“BEWARE OF THEATRICAL RIGHTEOUSNESS”

(Matthew 6:1-8; 16-18)


“Take heed that ye do not your alms before men, to be seen of them: otherwise ye have no reward of your Father which is in heaven.  Therefore when thou doest thine alms, do not sound a trumpet before thee, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may have glory of men.  Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.  But when thou doest alms, let not thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth: That thine alms may be in secret: and thy Father which seeth in secret himself shall reward thee openly.  And when thou prayest, thou shalt not be as the hypocrites are: for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and in the corners of the streets, that they may be seen of men.  Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.  But thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to thy Father which is in secret; and thy Father which seeth in secret shall reward thee openly.  But when ye pray, use not vain repetitions, as the heathen do: for they think that they shall be heard for their much speaking.  Be not ye therefore like unto them: for your Father knoweth what things ye have need of, before ye ask him.  


Moreover when ye fast, be not, as the hypocrites, of a sad countenance: for they disfigure their faces, that they may appear unto men to fast.  Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.  But thou, when thou fastest, anoint thy head, and wash thy fact; That thou appear not unto men to fast, but unto thy Father which is in secret: and thy Father, which seeth in secret, shall reward thee openly.”

The opening word, “Take heed,” is a very searching word.  The word suggests that we all are liable to the temptation (and the sin) pictured in this warning.  The sin dealt with is subtle, and respectable, making it the more dangerous.  Jesus once gave this strange counsel:  “Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees,” obviously referring to something that has a slight and subtle beginning of unreality, so inconspicuous that it is easily ignored, but which has rapid growth and soon permeates all of one’s life.  He shows that such subtle “leaven” may slowly pervade our lives even in the most sacred practices.  

What is the particular sin to which He devotes a long segment at the very heart of the Sermon on the Mount?  It is the sin of bringing ostentation, self-centered demonstrativeness, parade, theatrics – in short, hypocrisy – into the acts of righteousness which we are to perform.  It is the sin of putting piety on parade.  It is the sin of becoming “Mr. Peacock, Inc.,” in your spiritual life.  In verse one of the text, Jesus said, 

“Take heed that ye do not your alms before men, to be seen of them.”  A more recent translation says, “ . . . to be noticed by them.”  The Greek word translated, “to be seen,” is theathenai.  If you put your finger over the ending of that word, you can see the root of a common English word.  This is the root from which we get out word, “theater.”  That’s the idea.  This is the picture of a person who “acts out” his “righteousness,” as if he is on a stage performing for an audience.  And his actions are designed to impress his audience.

A quick look back to Matthew 5:12-16 will suggest one temptation Christians face—the temptation to serve secretly in order to avoid persecution.  But here, the temptation is the opposite—here it is the temptation to show off our personal piety in order to get praise.

The word “hypocrite” occurs three times in the passage.  The word literally means “one who wears a mask.”  It was the common word in Greek society for an “actor,” since the same performer would often play several parts in a theatrical performance.  He would simply slip off stage, change masks, and reappear in another (different) role.  So he might wear numerous “faces” in the same performance.  Every skilled actor knows he can only play an assigned part adequately if he assumes the character of the part he plays as his own.  

Just this week, there was a feature article in the “Appeal” section of our daily newspaper about an actress who plays the role of Virginia Woolfe in the movie, “Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolfe?”  It was said of her, “If anyone ever became the person she plays, she did.”  In the days of Greek drama, one person might play several roles, and thus, his character would be displayed under several faces.  If he seriously projected himself into each role, he would be very confused concerning his own identity. 

Here is an incredible illustration I found in the Memphis Commercial Appeal just two days ago.


DiCaprio is Familiar With Impostor Role

Playing a con artist in Catch Me If You Can wasn’t much of a stretch for Leonardo DiCaprio.  “Acting is all about being an impostor,” the 28-year-

old told reporters Sunday in Berlin.  The movie opens in Germany on Thursday.

The movie chronicles the early years of real-life grifter Frank Abagnale, who pursued conventional success and respectability through the unconventional methods of counterfeiting checks and falsifying identities.

By the time he was arrested by FBI agent Carl Hanratty, played by Tom Hanks, Albagnale had written $2.5 million in bad checks and had successfully passed himself off as an airline pilot, a teacher, a doctor and a lawyer.

“He is a professional actor,” said DiCaprio, who met Abagnale to prepare for the role.  “I was immediately disarmed by his charm.”







-- The Associated Press

 Jesus warns against the possibility of hypocrisy in our Christian acts.  Let your true Christian character be so developed that it determines the actions you perform, and those actions are to be so continually done that you become unself-conscious and unself-impressed in doing them.  

The word “hypocrite” is used in the opening verse of each new section of this passage.  The first section is comprised of verses two through four; the second section is made up of verses five through fifteen; and the third section is made up of verses sixteen through eighteen.  In each section, an important theme of Christian commitment is explored.  The subjects are these:

I. Christian donations,, or charity.  Here the Christian’s stewardship is examined.  Here, his donations to others are monitored.

           II.          Christian devotions, or piety.  Here the Christian’s supplications are       

                         examined.  Here, his devotions before God are monitored.

III.   Christian discipline, or austerity.  Here the Christian’s self-denial is 

 examined.  Here, his discipline of himself is monitored.


We will briefly examine the counsel of Jesus given in each segment and on each of these three subjects.

I. Christian DONATIONS

The first section (verses 2-4) deals with the theme of Christian charity, or 
donations to others.  This is often called “philanthropy.”  The word, “philanthropy,” helps us to understand our responsibility as Christians.  It is a compound word made up of “philos” and “anthropos.”  The word “philos” means “brotherly love.”   It could be called “social compassion.”  Such compassion is the responsibility of every believer.  The word “anthropos” is the Greek word for “man” (incidentally, the word literally means “the upstanding one,” a suggestion of man’s capacity for relationship with God, and his need for such relationship).  So “philanthropy” is a person’s social love or compassion for his fellow man.  For such compassion, each Christian is responsible.  


In this passage, the proof of such philanthropy is seen in “almsgiving,” or donations to care for our fellow men.  This is regarded by Jesus as the duty of each Christian as a steward of the resources God has given him.  Jesus says two things about this duty.


First, there is a wrong way to practice Christian charity.  Verse two says, “When (note that He did not say if; Christian charity is an obligation, not an option) you do your alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may have glory of men.  Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.”  


The Pharisees of Jesus’ day fit the description of the “hypocrites” in this statement.  It seems that trumpets were actually blown in some synagogues to signal the collection of alms for the poor, and the hypocrites seemed always to be stationed nearby so people would give special note to their giving.  It is easy to sneer at them and caricature them as “hypocrites,” but our criticism of them makes us proud of our distinctiveness – and we thus join them in their pride and hypocrisy!  This sin is so very subtle that it is almost impossible to avoid.  


James M. Barrie once described a pious man who had but one apparent fault.  He said that he religiously fulfilled his duties as a Christian, but “somehow he always managed to rattle the cans” as he did so.  For a good study of the two perspectives pictured by Jesus, read Acts 4:34-37 and study the Biblical account given there of Barnabas, a genuine Christian steward, and then cross over into chapter five and read the opening verses, which tell the tragic story of Annanias and Sapphira, who played the hypocrites, disguising their real intent behind masks.  Both accounts have to do with the way professing Christians handled money.  Barnabas went on to a life of mighty usefulness in the early church, while Annanias and Sapphira only went on to the grave!


Second, Jesus says that there is a wise way to practice Christian charity.  “But when you do alms, let not your left hand know what your right hand does, That your alms may be in secret: and your Father who sees in secret will himself reward you.”  Christian charity is only legitimate when it reflects love for God and love for our fellow men – and when it is done without courting public approval!  I said earlier that our giving should be as unself-conscious and unself-impressed as possible, and this will only come as we walk with God while growing in charity toward others.  


In the famous parable of the sheep and goats in Matthew 25, the ones who ministered to the needy – the hungry and thirsty, the stranger, the unclothed, the sick, the imprisoned – were surprised at the judgment by Jesus’ declaration that they were actually ministering to Him.  They were motivated to serve their fellow men in Christ’s name, but He affirmed that they were actually serving Him.  “Verily, I say unto you,” Jesus said, “Inasmuch as you have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto Me.”  So the goal of every Christian should be to serve others as if the service were being rendered to Christ Himself.  Thus, the sense of grace, of privilege, or true ministry, should overwhelm each Christian as he serves.  

II. Christian DEVOTIONS

The second section (verses 5-15) deals with the theme of Christian devotions,, or 

prayer.  Again, Jesus divides His counsel into two parts.


He indicates, first, that there is a wrong way to pray.  “When you pray (again, note the “when,” not “if”), you shall not be as the hypocrites are: for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and in the corners of the streets, that they may be seen of men.  Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.”


The wrong way to pray could be seen in the Pharisees, who prayed so many times a day, and took care that they “happened” to be near the altar in the synagogue or on the busiest street corner in the middle of the city when “prayer-time” came!  So prayer was more of a regulated ritual that invited hypocrisy than a relationship and romance with God that destroyed hypocrisy.  Someone said, “With some people, praying is like putting the needle on a phonograph record and then forgetting about it.”  It is tragically possible that an entrance into the Throne Room of the universe may be marked by so much self-consciousness and self-parade that we fail to make contact with God!  This kind of “prayer” could be called horizontal prayer.  Horizontal prayer is really not honest; it almost immediately becomes theatrical – it puts on a mask and strikes a pose (see the Pharisee’s “pose” in Luke 18:9-14).  It easily becomes ostentatious and obnoxious!  Only true vertical prayer can be truly honest.  In fact, Jesus indicates that all the mentioned exercises – giving, praying, and fasting – must be guarded by privacy if they are to be real.  


The wise way to pray is expressed by Jesus when He said, “But you, when you pray, enter into your closet, and when you have shut the door, pray to your Father which is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret shall reward you openly.”  In these words, He reveals the importance of a private place for personal prayer.  The “closet” is any place where you may be alone with God, where you and He can share an intimate relationship with each other.  When we pray in the manner prescribed here, we give God a chance to work.
 


The removal of “vain repetitions” and mere “much speaking” from prayer (verse 7) allows us to be plain, natural and relaxed when we come to our Father.  In such a relationship, we discover that it is more important to know Him than to get things from Him.  We discover that He is more important than any gift He can give us.  We discover that prayer is a time exposure to Him, not the exploiting of His beneficence.

III. Christian DISCIPLINE

The third section deals with Christian discipline, or austerity.  These words are deliberately chosen as historical descriptive words for self-correction and self-denial.

And again, the goal is to keep these practices God-centered – even while dealing correctively with self.  Almsgiving admits our duty to society.  Prayer is an attachment to God.  Fasting, on the other hand, is a detachment from the world.  


Again, Jesus points out the wrong way to practice self-denial.  “When (again, not if) you fast, be not, as the hypocrites, of a sad countenance: for they disfigure their faces, that they may appear unto men to fast.  Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.”   There is an admission is these words that, for a Christian, personal discipline is absolutely necessary.  


It is important to notice the teaching Jesus gives on fasting.  He certainly does not abolish it, but neither does He demand it.  He simply assumes it.  The practice of fasting means putting ourselves in a spiritual strait-jacket for the sake of domesticating our spiritual character to Christ’s control.  It means the curbing of our appetites so that they do not exercise a tyrannical control over us.  You see, physical sloth will upset spiritual devotion quicker than anything else.  


Again, Jesus frees His disciples from feeling that they have to appear pious.  Indeed, He condemned all posing and acting and attempting to impress other people.  The three activities He mentions – giving, praying, and fasting—throw so much light on the person who practices them that Jesus prefers them to be practiced mainly in private.


The renowned philosopher and author, Carl Sandburg, wryly spoke of man’s vanity when he said, “Every man wants to play Hamlet.  He wants to have the starring role, and get the Oscar.”  Every man wants the limelight.  But human glorification never produces Divine glory.  One author said, “Where people are made too much up front, God leaves by the back.”  


The stark realism is Jesus is evident throughout this passage.  In all three cases, when man courts the applause of men instead of the approval of God, Jesus said, “Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.”   He did not say, as we might have expected, “Rewards don’t matter.”  Realistically, He knows full well that rewards do matter, but He distinguishes between social rewards doled out by the world and spiritual rewards given by God.  


Throughout the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus pictures the Christian life in terms of a relationship between a Father and His children.  Because this is its nature, the commercial factor falls away from Jesus’ doctrine of rewards.  After all, what Father pays for a child’s performance?  A true father’s reward to his child is, first of all, himself.  However the reward is expressed, it is His own closeness and approval.  So it is important, very important, that believers know that their heavenly Father notices and approves what they do, and that He approves as a living, loving , caring Father.  We cannot live without responses from those who mean most to us, and it would be very foolish to imagine that God calls His people to almost superhuman sacrifices and then fails to react, respond, reward.  Years ago, I heard this statement, “A passion can only be overcome by a greater passion.”  Here is an example.  The human drive to be impressive to people is so deep-seated that Jesus knows it can only be countered and conquered by the still deeper drive to be impressive to the Father.  The desire for human applause must be replaced by the desire for Heaven’s approval.     

When Jesus said of the self-parading religionists, “They have their reward,” He used the commercial term that was used in His day for business transactions: “paid in full.”  The reward of the self-centered, self-parading religionist is that he gets what he sought, what he wanted, what he courted – the immediate approval of men.  However, when he gets that reward, he will get no reward from the Father in heaven.  In his case, all the rewards that are allowable have already been given by the time he gets to the Father.  


What is the bottom line of this passage?  The bottom line is this, While it is possible to use your religion as a subtle cover-up for selfishness, self-parade, self-advancement and sin, God, on the other hand, wants to form special people out of those who worship Him.  In each case when Jesus addressed His people, He set them in distinction from others, saying, “But you . . .,” and in each case, the word “you” bears major emphasis.  His people should be fully responsible in all their faith-practices, thoroughly Other-centered and other-centered in their daily lives, and not dominated by their self-lives as most of the world is.  What a bondage it is to always have to “play to the gallery,” always trying to impress other people, always bound to self-attentiveness.  The invisible God has a certain pleasure in invisible deeds!  But our flesh naturally courts high visibility and plenty of recognition.  Through responsible “almsgiving,” through relational prayer, and through spiritual self-denial, God seeks to bring each of us into right relationships with our society, with our sovereign, and with ourselves. 


Let me close with a balancing word.  “It is a thin pancake that doesn’t have two sides,” and this truth has another side to it.  Jesus said, “Let your light so shine before men that they may see your good works and glorify your Father who is in heaven.”  God first said to Elijah, “Go, hide thyself,” before He said, “Go, show thyself.”  There is a private ministry for a Christian, and a public ministry.  The private ministry should be so powerful that the Christian doesn’t yield to the glare of the spotlights in the public ministry.  

This morning’s Memphis newspaper, The Commercial Appeal, carried articles on the sports page which were placed side-by-side.  One was entitled, “Sapp Doesn’t Shy From Spotlight,” an article about all-star defensive tackle Warren Sapp, who plays for the Super Bowl-bound Tampa Bay Buccaneers.  In the pre-game Super Bowl hype, Sapp is courting attention on “the biggest stage in the world.”  Calling him “the round mound of sound,” the article tells of Sapp’s use of the football platform to broadcast himself into prominence.  

On the same page, an adjacent article told of David Robinson, the superstar basketball player for the San Antonio Spurs, “chosen in 1996 as one of the NBA’s 50 greatest players ever.”  This article told of the league-wide, community-wide (and beyond) respect which Robinson commands.  “He’s won everything you can win,” one opposing coach said of Robinson, “but the thing about David is that he’s a true gentleman,  he’s handled himself with class.  He’s the epitome of what you’d like every NBA player to be.”  In a section where reporters are reluctant to report genuine faith, the article said, “The spiritual Robinson is very much a man of the cloth, even though his pulpit has usually been the paint.”  Robinson himself is quoted, “We started the David Robinson Foundation because we wanted to emulate what Jesus did in His community.  Our Scripture is that if you are at the top of the world, you can’t hide under a lampshade.  Because you’re at the top, you must touch everybody because God gave me more than I ever hoped for.”  This kind of balance requires the special grace that God gives to those who walk with Him.  David Robinson, by the testimony of teammate and opponent, community and sports world at large, walks with God and maintains the balance.


Now, back to the main message.  Let me conclude with a story (sent to me just today by email) which shows the role we all may play – courting no attention, but gratified that God is using us to glorify Himself and rescue people for Him.


Charles Plumb was a United States Navy jet pilot in Vietnam.  After 75 combat missions, his plane was destroyed by a surface-to-air missile.  Plumb ejected and parachuted into enemy hands.  He was captured and spent six years in a communist Vietnamese prison.  He survived the ordeal and now lectures on lessons learned from that experience.  

One day, when Plumb and his wife were sitting in a restaurant, a man at another table came up and said, “You’re Plumb!  You flew jet fighters in Vietnam from the aircraft carrier Kitty Hawk.  You were shot down!”  “How in the world did you know that?” asked Plumb.  “I packed your parachute,” the man replied.  Plumb gasped in surprise and gratitude.  The man pumped his hand and said, “I guess it worked!”  Plumb assured him, “It sure did.  If your chute hadn’t worked, I wouldn’t be here today.”  

Plumb couldn’t sleep that night, thinking about that man.  Plumb says, “I kept wondering what he had looked like in a Navy uniform:  a white hat, a bib in the back, and bell-bottom trousers.  I wonder how many times I might have seen him and not even said ‘Good morning, how are you?’ or anything, because, you see, I was a fighter pilot and he was just a sailor.”  Plumb thought of the many hours the sailor had spent at a long wooden table in the bowels of the ship, carefully weaving the shrouds and folding the silks of each chute, holding in his hand each time the fate of someone he didn’t know and might never see.

Who packed your parachute – out of sight, and unsung?  Whose parachute are you packing – out of sight, and unsung?  Remember that God “sees” and “rewards” those who don’t court human applause as much as they simply seek His approval.   And someone may be in desperate need today of the parachute you packed!  
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