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Have you ever found yourself asking: Why do I do what I do?  

Why is it that I serve? Why is it that I give? Why do I pray? Why is it that I am 

fasting from chocolate or whatever it may be that you have given up for Lent?  

Why do we do what we do? This week, we continue our sermon series “To 

Journey with Jesus.” As we continue to discover what it means to be a disciple 

today, I hope you this accept invitation to take a close look at what motivates you 

to be a follower and a disciple of Jesus Christ.  

I think that as most of us scurry to leave our homes in the morning, we look in the 

mirror to make sure we have ourselves completely put together. We make sure our 

tie is straight, our shirt is not wrinkled. Perhaps that your makeup is on correctly– 

no smudges on the eyeshadow or eyeliner – we check to make sure our hair is 

combed correctly. Well, at least some of us do. 

 Every year we make an annual visit to the doctor for a physical and another to the 

eye doctor for an eye exam. For most of us, we go to the dentist at least twice a 

year. All three of these appointments are what we call preventive care. They are 

meant to prevent, or at the least, to catch something before it becomes a major 

issue.  

We are in the season of Lent, and Lent is a time in which we are invited to look at 

ourselves in the mirror and ask, “How are we doing spiritually?” This is the time in 

which we ask ourselves, “What do I need to work on? How am I faithfully living 

out God’s call on my life?” And, it leads again to that question I started with: Why 

am I, or why are we doing what we are doing? 

 Today, we are at the halfway point in Lent. To maintain or regain our focus, we 

turn back to a passage from Matthew 6 many of you heard on Ash Wednesday. In 

this passage, we are reminded that an authentic faith is one that puts faith into 

practice through words and deeds, as we seek to experience the presence of Christ 

daily. Lent is a season of repentance, but let us be mindful today that it is also a 

season in which we are invited into a time of personal and corporate self-reflection 

and examination. It is a time to really look at ourselves in the mirror.  



On Ash Wednesday, I invited us “in the name of the Church, to observe a holy 

Lent by self-examination and repentance, by prayer and fasting and self-denial, and 

by reading and meditating on God’s holy word.” These are all spiritual practices 

that allow us to be faithful disciples, but today at the halfway point in Lent, I invite 

us truly to take seriously the call to self-examination.  

Discipleship is not once and done; it is a daily decision to follow Jesus. It is a daily 

decision to seek after Christ as we shift our focus from our self to God. Whether 

you have been a disciple of Jesus for years, or you have recently decided to follow 

Jesus, or you are still thinking about it, Jesus clearly tells us in Matthew 6 that we 

are to practice our faith and to make sure we have the right motivation. 

 Jesus says in the first verse: “Beware of practicing your piety before others.” 

 Jesus expects that we practice our faith. It is expected that we have a faith that is 

alive and growing. It is expected that we know, or at least be reminded, that 

disciples of Jesus Christ practice their piety or faith through prayer, fasting, and 

giving and serving those less fortunate than ourselves. Today, many follow that 

same paradigm of prayer, fasting, and giving daily in order to experience Christ. 

Unfortunately, we are human, and our human condition gets in the way of our 

discipleship. Far too often, what began as a true and meaningful way to practice 

our faith easily can turn into a performance: an act for others or a way of 

demonstrating that we are good Christians. 

 A fellow pastor shared this story about his experience with his self-pride: One 

year after his churches’ Ash Wednesday service he went out to dinner. He had 

completely forgotten that he had a black cross smudged across his forehead. 

As he went into the restaurant, he received several stares, but no comments 

until he sat down. The waiter proceeded to let him know that he had a big 

smudge of black stuff on his forehead. This pastor explained what the ashes 

stood for and how they marked the beginning of the season of Lent. After his 

explanation, he felt a truly humble desire to share the good news that we all 

have hope because of Jesus. He then decided not to wipe off the ashes on his 

forehead, wearing them around the rest of the night. He admitted that the 

attention got to his head. He proceeded to both the grocery store and Target 

proudly aware of the black smudge on his forehead. He walked proudly 

around those stores as if to say to people, “Look at me.”  



He stated that the next day the thought hit him: He questioned what he had done 

the previous day. Initially, it had begun innocently as a way that truly allowed him 

to share his faith. Later that night, though, it had become as if he were performing 

on the streets – proud of the ashes and seeking to put his good Christian faith on 

display. His motives changed. His human nature had taken over and led to 

something that did not bring glory to God; instead, it puffed up his ego and his 

pride. 

 Do you see the difference? It is not that the private/public act of receiving ashes 

on Ash Wednesday is inauthentic to our faith. Nor is it inauthentic to wear ashes 

for the remainder of Ash Wednesday. Instead, the authenticity of an act of faith or 

piety is determined by the motivation behind the action. Authenticity is not 

something one can judge externally, but only you as an individual can determine 

your own motivation with self-reflection and examination.  

When he examined himself the next morning, he realized that he had lost sight of 

the goal. He missed the mark. Unfortunately, we are human, and our human 

condition gets in the way of our discipleship. We move from discipleship to self-

promotion so easily. What is our motive when we post pictures of our Sunday 

school class serving at the soup kitchen? When we create a video of the youth 

group’s worship service? When we re-tweet the pastor’s lines from the sermon? 

Each of these actions was done with the best intentions – especially the desire to 

put our faith into practice. However, with a slight change of motivation and focus, 

we move from God to ourselves. Our motivation, if we are not careful, changes 

these actions from authentic practices of faith to self-promotion or maybe 

promotion for the church.  

It goes back to the question of why we are doing what we are doing. And this 

question is not just for individuals, but I believe it is a question we must ask 

corporately as a church. To really look at ourselves in a mirror and ask, “Why are 

we doing what we are doing? Is it to expand the gospel or promote one’s self or 

church?” Bethel, one of the churches my friend serves, has one of the most visible 

ministries in the community. They offer shelter to homeless men year-round. It is a 

vital ministry and one of the ways this church is living out Jesus’ command to love 

God and neighbor.  It fulfills Jesus’ command in Matthew 25 to feed, give drink 

and welcome the stranger. But the ability to serve homeless men year-round can 

easily become a way of saying, “Hey look at us and what we are doing! Aren’t we 

great?” 



 It’s a slippery slope. Daily we need to examine our motives and ask ourselves why 

we do what we are doing – and truthfully ask ourselves whether the focus is on us 

or God. What is our motivation?  

Jesus gives us clear direction for determining our motivation when he says: 

“Here’s what I want you to do: Find a quiet, secluded place so you won’t be 

tempted to role-play before God. Just be there as simply and honestly as you can. 

With all the influences of people and places of this world gone, the focus will shift 

from you to God, and you will begin to sense his grace.” (Matthew 6:6) 

 I believe that by the power of the Holy Spirit, God helps us discern our 

motivation. In order to discern our motivation; however, we must be willing to be 

quiet and go to a secluded place long enough to listen to God’s call through 

intentional self-examination and reflection. Believe me, we are human, and we will 

fail, but each time God calls us back. 

 Friends, this I believe: 

 Lent is a time of self-examination, a time of having our hearts converted and 

opened for more spacious love. We ponder our habits, our fears, our anxieties 

and actions, and even possibly our inaction. We reflect on all that distances us 

from the community of faith, from our families, from our loves, from those 

yearning for connection, from those lost and wandering. Self-examination 

does not mean to be harsh and self-critical; it is a willingness to understand 

our wounded-ness. Self-examination leads us into the way of making room to 

love more fully, more deeply and more honestly.  

Self-examination helps us repent and turn toward love. Self-examination called my 

pastor friend to repentance and love several years back on that Thursday morning 

following Ash Wednesday, still with smudges of ashes on his forehead. His ego 

and pride had gotten the best of him the night before, as it often does, but God 

called him back and he chose to turn toward God in an act of repentance. As 

disciples, we are invited to turn back to God by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Through intentional self-examination and reflection this Lent, we can begin to 

allow the Holy Spirit to point out where we have strayed, where we need to grow, 

and where we can make room to love God and God’s people more fully, deeply, 

and honestly.  

 



Today, on this Fourth Sunday of Lent, we are reminded that self-reflection and 

examination of our lives are part of what makes a Holy Lent. Today, you are 

invited to examine what your true motives are when it comes to your life in faith. 

What motivates you to serve? What motivates you to give? What motivates you to 

pray? Is it to show that you are a good Christian, or is it to love God more fully, 

deeply, and honestly? This week, as a part of your Lenten discipline, I want you to 

take a close look at what motivates you: Are you living your faith authentically? 

Or are there aspects that were once meaningful but have now become a 

performance for others? 


