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Matthew 6:1-18

More than once, | have heard people say that Christianity is a
religion of self-interest. For Christians seek rewards from God in this
world and in the world to come. According to their point of view, the
reward motive should have no place in the Christian life. We must be
good for the sake of being good, as it has been said that “virtue is its
own reward.” There is a story about a medieval saint who used to say
that he would wish to quench all the fire of hell with water, and to burn
up all the joys of heaven with fire, in order that men might seek good-
ness for nothing but goodness’ sake, and in order that the idea of reward
and punishment might be totally eliminated from life.

At first glance, that point of view seems to be very fine and no-
ble. But if you pause and think about it, you will soon discover that it is
neither noble nor practical. We cannot separate love for God from a de-
sire to find our own happiness in God. This is inseparable from our per-
sonality. Moreover, it is an obvious rule of life that any action which
achieves nothing is futile and meaningless. A goodness which achieves
no end would be a meaningless goodness. As has been very truly said,
“Unless a thing is good for something, it is good for nothing.” Unless
the Christian life has an aim and a goal which is a joy to obtain, it be-
comes largely without meaning. If we are to eliminate all reward and
punishments from the idea of religion, it would mean that the end of the
good man and the end of the bad man are one and the same. If this
should be the case, then there is no point in being good, and no special
reason why a man should live one kind of life instead of another. It
would also mean that in God there would be neither justice nor love, for
He would not care whether men were good or not, and He would not
reward the good nor would he punish the evil. This is totally unbelieva-
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ble and is contradictory to our sense of justice. Rewards and punish-
ments are necessary in order to make sense of life.

Our Lord Jesus does not disparage the seeking after a reward.
What he discourages man to do is to seek it in the wrong place, and
what he encourages man to do is to seek it in the right place, that is,
from God. In the scripture passage of Matthew 6:1-18, Jesus speaks
about reward three times. The right kind of almsgiving, the right kind
of prayer, and the right kind of fasting will all have their rewards from
God. He says to his disciples, when you give also, do not sound a trum-
pet before you, as the hypocrites do, so that men may praise them. They
have their reward. No, when you give alms, do not so much as let your
left hand know what is in your right hand to give. Keep your almsgiv-
ing secret, and God who sees what is done in secret will give you your
reward. Again, when you say your prayers, don’t do it at the street cor-
ners, as the hypocrites do in order that men may see them at their devo-
tions. They have their reward. You go into your room and shut the
door, where man will not hear you. But God will hear you, and you
shall have your reward from Him. Finally, when you fast, don’t look
miserable like the hypocrites who go so far as to disfigure their faces,
so that men may notice they are fasting. It is enough that God knows it.
He will see to your reward.

“They have their reward,” says Jesus in all three cases. That is
to say, they have got what they wanted, what they set out to get. When
the hypocrite paraded the streets, distributing his alms and trumpeting
his progress as he went, it was not really the poor he was thinking of
but his own reputation as a benefactor. When he said his prayers, he
was seeking not so much a response from God as a response from men.
What he wanted was the reputation of being a devout and a religious
person. And again, when he fasted, it was for the sake of making a
good impression. Well, says Jesus, no doubt he did make a good im-
pression. No doubt he did gain wide repute and respect as a devout per-
son and as a philanthropist. In all three cases, he got what he wanted.
His account is settled. It is paid in full. And nothing more is coming to
him.

Here we see two important truths. First, we see that very often
in life, the finest things are done from the wrong motives. To the Jews,
almsgiving, prayer, and fasting were three great cardinal works of the
religious life; they were the three great pillars on which the good life
was based. Jesus would not for a moment have disputed that; what trou-
bled him was that so often these three good things were done from the
wrong motives. It is good to give alms. But if a man gives alms, not
really to help the person to whom he gives, but simply to demonstrate
his own generosity, and to bask in the warmth of someone’s gratitude
and all men’s praise, it loses much of its value. It is good to pray. But if
in prayer a man is seeking not so much a response from God as a re-
sponse from men, if in prayer he attempts to demonstrate his exception-
al piety before men, it also loses much of its value. It is good to disci-
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pline oneself in some way for a season, such as fasting. But if in fasting,
a man’s desire is not really to humble himself in the sight of God, nor
for the good of his own soul, but simply to show the world what a
splendidly self-disciplined character he is, it loses the most important
part of its value. The value of good things depends much on the good
and right motive by which the good things are done. Wrong motives can
and will do a great deal of damage to the value of good things, and even
nullify their value completely!

Second, we see that if a man seeks a reward from men, from the
world in which he lives, he might well get what he wants, what he sets
out to get, but that’s all he will get; nothing more will come to him.
“They have their reward,” says Jesus in all three cases—almsgiving,
prayer and fasting. Greek scholars tell us that the word Jesus uses here
(améyw) was the word commonly used in New Testament times on
forms of receipt. It is as if these men were made to sign a receipt saying:
“Paid in full. I have received all that is due to me. My account is set-
tled.” There is nothing more coming to them. In other words, what Jesus
is saying is this: “If you give alms to demonstrate your own generosity,
you will get the admiration of men—but that is all you will ever get.
That is your payment in full. If you pray in such a way as to show off
your piety in the face of men, you will gain the reputation of being an
extremely devout man—but that is all you will ever get. That is your
payment in full. If you fast in such a way that all men know that you are
fasting, you will make a good impression among men—but that is all
you will ever get. That is your payment in full.” A similar picture can be
seen in our present-day life. Many people have wanted money before
everything else, and, just because they have given their whole minds to
it, have amassed a fortune! Others have wanted only power, and have
succeeded in securing a position to rule. Still others have concentrated
on being well spoken of, and people have indeed spoken well of them.
It is true that there are large numbers of men and women in the world
today who seem to get nothing despite the fact that they have set their
hearts on them. Nevertheless, the number of people who succeed in the
things into which they have really thrown their energy is still very im-
pressive. And yet, the word which our Lord Jesus speaks about them is
still a terribly tragic one. “They have their reward!” They sought their
reward from men, from the world in which they lived. They have found
what they sought. But that’s all that they got. And nothing more will
ever come to them! They have grasped the rewards of time, and let the
rewards of eternity go. The doors at which they knocked have opened
up before them, but the doors at which they have not knocked remain
eternally closed!

It might be that the picture of the hypocrite painted by Jesus has
been somewhat overdrawn. The men who gave alms, the men who
prayed at the street corners, the men who disfigured their faces while
they were fasting might have had mixed motives. They might have had
some real concern for the poor, but they wanted reputation too. They
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might have had some real desire to communicate with God, but they
wanted people to notice their piety also. They might have been sincere
in their fasting, but they also wanted people to speak well of them about
their self-disciplined character. At any rate, it is safe to say that most
people’s motives are mixed. The philanthropist has some real concern
for the poor but he wants the reputation too. Many people go to church
both in order to satisfy public opinion, or perhaps as an example to their
children, and in order to devote themselves to better things. Even so,
our Lord’s warning might still stand; that is, our getting will be accord-
ing to our seeking. If we only half want to draw near to God, we cannot
expect to get very close to Him. If we only half want His peace in our
hearts, we cannot expect to have much of it. Moreover, we should be
aware of the fact that when the worldly motive is present, it has a terri-
bly corrupting influence upon the heavenly one. More often than not, it
is the worldly motive alone that really prevails. You remember the
young man who came to Jesus seeking the heavenly treasure but went
away sorrowful when Jesus told him how to attain it? “Sell what you
possess, and give it to the poor; and come, follow me,” said Jesus. But
“when the young man heard this, he went away sorrowful. For he had
great possessions.” No doubt, this young man had mixed motives. He
had a real desire to seek heavenly treasure. But he also wanted to keep
his worldly possessions. Eventually it was the worldly motive alone that
really prevailed. Jesus said, “No man can serve two masters...You can-
not serve God and mammon.” Let us ask ourselves honestly: What is
my real desire? What is my heart’s secret dream? What is the guiding
thread through all my thoughts? Do I seek first the Kingdom of God and
His righteousness, or do I, while not altogether indifferent to these no-
bler rewards, give the first place to something else? Here in this passage
Jesus does not mention specifically what reward God will give to those
who seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, but he does
repeat three times “Your Father who sees what happens in secret will
give you your reward in full” (4,6,18). And from his teaching elsewhere
we know that what God prepares for those who render Him faithful ser-
vice is far better than anything else that men and this material world can
offer, and is also far beyond what they really deserve. May the Lord
help us to put our trust in Him, to beware of the danger of attempting to
serve two masters! May the Lord help us to seek first the Kingdom of
God and His righteousness, so that our Father who sees what happens in
secret will give us our reward in full and beyond our expectation!

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here by permission. If you
would like to purchase Rev. Chow’s book, please contact Mr. Timothy
Chow and he can be reached via email [tchow@alum.mit.edu]. [
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