
Ash Wednesday A                                    February 26, 2020

Matthew 6:1-6, 16-20
“Beware of practicing your 

righteousness before other people”
Vs. 1

Jesus blasts the practice of performing 
visible and attentiongrabbing good works. 
Rehearsed righteousness gets no heavenly 
reward (vs. 1). Attracting attention in alms-
giving results in the reward of praise from 
the public, but the heavenly Father remains 
unimpressed (vs. 2-4). Ostentatiousness in 
prayer too receives public reward in lieu of 
heavenly approval (vs. 5-6). Public displays 
regarding fasting may get noticed by many 
but that sort of fame is all you’ll get in the way 
of reward (vs. 16-18). And, the accumulation 
of treasures, my, my… don’t accumulate 
earthly ones subject to natural disasters and 
predatory thieves. Better, Jesus says, to work 
on heavenly treasures where neither you nor 
robbers can see them, and nature’s disasters 
are not an issue (vs.19-20).

To sum up Jesus’ admonitions is 
to conclude that the more visible and 
ostentatious your works or your piety, the 
less your heavenly Father wants to do with 
them. On the other hand, works done so 
hiddenly… so secretly… that your one hand 
has no idea what the other hand is doing, 
those the heavenly Father will reward (cf. vs. 
3-4)

Now this wouldn’t be much of an issue 
except that few people heed this teaching. The 
many would rather heed his earlier teaching 
where Jesus begins the Sermon on the 
Mount by declaring, “… let your light shine 
before others, so that they may see your good 
works and give glory to your Father who is 
in heaven” (Mt. 5:16). In our sinfulness, the 
confusion is understandable. Sinners always 
want to lay claim to the “goodness” of their 
works. They easily equate “good works” and 
“light,” considering that their good works 
shine to the glory of the Father.

However, Jesus is the “light” they are 
to let shine. For me… for you… for all 
sinners… are to heed John the Baptist as 
he declares, “He [Jesus] must increase, and 
I must decrease” (Jn. 3:30). You and I are 
made nothing so that the light of Jesus and 
his works can be something. 

Table Talk: What sort of visible and 
ostentatious works or displays of piety have 
you practiced or seen practiced?

Pray:   Heavenly Father, keep my works 
and piety hidden, even from myself. Amen
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Matthew 6:1-6, 16-20 English Standard Version (ESV)

6 “Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them, for then 
you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven.

2 “Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the 
synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received 
their reward. 

3 But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 

4 so that your giving may be in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

5 “And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites. For they love to stand and pray in the 
synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have 
received their reward. 

6 But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret. 
And your Father who sees in secret will reward you…

14 For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, 

15 but if you do not forgive others their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.

16 “And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces that their 
fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. 

17 But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, 

18 that your fasting may not be seen by others but by your Father who is in secret. And your Father 
who sees in secret will reward you.

19 “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves 
break in and steal, 

20 but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where 
thieves do not break in and steal.
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