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Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 
[Jesus said to the disciples:] "Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be 

seen by them; for then you have no reward from your Father in heaven. 
2"So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the 

synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they have 
received their reward. 3But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand 
is doing, 4so that your alms may be done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward 
you. 
 5"And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in 
the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they 
have received their reward. 6But whenever 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. 
 16"And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their 
faces so as to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. 
17But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18so that your fasting may be seen not 
by others but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. 
 19"Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and 
where thieves break in and steal; 20but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither 
moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21For where your treasure is, 
there your heart will be also." 
——————————————————————————————————————- 
 

It should not surprise us that a society of consumers can find itself drawn to 
consumerist spirituality.  “What do I get out of this church?”  “What does this 
worship experience do for me?”  “Will this congregation serve the needs of people 
like me?”   These are in fact questions that can help persons critically evaluate their 
relationships in the Body of Christ.  And believe it or not, I have been a proponent of 
what ’s called “church shopping.”  I think it ’s basically a good idea for people to try out 
several congregations, in order to find the best fit for their spiritual needs and for 
their spiritual gifts.    But there is a danger when seeker spirituality becomes 
consumerist spirituality.  For in ever so subtle ways, the focus shifts from God ’s will 
to our satisfaction, from God’s grace to my gain, from worshipping God’s holiness to 
idolizing our special-ness. 
 
About 2000 years ago, Jesus exposed a version of consumerist spirituality, and warned 
against it because it was turning people into hypocrites – people who are not authentic 
or genuine in their faith life.  Hypocrites are described by Jesus as those who perform 
all their religious disciplines, but for ulterior and self-serving ends.  “What am I going 
to get out of this faith practice?”  When this is the main motive, people seeking God 
can turn into hypocrites who are only faking it, while they use the things of God to 
serve themselves.  Matthew’s Gospel records three examples that Jesus specifically 
mentioned as he observed the faith life of those around him.  Two of them relate to 
practices that are still somewhat common to our faith practice: offering contributions 
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and offering prayers.  And the third, although not as common in today ’s faith life, is 
still quite popular in our personal lives: dieting or fasting – going without as much 
food. 
 
And what has Jesus observed?  Well, he sees that there are people who give offerings not 
because they want to give, but because they really want to get.  They give alms for the 
ways the contributions will prove “rewarding” for their own reputation; and will 
“enrich” their feeling good about themselves as compared to others.  Yes, the hands 
are giving, but the eyes are set on getting. 
 
Then Jesus sees others who are praying not to plead a cause before God, but to 
advertise their pedigree before others.  It’s no longer a matter of what they pray for 
God to do for other people; it’s become a matter of what prayer might do for them in 
the eyes of the other people who matter.  Yes, the mouth is full of prayer, but the 
heart is full of vanity. 
 
And then Jesus sees others who are dieting and fasting not to hunger for the ways of 
God, but to “fatten” their chances of being admired by others. Rather than aching 
over how many are literally starving for God’s mercy and grace, they are all hepped up 
about how fasting might “expand” their sense of being known as spiritual.  Yes, their 
appearance is leaner, but their self-centeredness is gluttonous.  
 
“What will this faith practice do…for me?”  Jesus warns us about what happens when 
a spirituality of seeking God becomes a spirituality of idolizing oneself.  The result is 
hypocrites who are no longer genuine and authentic with their faith, but self-serving 
and vainly perverse.  Now, many people champion the way Jesus exposes religious 
hypocrites and hypocrisy; but then they use Jesus ’criticisms as an excuse for them not 
to be religious at all.  Jesus does criticize the way hypocrites practice their religion; but 
notice that he still very much commands of us religious practices…and disciplines.  
We live in a world that is shying away from traditional religious practices and faith 
disciplines – a world that assumes personal faith and spiritual growth will just 
somehow happen.  And so for our world, one does not have to be too serious about a 
faith discipline or spiritual practice.   
 
Jesus criticizes hypocritical faith practices, to be sure; but he still directs us to practice 
faith disciplines of giving offerings, praying, and fasting – just in a different way.  The 
type of spiritual life that Jesus seems to commend is one whose faith discipline is by 
and large secret, hidden from the world, and unknown to others, except to the One 
who sees all in secret.  And the result is that these persons of God are going to appear 
rather ordinary and indistinguishable from the hoi polloi of even worldly folk.  They 
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are going to be more like God’s secret agents.  Now, a lot of people like this idea 
because they like the notion of not having to be religious.  But again, this is not what 
Jesus intends.  The truly righteous are very religious in practicing their faith, with 
alms-giving, prayer, and fasting; and yet they do these things not to be seen by others, 
but because they know that they are always being seen and judged and held 
accountable by the One who is vastly more important than anyone else, and who as 
God sees things as they really are.  Truly special in their spiritual life, yet by and large 
indistinguishable from regular folk; truly authentic and genuine in their faith 
discipline, yet seemingly ordinary in manner and appearance – what kind of saints 
would these be?   
 
“Watermarks…”   A watermark is a special figure or design that has been imprinted 
on the still watery pulp mixture that ’s in the last stage of becoming paper.  
Watermarks attest to the authenticity of a paper manufacturer’s product and the 
genuineness of its quality, but watermarks are hardly noticeable...until the paper is 
held up to the light.  Nineteenth century stamps in England and America bore barely 
noticeable watermarks that would nevertheless distinguish them from counterfeits.   
Watermarks designate authenticity, indicate genuineness, and attest to value, while 
being all but unnoticeable…until held up to the light. 
 
“Watermarks…”  In the waters of baptism, God leaves by the Word of the Lord and 
the seal of the Spirit  “watermarks” on those who belong to Christ.  There are marks 
that distinguish us as the people of God, marks that attest to our authenticity as 
followers of Christ, marks that indicate the genuineness of our faith practice, and yet 
marks that can be hardly noticeable until we are held up to the Light.  In each of our 
Wednesday updates during the next 5 weeks of Lent, I’ll be asking you to explore 5 
watermarks or distinguishing characteristics of genuine Christian life: 
 
1. Learning God’s Word.  Are we just going to go along with a Biblically illiterate world?  
Or should we not have a discipline of learning and exploring the Word that is Life for 
us?  Our congregation’s Faith, Family, and Fellowship sessions, personal devotional 
booklets, a Bible Study group, a kitchen-table discussion of a sermon – the chambers 
can be very different, but the Word of God is the same lifeblood at the heart of the 
Church. 
 
2. Prayer.  More and more who came to my confirmation classes could not recite the 
Lord ’s Prayer; and more than we would like seem to live in families with no common 
prayer life. 
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3. Faith Conversations.  In so many of the personal remembrances that loved ones offer 
during a funeral, people will mention everything else about their loved one’s life, but 
not his or her faith and what it meant to their loved one.  Could this be because we 
are not talking to loved ones about our faith and what it means to us? 
 
4.  Sharing the Community of the Church.  One of the worrisome effects of the Covid 
pandemic is how it affected in-person gatherings of the faithful.  Live-streaming, 
Zoom, and other technologies have sure helped us maintain contact, but they can be 
poor substitutes for the real community of the church.  How do we maintain the 
person-to-person “mutual consolation of the brethren” as a means of grace?   
 
5. Acts of service.  Nothing helps us battle the temptation of the self-centeredness in 
consumerist spirituality like service to others.  It’s not about me; it ’s about God’s love 
through me to others. 
 
Our hope is that as we hold ourselves up to the Light of Christ, we will be better able 
to see those practices which make us authentic in Christian life and genuine in 
Christian faith.  Watermarks…  Sheets of paper exist to eventually bear a message.  
Paper of quality and value is usually used for messages that are meant to be important 
or special.  As I prepare funeral sermons, I am so often aware that our lives carry 
messages.  On the sheet of our life there is a message about what has been important, 
special, and even holy to us.  On the sheet of your life, there will be a faith message 
that others will read.  And our lives will be held up to the Light to see which is the 
genuine article, and which is counterfeit.   
 
God uses the baptismal watermarks we’ve mentioned to stamp our lives with 
authentic witness to the call of Christ, genuine service to the love of God, and special 
trust in the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Watermarks…  “You have been sealed by the 
Holy Spirit and marked with the Cross of Christ forever.”  At first glance, ordinary 
like the rest; but held up to the Light, real quality. 

 


