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5] INTRODUCTION

Reading product reviews can help you make a decision before buying something. I often like to
pay attention to why some people gave negative comments. Perhaps the product does not live up
to their expectations, or because it is unreliable. Sure enough, reviews are not restricted to
products. There are evaluations on tourist attractions, hospitals and even churches. And yes, there
are people giving reviews about our church too. We are a five-star church when I checked it as |
was writing this sermon. Some good comments include: “All are welcome” and “Nice people.”
One person said: “It’s always cold inside.” Here is the catch: some of the reviewers are our
current or former members. It is like when a kid says: “My mom is the best cook in the world.”
Of course, every mom will love praises from her kids. It is a problem when we do good works
only for positive comments. That is the issue Jesus addresses when we come to Matthew chapter
6. He introduces three topics: mercy-giving, prayer and fasting. Those are the basic expressions
of piety of the Jews. But some religious leaders looked good on the surface to attract people’s
attention. Jesus uses the same formula to convict them on all three issues. He says: “Don’t follow
the example of the hypocrites. All they want is people’s approval.” Then Jesus advises: “But
perform your good deeds in secret. The Heavenly Father will see it and He will reward you.” The
first subject is on helping the needy. Sharing what you have with those who are lacking is a noble
cause. There are always poor people in the society. However, Jesus cautions us about our
mentality as we give. Our focus should be on those who are getting help, and not us getting the
credit. Ultimately, God should be the only audience and final judge for our good deeds.

fiZfE EXPLANATION
1. ZEHARANE: Acting of Love (v. 1-2)

First, Jesus points out the hypocrisy of the religious leaders. They were good at acting of love.
He reveals a few of their problems. Number one, they like to perform their good works in front
of people. They did so in their synagogues (meeting places) and on the streets. Obviously, they
wanted people to see it. They loved to hear praises like: “Oh, you’re such a generous person,” or
“You truly have a loving heart toward the poor,” etc. Number two, they even blew a trumpet to
alert people what they were doing. Bible scholars give various explanations to the action. First,
perhaps an attendant gave a signal at the temple to remind people to drop their offering. Second,
maybe the collection box was in a shape of a horn. When people donated money, coins would
generate a clinking noise. Regardless, the key here is they wanted people to notice their good
works. Problem number three, all they looked for was some instant recognition. Jesus states their
expected result in verse 2: “... Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward.” They
received praise on the spot. That was it. No more reward. Then they might wait for the next
opportunity to repeat their acting of love. They felt good about themselves because they liked the
exposure. However, such approval is not long-lasting. People saw the eftect of their good works.
However, there was not much substance. It is a like morning fog. The mist spreads wide. But in
reality, there is not much water there. You will only get about one liter of water when you
condense the fog from the volume of an Olympic-sized swimming pool. Worse still, such mercy-
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giving will have no eternal value. Jesus condemned the hypocrites because their love was only
superficial, not sacrificial. The Greek word for “hypocrite” actually has its root in drama. At that
time, actors and actresses put on different masks and pretended to be particular characters.
People had good acting skills could fool audience into believing that they were different people.
But a good guy in the story may actually be a mean person in reality. Besides, nowadays makeup
techniques and computer graphics can do a lot of tricks. As humans, we like to receive
appreciation from others. But if we are not careful, even sincere commendation can lead to pride.
For some reason I did not know, the home church where I became a Christian has a unique
practice. It attaches a monthly offering record to the Sunday bulletin. It will not include
members’ full names. It will only say, for example, brother Lin gave $100 last month and sister
Lee contributed $500. We young folks liked to guess who the Zhang and Wong were. Imagine
how you would feel if you are the only person with the last-name Choi on the list. Worse still,
you only offered $10! On the other end of the spectrum, people may have a different impression
on some big donors. It can easily cause a comparison, even a competition. Indeed, some people
care a lot about whose names are put first and whether their names are printed in bigger fonts.
Similarly, some people who use the social media like to brag about how many “followers” and
“likes” they have. Surely, truthful praise for good work done can be an encouragement. But we
should humbly receive commendation and not actively seek after it. Paul shares some good
wisdom in 1 Corinthians 4:3-5 — 3 But with me it is a very small thing that I should be judged by
you or by any human court. In fact, I do not even judge myself. 4 For I am not aware of anything
against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted. It is the Lord who judges me. 5 Therefore do not
pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, who will bring to light the things
now hidden in darkness and will disclose the purposes of the heart. Then each one will receive
his commendation from God. The Corinthian church was not founded by Paul. Some church
members questioned why they should obey him. The matter got sticker when Paul convicted
some ongoing sins in the church. Some brothers and sisters committed immorality, others spread
division and even sued each other! They wondered who gave him the authority to command
them what to do. Paul paid no attention to those criticism. He said he did not even judge himself.
He just faithfully did the work God called him to do. He wrote down God’s truths as letters and
sent them to various churches. He left the final judgment to God. People might judge Paul’s
intent. Some people liked him, others did not. What mattered the most was the final score God
would give Paul. We should keep the same principles to heart. Otherwise, our attitude and
passion for ministries may change with people’s comments. After all, people may only see a part
of our character. They may only have partial information. Most importantly, they only notice our
motions. Only God knows our motives. We should patiently wait for His final assessment.

2. {THZRAVE Acts of Love (v. 3-4)

Jesus convicts the hypocrites for their acting of love. Their mercy was only skin-deep. What God
considers as commendable are acts of love that come from a pure heart. How can we tell that we
have a clear conscience when showing mercy to others? The word “secret” is used twice in the
passage. Jesus describes this secrecy in two ways. First, He says that we should perform our
good works secretly such that not even our left hand knows what our right hands is doing. How
can that be possible? Let us think of some scenarios. Perhaps one day you have an urge to bless
the next beggar you meet on the street. You decide to pull a bank note randomly from your
wallet. That act of love will be done in secret. Or perhaps one day you want to give away your



takeout dinner to the next homeless person under a bridge. Your act of love is done in secret
because you cannot predict where you will see that person and you have no idea of his/her
background. You just give as your heart so leads you. The second way to conduct secret good
works is when no one knows it. Only the invisible God sees it. [ always admire anonymous
donors. They do not want any TV interview for their charitable work. They do not want to
expose their identity on news headline either. They only have a simple heart to help people in
need. You can perform acts of love in secret too. Perhaps you know that a church family is going
through financial difficulty. For example, the husband is laid off from work or a family member
incurs a huge medical bill. Rather than presenting a check to the people, you ask a third person to
pass some cash to them. The recipients do not know where the money comes from. They do not
know who to thank except God. Brothers and sisters: that is a tangible way to show God’s love
to others. I told you before how my family was blessed by people’s kindness. I did not have any
income during the three-and-a-half-years when I was in the seminary. My two boys were born
during that period of time. Members of my former church gave money to support us. A sister
helped collect the fund and deposited it to my bank account. I had no idea who gave and how
much they did. God faithfully provided for our mortgage, food, my tuition and other expenses.
One Bible verse that resonates deeply in my heart is Proverbs 19:17 — Whoever is generous to
the poor lends to the Lord, and he will repay him for his deed. People may be forget to pay back
when they borrow money from others. But God will always keep an account of our good works.
Jesus brings up this concept of reward from God in the Matthew passage. In fact, the same
promise is mentioned throughout the Bible. What kind of reward will that be? First, it can be
blessings in this life. Very often, they may come so naturally that we do not even realize them.
For example, God makes your career successful. You complete your tasks more efficiently or you
bring new contributions to your company. Perhaps God may help students get better grades.
Subsequently, the parents can save money when their kids receive scholarships. God may also
bless you with good health to avoid medical expenses. In addition, God may protect your home
and car and keep everything running without any issue. He may also watch over your family
when they are on the road, in school or at work. I am not preaching a prosperity gospel. No one
can predict how God will reward you when you help others. But God promises that He will
surely bless those who bless others. Better still, God’s reward does not only come to us in this
life. Many New Testament passages talk about God’s eternal reward for His faithful servants.
The Bible tells us that there will be two forms of future judgment. First, those who do not accept
Jesus in this life will receive their eternal penalty. In other words, they will go to hell. The second
judgment is only for believers. We can imagine that it will be like an award ceremony. God will
present various prizes to different believers. We do not know what those rewards are. But the
Bible teaches that the size of our rewards depends on how we conduct our lives after we are
saved. Every Christian will have a place in heaven. But their rewards will differ. It is like all the
employees will get their monthly salary. However, the year-end bonus is contingent upon their
performance. This should encourage us to work hard for God’s Kingdom. Offering money to
support Christian ministries is only one of the many ways to serve God. You should also use the
gifts and talents God has given you to serve Him in and outside of the church. Of course, another
form of good work that ties in to our discussion today is showing mercy to needy people. God is
pleased when we perform acts of love as His representatives. Jesus uses a parable in Matthew 25
to illustrate it. A King gives praises to people who served others in their lifetime. Listen to verses
34-36: 34 “Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my
Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. 35 For I was



hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you
welcomed me, 36 I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, [ was in prison
and you came to me.””” Those righteous people scratch their heads when they hear it. They have
no idea what the King is talking about. They never served him when he was hungry, thirsty,
traveling, naked, sick or imprisoned. The King reminds them in verse 40: ...““Truly, [ say to you,
as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.””” We are serving God
when we serve God’s people because every person is made in God’s image. I am sure our
attitude will be totally different when we serve a brother or a sister like serving the Lord. We will
give people the best treatment regardless of their age or social status. We will be more gracious
and patient. God will keep a record of your acts of love, and He will reward you accordingly.

4Ex6 CONCLUSION

Ultimately, God should be the only audience and final judge for our good deeds. In closing, let us
ponder on a few questions. First, will you feel bad if no one sees your good works? Do you think
that you did everything in vain if there is no open recognition? Second, is your help conditional?
Do you feel that the recipients owe you a favor? Do you expect them to repay you in the future?
Third, do you have joy when you help others? Indeed you have to invest time, money and effort.
Do you feel glad that God gives you the opportunity to show people mercy? Fourth, do you give
thanks to God at the end? Do you praise Him for blessing you first, so that in turn you can bless
others? Those four questions are good tests for us to examine our intent. Let me share with you a
true story before we end. Isaac Hann is a little-known pastor who served in a small church
(called Loughwood Meeting House) in England in the 18™ century. When he retired from
ministry, the church only had twenty-six women and seven men. Many of them did not attend
service regularly. In today’s standard, Pastor Hann would not be considered as “successful.” He
seldom traveled to another town to preach. He never spoke at any conference. He did not write
any book. Yet, when he died at eighty-eight his church members remembered him. They placed a
plaque on the wall of their little sanctuary that remains to this day. It reads in part: Few ministers
so humble were, yet few so much admired: Ripened for heaven by grace divine, like autumn fruit
he fell; Reader think not to live so long, but seek to live as well. Pastor Hann did not attract a lot
of followers. But he touched every life he met. His name was not recorded in the hall of fame.
There was no building designated in memory of him. But God will surely remember all his
works. The only remarks Pastor Hann and all believers should desire to hear is: “Welcome home.
Good and faithful servant.”
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