
For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if you do not 
forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.  
 
Ken C’s “amplified” Prayer of Jesus: 
 
 Holy One, Father and Mother of all,  
 you are the one who holds and guides the cosmos, 
 May your Name be sanctified in our words and lives, 
 May your realm of peace and wellbeing come among us, 
 May your intentions and desires come to pass on earth as in the highest heavens. 
 May there be bread sufficient for all this day. 
 Free us from our misdeeds and failings even as we respond in compassion to one another. 
 Do not bring us into trial and testing, but deliver us from the power of evil. 
 For you reign in the power and glory of life, light, and love forever.  Amen. 
 
Notes: The “prayer Jesus taught” is so familiar that we may recite it without thinking, but so profound 
we can spend a lifetime pondering it.  Every phrase resonates with the teachings of Judaism in Jesus’s 
time, but it also echoes his particular emphases on things like God’s reign (the “kingdom”), doing God’s 
will, trusting God’s provision, and forgiving others. 
 
 As already noted, early Christians recited the prayer of Jesus at dawn, noon, and at day’s end. 
 



 According to various commentators (Anchor Bible Dictionary), and despite what is often said, 
 the form of address “Our Father” was not so much the intimate “Daddy!” as the socially 
 respectful “My Father” used for an honored elder in Jesus’s time.  Remembering that both man 
 and woman are created in the Divine Image, and that various prophets… including Jesus… use 
 maternal imagery for God at times, the amplified version (below) refers to God as “Father and 
 Mother” both. 
 
 “Heaven” or “cosmos”? – The Bible assumes the cosmologies of the times in which various parts 
 were written.  Genesis 1-7 reflects the ancient Hebrew and Middle Eastern understandings.  
 Paul and others reflect the “seven heavens” sort of cosmologies of their day.  In our time, we 
 have a very different understanding of the physical universe.  Diana Butler bass helpfully 
 suggests that we don’t so much look “up” from earth, as we look “out” from earth to all that is 
 beyond, but at the same time we look to God as the very “Ground of Being” of all that is. 
 
 In the paraphrase of Jesus’s Prayer done by John Philip Newell for Casa del Sol at Ghost Ranch, 
 he speaks of Father-Mother God as the One whose Name is “sacred beyond speaking” – which 
 was true of the Name “YHWH” in Jewish tradition.  The Name was not spoken, but alluded to.  It 
 was also “sanctified” by everything a faithful Jew, or Christian, said or did… or, not.  (I.e. “taking 
 the Name in vain… treating it as nothing.) 
 
 Jesus’s vision and proclamation of the realm of God was deeply rooted in the “peaceable 
 kingdom” visions of Isaiah 9, 11, 65, and other similar passages in the Hebrew Bible.  As noted 
 elsewhere in this study, the Jewish concept of “shalom” includes both peace and well-being. 
 
 The “will” is a somewhat strange concept, philosophically.  The most common alternative 
 rendering of the Greek word “thelema” (or, verb, “theleo”) is “desire”.  But, to “will” something 
 usually implies a carrying-through on what is intended or desired.  The same word is used in Mt. 
 26:39&42, when… in Gethsemane… Jesus prays, “Not my will, but your will be done.” 
 
 The petition on bread keys in, once more, to faith in God’s basic provision for all, along with an 
 echo of the miraculous daily provision of “manna in the wilderness” by God during the Exodus. 
 
 Concerning forgiveness, both in the prayer, and the immediately following comment on the 
 prayer, the intention is clear “forgive” (“release”, “let go of”) your claims against others, and 
 God will do likewise.  Further in this vein are Jesus’s instruction to forgive “seventy-seven times” 
 (Mt. 18:21-22), and his parable of the unforgiving servant (Mt. 18:23-35).  – In more Buddhist 
 terms, this passage speaks to a release of the “karmic debt” between two people.   
 
 Matthew has more teaching on forgiveness than the other gospels. 
 
 James 1:12-18 provides a fascinating “clarification” to the traditional “lead us not into 

 temptation” wording:  “Blessed is anyone who endures temptation. Such a one has stood the 

 test and will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him.  No one, 

 when tempted, should say, "I am being tempted by God"; for God cannot be tempted by evil and 

 he himself tempts no one.  But one is tempted by one's own desire, being lured and enticed by 

 it; then, when that desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin, and that sin, when it is fully grown, 

 gives birth to death.  Do not be deceived, my beloved.  Every generous act of giving, with every 



 perfect gift, is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no 

 variation or shadow due to change.  In fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the 

 word of truth, so that we would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures.”  

 “Do not put us to the test” or “do not try us” may be read in a judicial sense, so to speak, paired 
 with the “forgiveness” phrase preceding.  “Forgive us… don’t try us… rather, deliver us....”  The 
 teachings on “non-judgment” (Mt. 7:1-5 and James 2: 12-13) seem related here. 
 
Mt. 6:16-18 "And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces 
so as to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward.  But when you 
fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that your fasting may be seen not by others but by your 
Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. 
 
 Note: According to William Barclay, Jewish fasting customs in the time of Jesus were like those 
 of Muslims during Ramadan… the fast is from dawn to dark, with food and drink being 
 permitted in the night.  (Thus, Jesus’s fast – presumably just from food, not water – of 40 days 
 and nights, Mt. 4:2, was extraordinary.)  According to The Didache, early Christians fasted in this 
 way on Wednesdays and Fridays. 
 
Final note:  In the collection of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Letters and Papers from Prison, written in the last 
year of his life, before being executed by the Nazis, he speaks of the “secret” (“arcane”) disciplines of 
the Christian life.  These were the practices of Christian spiritual formation and nurture, like the 
practices above.  Bonhoeffer believed that the practices were necessary to the Christian life, but that 
they needed to be done in “secret” as they once had been… rather than being elements of civil life and 
culture in what he saw as a secularized “world come of age” that no longer really had a place for God. 
 
So, what about us/now?  How can we do “our piety” in secret… not be privileged “show-offs” with it… 
and yet still quietly cultivate it and be together in community? 
 
 
 

 


