Sermon on the Mount overview 5. Matthew 6:1 - 4, 16 - 18; 7:1 – 6
Jesus once told a story about two men who went to the temple to pray. One was a pious and self-righteous Pharisee; the other was a sinful, yet broken-hearted, tax collector. The Pharisee stood in the temple and prayed about himself, openly extolling his own goodness. He thanked God that he wasn’t like other sinners – particularly the tax collector. But the tax collector stood at a distance and would not even look up to God. He was so grief-stricken that he kept hitting his chest and crying, ‘God, have mercy on me. I am a sinner.’ 

If you would have asked the average person in Jesus’ day to describe their idea of a righteous and religious person, they probably would have imagined one of their priests or a man just like this Pharisee: dressed in his pious clothing, and going about his religious routines in the temple. But Jesus uses this parable to teach us about the kind of righteousness and religion that God accepts. To begin with, Jesus’ story makes us ask, ‘To whom are these two men actually speaking?’ As we examine the Pharisee’s prayer, posture, and position in the temple, it seems impossible for us to believe that he is actually speaking to Almighty God. As a religious leader, doesn’t he know that he is a sinner standing before a holy God? Doesn’t he know that God despises the arrogant, but shows compassion to the broken hearted?  The more we reflect on the Pharisee’s words and behaviour, the more we are inclined to believe that he isn’t actually praying to God at all. Instead, he is putting on a religious performance to gain the honour of men. 

In contrast, the tax collector was not in the temple that day to be honoured, or even seen, by others. In Jesus’ day, tax collectors were viewed as traitors and thieves because they gave Israel’s hard earned money to her Roman occupiers, and often collected more tax than was required in order to line their own pockets. As a man guilty of such sins, the tax collector stood at a distance in the temple, hoping not to be noticed by anyone. The fact that he dared not look up into heaven suggests that he wasn’t sure if even God would want to look at him. As a self-confessed sinner, this tax collector had only one hope as he stood in the temple that day. He believed that God is merciful. Although he knew that mercy is a gift from God that can’t be earned or deserved, he hoped that God would see that he was genuinely sorry for his sins, and would look upon him with compassion. His hope was not disappointed. The punch line of Jesus’ story is that it was the tax collector, and not the Pharisee, who went home that day having been made right with God, “For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and everyone who humbles himself will be exalted” (Lk 18:9 – 14).  

This section of the Sermon on the Mount begins with Jesus’ warning us not to do our acts of righteousness before people (Matthew 6:1). But in our secular age, our greatest concern is probably not that we will act in ways that are too overtly religious in order to impress others. On the contrary, we’re probably more concerned with having the courage to pray in public in the first place. So how do we apply this teaching to our secular context? 

Throughout this section of his sermon, Jesus exhorts us to live our lives to honour God instead of living it to gain the praise of people. At times I’m sure we’ve all found ourselves listening to a Bible reading as just another aspect of a church service, or praying merely as a form of religious conversation with other people. Sometimes we might catch ourselves ‘giving to the offering’ or ‘singing a worship song’ instead of doing these things as acts of worship to our God’. Jesus warns us about these things through his hyperbole, “Don’t give dogs what is sacred, and don’t throw pearls before swine” (7:6). In other words, religious acts such as prayer and worship are so sacred that they must be reserved for God alone.  They are wasted as mere religious routines done before sinful audiences just as precious pearls are wasted on pigs. Furthermore, Jesus says that those who do their acts of righteousness merely to gain the praise of people have already received their reward through that fleeting praise. But those who do their acts of righteousness with a sincere heart before God will one day receive from him their eternal reward in heaven. 
