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Introduction: 

Matthew 5:20-5:48 differentiates between the righteousness that God demands and the righteousness that 
the Pharisees, scribes, and lawyers taught, practiced, and enforced. Jesus teaches the people the true 
understanding of the Law as “One having authority (7:29).” 

In my opinion, this is a snapshot of the teaching Jesus did on the matter, not the whole of the teaching. 
Later on in Matthew, Jesus teaches about the sabbath, marriage, forgiveness, taxes, etc. His teaching on 
the Law was not completed, and this teaching was probably repeated many times. 

When Jesus was giving the proper understanding of the Law, He explained the Law in contrast to the 
Pharisees. Now that the people have some understanding, Jesus will caution them about how they live their 
lives. This is why I’ve entitled Matthew 6:1-34 as “Righteousness Properly Displayed.”   

One can also see the progression from 5:20 to 6:1 – “For I say to you all that if your righteousness would 
not surpass more than that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will absolutely not enter the kingdom of 
heaven.” Then, “But, you all beware not to do your righteousness before men, to be noticed by them. If not, 
then you will not have reward with your Father, the One in the heavens.”  

Hebrew Mindset: 

As we have seen, we need to be careful about Matthew having direct application to the church. During the 
time of Matthew, the administration was Israel, and the economy was the Law. During our time, the 
administration is the church, and the economy is grace. 

The economy is never how one obtains eternal life. The economy is the basis for which blessings and 
curses are distributed. During the economy of grace, the basis for blessing is believing and believing 
only; otherwise, it is not grace. During the economy of grace, curses are not applied to believers. 
However, there are natural consequences of sin and disbelief in the life of the believer. 

In the economy of the Law, God evaluates believers based upon how they follow the Law, and blessings 
and curses are applied both to the individual and a nation based upon following the rules set by God. 

The entire book of Matthew is written with the economy of Law in view. The gospel of the kingdom of 
heaven was the culmination of the Hebrew Scriptures; the covenant that was given to Israel as a nation was 
to keep the covenant and follow the Law so they could enjoy the benefits of being the Nation of God. 

Other nations and Gentile people also have the responsibility of being God-fearers and yielding to Israel 
as the nation that God has chosen. How they behave in conjunction with how they treat Israel will be 
evaluated to see if they will be blessed or fall under judgment. 

Matthew is not written to Gentiles, although they will be addressed in the book. The Sermon on the Mount 
is addressed to Jews and to the nation of Israel on how to avoid judgment and wrath and enjoy entrance into 
the kingdom of heaven when it is established on earth. 
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Matthew 6:1 – Proper Motivation in Displaying Righteousness 

This is not a difficult verse. The motivation for doing what is right (doing your righteousness) is to have 
good integrity and not do what is right simply to have a good reputation before men. 

The pragmatic reason that one should have integrity is that if the right thing becomes unpopular, then the 
person will continue to do what is right. 

The biblical reason is to honor God. God is the one who established behavioral righteousness, and the 
one they should want to please is God. 

This is simply doing the right action for the right reason. In the immediate context, we see that principle 
applied to giving, praying, forgiveness, and fasting. This culminates with Jesus saying to store up 
treasure in heaven rather than on earth. Then when the kingdom comes to earth, the treasure is secure 
and eternal.  

The examples given by Jesus Christ are not about sin avoidance but acts of piety. These actions 
demonstrate activity that is proper and everyone in Israel is encouraged to do these actions.  

Matthew 6:2-4 – Proper Giving to the Poor 

Deuteronomy 15:7, 11; Proverbs 14:31; Jeremiah 5:28; Ezekiel 16:49; Amos 5:12 

In the act of giving, God’s desire and man’s arrogance hit a roadblock. God indeed desires for the people of 
the Nation of Israel to be giving and taking care of the poor. But the arrogance of men interferes and makes 
a very noble act about the giver and an opportunity to gain notoriety and power among the people. 

To address this problem, Jesus addresses the motivation of the one who is giving to the poor.  

Jesus paints a picture with an announcement and its location. Trumpets make sure that all the people are 
aware that something is happening, and the location ensures that all the people will see. 

They have their reward; they have what they desire. They have recognition and admiration from men. 

Jesus calls them hypocrites “ὑποκριτής hupokritēs.” This word is transliterated, not translated. In English, 
this means, “The behavior of people who do things that they tell other people not to do; behavior that does 
not agree with what someone claims to believe or feel.” 

In Greek, this is a word that means to pretend and is the word for actor. The “ὑποκριτής hupokritēs” 
wore masks so that the audience would not know who was playing the part. 

“ὑποκριτής hupokritēs” in Scripture means playing a part; they are pretending to be generous or care 
about the poor. 

Verses 3-4 are idiomatic, a “turn a phrase.” These two verses say to give to the poor in secret or 
anonymously, not seek the approval of men, but seek the approval of God. The instruction would be coupled 
with a desire to help those in need. The needs of another should not be a nuisance, but the Nation of God 
should love the poor and do what it can to alleviate their poverty. 
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Matthew 6:5-6 – Proper Attitude in Prayer 

Very similar to giving to the poor, pretenders do not pray with proper motivation. In the three examples, 
Jesus teaches to perform these pious acts in secret rather than as a public display. 

In Pharisaical Judaism, the preferred place of prayer is in the synagogue. It is often suggested that the Jews 
of Jesus’ day had regular prayer times. Many times, it is noted that Jews would stop and pray on the street 
corner and in the middle of the synagogue. Often, prayer was a spectacle. The motivation of the one praying 
is not known all the time. But Jesus gives an insight into the way and location actors pray.  

If the entire society prays, it is easy to pray as a sign that you too are pious. This is one of the main reasons 
that some have resisted public prayer and corporate prayer is because of this injunction by Christ. The issue, 
however, is not the practice, but the motivation in which they are done.   

The solution for the Jews was to not pray in the public square but to pray in secret and not display pious 
activity but to do it before God and God alone. 

Conclusion: 

The acts of righteousness that were being taught by the Pharisees and being demonstrated by the pretenders 
were not those of the righteousness that was taught in the Hebrew Scriptures and the Law. These acts do not 
represent the love of God, what He desired for the Nation of Israel. Remember the two greatest 
commandments? Matthew 22:36-40 – The acts of Israel in following the Law must either demonstrate a 
love of God or a love for people. Giving to the poor is a demonstration of love for others, but it must not be 
an act of self-love. Prayer is a demonstration of love for God, but it must not be an act of self-love. 

Timeless Truth: 

Believers are also instructed to have behavioral righteousness; however, entering the kingdom of heaven is 
not on the table. We are not under Law but grace. But we can learn from the righteous standard of God and 
fulfill this standard, knowing that is what God desires. 

The primary truth is that we also need to do the right act for the right reason. We should always check our 
motivation and not do what is right for selfish reasons. 

Can actions portray motives? We need to be very careful in judging motivation (1 Corinthians 4:5). But 
we can also help a fellow brother if we notice him trying to get everyone’s attention or bragging about 
doing a good thing. It should be a private matter. 

It is well-established that God desires for believers to give to those in need (1 Timothy 6:17-19). 

Prayer is a vital activity for believers. 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 – We should pray to the point that there 
is no need to pray. Philippians 4:6 – We recognize that God is the means of having all our needs met. He 
gives us the ability, opportunity, and support through other believers. But even if our needs are many, 
we have an eternal perspective, knowing that our grief will turn to joy.  

These actions are not mechanical, rather we are to do them for the right reasons. As Jesus instructs them 
to do actions based upon God, a desire to love, and not for self, the church is also instructed in the same 
manner (Colossians 3:1-2, 17, 23). 


