Secret Service 3-21-04

Matthew 6:1-6,16-18

Matthew 6:1-6 (NIV) 1"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. 2"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. 3But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. 5"And when you pray, 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. 6But 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.

 Matthew 6:16-18 (NIV) 16"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. 17But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18so 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. 

In our study in the Sermon on the Mount, we have seen Jesus’ expansion of the Law to include what goes on in the heart. Now, in this next chapter, we see Jesus is again addressing a problem within the heart of man. (Matthew 15:19-20
) One thing we see from history is that the heart of man never changes. The problems in people that Jesus confronts have been problems in the heart of man from creation to this day. Those problems take on different expressions, but they stem from the exact same heart condition. As we read Jesus’ instruction, we need to let the Holy Spirit make the application to our lives and point out similar problems in our hearts. 

You will notice that I set aside the passage on prayer for next week. I wanted to include the 16th through the 18th verses because they are along the same lines as the first six. You probably noted a repeated pattern. Jesus would warn not to do something for the sake of being seen. Then He would tell the correct way to worship, in secret. In each of these, giving, praying, and fasting, you can receive a temporal earthly reward, or an eternal heavenly reward. It depends on the heart’s motivation. The Jews considered these three things to be the three pillars of religious life. Jesus wasn’t disputing that. He was asking that we look at the motivation for our actions.

The first verse summarizes what Jesus is trying to convey. "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.  It doesn’t matter what your act of righteousness or worship is, we are to be careful that we don’t perform them in public, or we will not have a heavenly reward. We have had a sermon on this topic of rewards, misthos, so I won’t go too deeply into it. (Jesus Advice on Investing pt. 1 & 2) This word can mean wages or the natural product of toils and endeavors. (1 Corinthians 3:8
) God is just. He can’t be unjust. (Zechariah 9:9
) When you work for Him, He gives you your payment. The wages of sin is death. (Romans 6:23
) The wages of righteous acts done in secret are a heavenly reward. I don’t know exactly what that will look like. I know it often results in blessings in this life, but what is the currency of heaven? The reward for faithfulness in one of Jesus’ parables was more responsibility. (Matthew 25:23
) The Bible speaks of crowns and treasure in heaven, but I think the Spirit is using words that we can relate to. Who doesn’t like to be rewarded? Our motivation is the life of Christ in us, but we are rewarded as well. 

In every one of these examples, Jesus tells us how we can either have a reward of the praise of man, or God’s reward. Which would you prefer? We would readily answer, “The reward of God!” but when we are faced with whether to keep silent about our deed or to let it leak out, we find out which our heart really prefers. (John 12:43
) Jeremiah tells us the heart of man is deceitful and desperately wicked. (Jeremiah 17:9
) David said that we often can’t discern our own errors. (Psalms 19:12
)

Let’s examine each of these acts of worship and then apply what we learn to any form of worship. The first was the act of giving. Last week we learned that it was required in the Old Testament Law to help the poor. (Deuteronomy 15:7-11
) People gave directly to the needy or to the Temple Treasury. “There was one particularly lovely custom connected with the Temple. In the Temple there was a room called The Chamber of the Silent. People who wished to make atonement for some sin placed money there; and poor people from good families who had come down in the world were secretly helped by these contributions.” —Barclay's Daily Study Bible (NT) 

It provided a great way to give in secret. We have the Benevolent Fund. You can give at any time by designating your offering to the needy. It goes in a separate account and the elders determine who has a genuine need. Nobody knows who gave it or who received it, though records are kept for the IRS to insure that there is not an abuse of the funds.

The Rabbis of Jesus’ day would have agreed with Jesus on this issue of secret giving. In fact, they are quoted as saying, "He who gives alms in secret is greater than Moses."—Barclay's Daily Study Bible (NT) That shows how highly they thought of secret giving. The next quote from Tobiah 12:8 seems to indicate that they believed that alms giving was so highly regarded by God that it could purge sin. "It is better to give alms than to lay up gold; alms giving doth deliver from death, and it purges away all sin."  We know that is not true, but it reveals to us how highly they regarded it. It shows that they understood the heart of God was for the needy and opposed to pride. (James 4:6
) In spite of understanding that secret giving was more valued in the eyes of God, people in Jesus’ day made a big show of giving. 

In (Luke 21:1 
) we read about the rich casting great amounts into the treasury, where all could see them. A widow gave two of the smallest coins of that day. Jesus commented that she had given more than everyone because she had nothing left. Jesus didn’t measure giving by the quantity of the gift but by the quantity of what was left. Using Jesus’ criteria, we should measure our generosity by what we have left after giving.

2"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.

It sounds like some people made sure everyone saw how much they gave. Jesus said that they got the payment they were after, in full. Nothing more is owed. There was actually a common practice in Jerusalem in which someone would hire a water carrier. They would pay the person to fill a large jar of water and bring it into the middle of the city and invite people to have a drink of water on them. They would ask for the recipient of the water to bless them as they received the “free” gift. 

We have something similar today. My grandparents gave liberally to Baptist works in Arizona. A large part of their estate disappeared with the collapse of the Baptist Foundation. They had buildings named after them so that everyone would know that they gave money or land. Some folks give money for a hospital, and their name is imprinted on the tile so that everyone that uses the facility will see how generous they were. There is nothing wrong with that, but Jesus says, “Paid in full.” He is asking us, for our eternal good, to give secretly. Don’t let anyone know. Your rate of return is much better in the Bank of Heaven! 

We have some in our congregation that give secretly. They take this seriously. But if I told you who they were, I’d be in big trouble, because they want their reward in heaven. I think it boils down to a matter of which life you put the most hope and faith in. Abraham is said to have set his eyes on a city whose builder and maker is God. (Hebrews 11:9-10
) Where are your eyes fixed?

3But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.

We have some needs in our congregation. Will you love your brother or sister enough to quietly, without anyone knowing, meet those needs just because of your love for the Lord? You do realize that they are the body of Christ, don’t you? When we don’t help our brother or sister in need, we are neglecting the body of Christ. I challenge you to obey this passage by finding a way to give to them in which they will not discover who it was that helped them. And one more challenge, resist the urge to tell anyone about it. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you in heaven.

5"And when you pray, 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. 6But 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.
We don’t have this problem. It is a challenge to get someone to pray. We are so self-conscious. Be God-conscious instead! He is your Father. Just say what is on your heart like you are talking to a respected friend. You don’t have to use special words or phrases. Communicate your heart at that moment to the One who is willing to hear and help. It doesn’t have to go on and on or use special words. It can be one sentence. A sincere prayer is better than flowery words any day. When someone sincerely prays, “Lord help us today! Amen” it is as good as “Almighty Maker of heaven and earth, we do humbly beseech Thee to give us Thine omnipotent assistance, blah, blah, blah…” God’s not impressed. Pray your heart.

Man has a tendency to talk to people when they pray. Some folks preach a message in their prayer. I’m guilty of that sometimes. Just speak your heart to God. It’ll be a lot easier to pray in public if you are used to praying out loud in private. I like to pray in my car. I pray out loud to keep my thoughts from wandering. Spend some time on a regular, even scheduled basis talking to your Father. That is something just between the two of you, and He will reward you for taking time to be with Him. Isn’t He generous! He invites you to share your burdens and hear His helpful direction, and then He rewards you for doing it. God is so good! 

16"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. 17But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18 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.

You will notice that Jesus doesn’t say, “If you give alms” or “If you pray” or “If you fast”. He says WHEN you do… He expected those who were listening to do those things. Fasting has come back into consideration in the last 20 years. The hundred previous years almost nothing was written on the subject, but since the early 1970s a number of popular books have come out. The late Bill Bright organized groups of people to fast forty days for revival in our nation. Since Jesus is our example in all things, and He fasted, (Matthew 4:2 
) I would encourage everyone to consider it, not as a religious ritual, but as a time of drawing close to the Lord. 

You never realize what power food has in our thought life and daily routine until you go without. But when you fast, let it be just between you and the Father. Of course you will need to tell your spouse, but other than that, it is not necessary that anyone should know. 

It seems that in each of these acts of worship, our Father God is seeking an intimate relationship. He wants the motives of our heart to be purely for Him. (Exodus 20:5
) He wants an intimacy with you that is unmixed with other motivations. Imagine if your spouse wanted an intimate conversation with you, and tried to carry on a conversation on the phone at the same time, or if you were reading a love poem to your spouse and they kept looking over at the TV. God is serious about a relationship with you, and He wants you to be just as serious about that relationship. 

It reminds me of the instruction that the Apostle Paul gave to slaves. 

22Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their eye is on you and to win their favor, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord. 23Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, 24since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving. Colossians 3:22-24 (NIV)

This passage has the same idea applied to our everyday work. Do whatever you do as working for the Lord. He rewards that kind of a heart. You can ask yourself, “If no one ever found out, would I still do this just to please Jesus?” It is an effective way to check your heart’s motivation to see if it has that sincerity and reverence for the Lord that Paul is describing. 

Let us ask ourselves if we act to be seen or to sincerely please the Lord? If we find our heart relishes the acknowledgement of man, we have something we can do about it. Take it before the Lord and ask for a heart transformation. Ask for a desire to truly please God alone. (Psalm 51:10
) Then put these things into practice. Give in secret to someone in need. Take some secret time of prayer. Fast, and try to not let anyone know. Jesus wants your religious service to be secret service from your heart to Him alone. It is a call from the loving heart of the Lord to you personally. “Come meet me, alone. I want to hear your heart. I want to share with you the instruction and guidance that will send you in the best direction. I want to share my heart with you.” Do you hear His call? (Isaiah 55:3
) Then decide right now when you will answer. Perhaps this afternoon you can set aside some time to meet with the Lord and get His direction to you on giving, praying and fasting. Not “if” but “when”.

Let me close with a letter that the Lord may want some of us to hear.

My dear child,

I tried to wake you last night so we could have an intimate conversation, but you asked me to let you sleep. I let you sleep. I was waiting for you to come to me in the morning, but you found so many things to do. You promised to meet me, but ran out of time. 

During the day I shaped the clouds in such a way as to turn your thoughts to me, but you were soon on to the next thing in your “to do” list. 

We began a conversation when you were listening to Christian radio, but it ended all to quickly. When you asked me to bless your food, I thought perhaps you would still your heart for a moment to let me respond, but you did not.

In the evening you came home, tired from your busy day. I thought you would sit with my Word in front of you and let me speak comfort and encouragement to your heart, but you turned on the TV and let it capture your thoughts for hours. 

When you headed for bed I knew we would have a moment together, and we finally did. It only lasted for a minute and you were sound asleep. At least I was able to tell you I love you and ask for more time with you tomorrow. I have so much to share with you, but I will not force you to spend time with me. Your life could have so much more meaning and purpose. Won’t you give me the time?

Your loving Redeemer,

Jesus
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