
Wednesday, March 23, 2022 

Becoming Like Jesus During Lent 

Pastor Dave Farina 

 

Mathew 6:16-21 
16 “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. 17 But when you fast, put oil on 

your head and wash your face, 18 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.[a]19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on 

earth, where moth and rust[b] consume and where thieves break in and steal; 20 but store up for yourselves 

treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust[c] consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For 

where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 
 
 

Lent has traditionally been a time of penitence and self-denial.  It is a time to prepare ourselves for the celebration of 

Easter, Pentecost and Kingdomtide.  It is a time of taking stock of our lives.  And so we ask ourselves “What is the proper 

way to celebrate Lent?”  Is it to give up chocolate?  Is it to spend endless hours on our knees?  Is it to wear glum 

expressions on our faces?  How shall we celebrate this holy season?  Our lesson for tonight tells us. 

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.” 

Jesus is cautioning his followers against public displays of religiosity, but he is also telling us how to celebrate Lent – 

with “acts of righteousness.”  What are these acts of righteousness?  Let’s read on.  “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.”  So here 

is the first act of righteousness:  Give to the needy.  Not publicly; not with fanfare, but still give. 

Rev. C. Ross McCellan of Faith United Church in St. Joseph, MO collects symbols that hobos used to designate houses 

that they might approach for a hand-out.  Remembering a mark he had found as a boy, McCellan once asked an old hobo 

what it might have meant.  The hobo, Pop Bottle Charlie, gave him a list of different signs with their meanings.  Here are 

what some of the symbols stood for:  1. Religious people; 2. Dishonest men (a backstabber); don’t ask for work; 3.  Police 

officer lives here; 4. Good jungle, make yourself at home; 5. You can sleep in this farmer’s barn; 6.  Poor water; 7.  Stay 

out of the yard; 8.  These people will help you when you’re sick. 

What kind of symbol would people see on your fence:  Many of us have developed hardening of the heart when it comes 

to giving to the needy.  The more we have, the harder it is for us to share.  Jesus tells us to do it in secret – not as a show 

of piety, but still, we are to give.  Almsgiving in Jesus’s day was a public affair, with Temple officials going around to 

houses to collect offerings, and people giving public offerings in the synagogues.  We are not to make a show of our 

charity, but we are to give to those less fortunate.  The season of Lent would be a good time for us to find someone in 

need and without fanfare, share with them.  Of course, not all needs are monetary. 

Years ago, Pastor Todd Outcalst led a church in the mountains of North Carolina.  The church’s youth group frequently 

planned outdoor activities, like hiking, canoeing, and camping.  But one member of the Youth group rarely participated.  

Her name was Susie, and she was disabled by a degenerative muscle disease.  One day, the youth decided to climb a local 

mountain peak.  They really wanted to see the gorgeous views on this peak, but no one wanted to leave Susie behind.  So 

the teens volunteered to take turns carrying Susie up the mountain.  It was a tough climb up to the top of the mountain, but 

they all made it safely.  The view was breathtaking.  Susie had never seen anything like it in her life.  Months later, 

Susie’s mother wrote to Pastor Outcalst to tell him that Susie was still talking about the hike up the mountain.  It had 

changed her life.  Not all needs are monetary. 

Wouldn’t Jesus be elated if each of us resolved this day to do something between today and Easter to make someone 

else’s way a little easier?  What a way to celebrate Lent:  You see, in Hebrew, one word stands for both “righteousness” in 

general and for “almsgiving” in particular.  Giving to the needy is, to use Jesus’s words, an act of righteousness.  That is a 

good way to celebrate Lent. 

The second way is prayer.  “And when you pray,” says Jesus in our text, “do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to 

pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men.  I tell you the truth, they have received their 

reward in full.  But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen.  Then your 

Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.  And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for 

they think they will be heard because of their many words.” 

I don’t think many of us have to worry about putting on a show with our prayers.  In fact, just the opposite is probably 

true.  We probably do not pray enough.  And that is sad.  Prayer makes a difference. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mathew+6%3A16-21&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-23301a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mathew+6%3A16-21&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-23302b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mathew+6%3A16-21&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-23303c


Author Charlie Shedd once told about a time when God spoke to him.  Or perhaps it was an angel, he’s not sure.  One 

evening, Shedd drove into his garage at suppertime.  He turned off the automobile ignition but he found that his fingers 

just wouldn’t let go of the keys.  It was like they were frozen.  “What’s going on here?” he asked out loud.    

An inner voice seemed to say to him, “Go see Roy.”  Charlie Shedd believed it was the voice of God or, at least, the voice 

of an angel on God’s behalf.   

“But it’s supper time,” Shedd protested.  And the mysterious voice seemed to say, “Supper can wait, Charlie can’t.  Go.”   

Shedd’s thoughts ran rampant, but he switched on the ignition and went. 

“But why?” he questioned in his heart.  “Why see Roy?” He’d just seen Roy in church the day before, and he seemed fine. 

Shedd drove to Roy’s house less than a mile away, where he found Roy on the floor, calling for help.  Roy had tripped 

over a stump, breaking his glasses and cutting his face.  Shedd wondered how the elderly man had even made it home; he 

had injured himself six miles away. 

Later, Roy thanked him for coming.  Then Roy asked, “How did you know I needed you?”  Charlie answered, “I think it 

was an angel Roy.”  To which Roy promptly responded, “Makes sense.  I was lying there on the floor, praying you’d 

come.”  Prayer makes a difference.  God does speak to people. 

Prayer must be an important ingredient of any celebration of Lent.  May I suggest that before you leave here tonight, you 

resolve, with God’s help, to spend a certain amount of time between now and Easter in prayer. 

The final act of righteousness that Jesus lists here is that of fasting.  Jesus says, “When you fast, do not look somber as the 

hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting.  I tell you the truth, they have received their 

reward in full.  But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you 

are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.” 

This may be the least appealing act of righteousness to many of us.  We are like the folks at St. Mark Lutheran Church in 

Springfield, VA.  This notice appeared in their bulletin:  “Tom B. will address Lenten fasts and the practical points of 

fasting.  Linda R. will bring the donuts.” 

Dr. William Barclay lists five values in fasting:  1. the value of self-discipline, 2. the release from slavery to habit, 3. the 

preservation of the ability to do without things, 4. the positive value for health, 5. the enhancement of our appreciation of 

things. 

A clergy colleague of mine had to make a very important decision.  He was offered a position with Tentmakers ministry.  

This meant he would leave the parish ministry, uproot his family and move to Minneapolis.  After a month and a half of 

praying and fasting, he made his decision.  He did not call any of his friends, he simply prayed and fasted during that time 

period.  He said that God made it clear to him, that he was to move on and go with Tentmakers.  After he made the 

decision, two things happened to confirm his choice.  One thing was the support of his congregation.  The majority 

believed that this new position was the right thing for my friend.  The second thing that happened was that the District 

Superintendent and cabinet of our conference listened to the PPRC and appointed a very evangelical clergy couple to 

serve the church my friend left.  So, I hope you can see that prayer and fasting are very important. 

In scripture, we see several purposes for fasting.  It’s part of the discipline of self-control; it’s a way of declaring that we 

depend on God alone and draw all our strength and resources from him; it’s a way of focusing totally on God when 

seeking his guidance and help, and of showing that you really are in earnest in your guest; it’s also, at times, an expression 

of sorrow and deep repentance, something that a person or community will do in order to acknowledge failure before God 

and seek his mercy. 

James Pack notes that we tend to think of fasting as going without food.  But we can fast from anything.  If we love music 

and decide to miss a concert in order to spend time with God; that is fasting.  It is helpful to think of the parallell of human 

friendship.  When friends need to be together, they will cancel all other activities in order to make that possible.  There is 

nothing magical about fasting.  It’s just one way of telling God that your priority at that moment is to be alone with him, 

sorting out whatever is necessary, and you have canceled the meal, party, concert, or whatever else you had planned to do, 

in order to fulfill that priority. 

We are to celebrate this holy season of the year with acts of righteousness; give to the needy, pray and find some way – 

whether it is fasting or giving up something that is precious to us – to show that God comes first in our lives.  We’re here 

today to start something.  To start living during Lent, the way Christ wants us to live all year round. 


