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Matthew 6:1-18
Real Righteousness

In this section, Jesus continues teaching about real righteousness - the kind that fulfils the law and
surpasses that of the pharisees and scribes. But he shifts from the call to reflect God’s own heart and
character in our ethics and relationships (5:21-48) to speak of the 'acts of righteousness’ that we
might typically associate with religious observance (giving money, prayer and fasting). And just as
moral, law abiding behaviour could be meaningless in God’s eyes if it was just a superficial cover over
hateful, lusting hearts, so religious practices like this can be utterly empty and worthless before God if
our motivations are in the wrong place.

Read Verses 1-4

What overall principle does Jesus give in 6:17
= how does this statement fit with what Jesus said back in 5:167

- What do you think Jesus means by ‘reward with your Father in heaven’? (Do verses 3 - 12 of
Chapter 5 help?)

In verses 2-18, Jesus warns his disciples not to give, pray or fast ‘like the hypocrites’ do. Hypocrite is
from a Greek word, which literally refers to someone who ‘acts on the stage’, thus pretending to be
someone else (in the play) and possibly even wearing a mask as part of their costume. What is Jesus
saying about people and their religion when they deliberately do good things 'to be seen by others’?

Compare what Jesus says in v2-4 about the hypocrite with his instructions to his disciples.
Consider:

e The motivation for giving
e The manner of the giving
e The result or reward for the person giving

Reflect

- If we find it hard to give money or help when nobody will know about it, what does that say about
our motivations? (What should be our motivation??)

- What do you think it means practically to 'not let your left hand know what your right hand is
doing’ when you’re giving or doing good works?
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Read Verses 5-6 & 16-18

How does the same attention seeking motivation of the hypocrite get expressed in prayer and
fasting?

Consider...

- How does it shape the way they actually do these things?
- What'’s their motivation?

- What reward do they get for their efforts?

What principles and practices should shape the way we approach prayer and fasting?
Consider:

- What should be our motivation?
- What are some signs that we are (or might be) slipping into hypocritical religion?

- How can ‘playing to the audience’ affect other spiritual practices or acts of Christian service? What
examples can you think of?

Reflect
- What’s motivating you in your acts of Christian devotion and service? (How do you see your
motivation expressed in what you actually do?)

- What would help you value the reward of ‘your Father who sees in secret” more than the
admiration of other people?

Sidebar: Should Christians fast regularly?

There is debate about whether Jesus actually intends his followers to fast regularly as a normal aspect of Christian
discipleship. Some Christians have embraced and promoted it as essential, while others have treated it with
suspicion, and many of us have just ignored it! Jesus himself fasted on a few occasions, but they are rare instances,
perhaps even involuntary (Mt. 4:2), and it was the lack of regular, weekly fasting by Jesus and his disciples that drew
the attention and criticism of some of the Jews (Mt. 9:14). On the other hand, Jesus responds to this questioning
by indicating that there would be a time when his disciples would fast (9:158). The Apostles also fasted on occasions,
which seems to be associated with expressing a heightened sense of dependence on God, such as seeking his
will, or commissioning people for service or risky missionary travel (Acts 13:2-3; 14:23). This kind of fasting reflects
the Old Testament practice of ‘humbling oneself before God with sackcloth, prayer and fasting’, as a means of
desperately seeking God'’s favour (e.g. Neh 1:4; Ps 35:13; Dan 9:3). But there is no evidence of a regular pattern
of fasting, or mention of it in the New Testament letters. In fact, Paul seems wary of religious practices that are
focused on restrictions and rituals (e.g. Col. 2:16-23; 1 Tim. 4:1-5). And even in the OT, God had criticised the
practice of ritual fasting as a cover over sinful attitudes and practices, and calls instead for his people to fast’ from
injustice, greed and apathy (Isa. 58:3-7).

Some Christians claim regular fasting is an important means of training ourselves in self-discipline, pointing to Paul's
words in 1 Cor. 9:27 (although there is no explicit mention of fasting). Others point out that sacrifice in one area can
often be used as justification or a cover for indulgence in others, and doesn't actually do our hearts any good (in the
spiritual sensel). In the end, it seems fair 1o say regular fasting is not a requirement or expectation of Christian
discipleship, but that there are times when it will be appropriate, and whenever and however we do it, the important
thing is to ensure it's between ourselves and God, not as a means of impressing people with our spiritual
commitments.

____________________________________________________________________________

N e e e e e e e = e - - - - - - - ————



Optional: Reflection on the Lord’s Prayer

Read verses 7-15
Jesus’ warnings about attention seeking prayer prompts him to teach more on a right approach to
prayer.

What mistake do the Gentiles (the pagans who don’t know God) make when it comes to prayer?
(Verses 7-8)

Consider the model of prayer Jesus gives his disciples...
-2 What is the focus of the requests in verses 9 and 107

o What does that teach us about the right starting point for Christian prayer?

o What are some examples of specific things could we pray that would fit these requests?

-2 What is the focus of the requests in verses 11-137

e How do they reflect the concerns or perspective of v9-107?

o What are some examples of specific things could we pray that would fit these requests?

Note: Verses 14-15 are an extended explanation, flowing out of the logic of verse 12.

At first it may seem like we must earn our forgiveness from God by forgiving others. But when we read
these verses alongside the parables and other explanations Jesus gives, we can see that Jesus is
simply saying that a real relationship with God is one where we are changed by his grace and
forgiveness. He is saying that the forgiven are those who forgive, and those who experience
forgiveness are those who go on to forgive others. We can't really have one without the other.



