
What Does It Mean To Just Be Real? 
Matthew 6:1-8, 16-18 

 
Ok, we’re finally back to the Sermon on the Mount, and today we begin Matthew Chapter 6.  In this 
chapter there is a very strong theme about practicing our faith in a real or genuine way.  It’s warning 
about impure motives.  So Chapter 6 will be a short mini-series called “Just Be Real.”  Today’s 
message is “What Does It Mean To Just Be Real.”   
 
In Chapter 6 Jesus’ instructions continue to be an attempt to reprogram people’s minds from the 
current legalistic faith expression that was so prevalent in Jesus’ day into something that was more 
from the heart -- more real and God centered.   It was a time when practicing faith was really more 
about pretending to be something you weren’t, rather than loving God and loving others. 
 
You may recall that in Chapter 5 Jesus taught about a “different kind of righteousness.”  A kind that 
was way beyond what they were accustomed to hearing about.  All through Chapter 5 He exposed the 
righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees as that which was skin deep.  It focused on the letter of the 
law, but not the spirit of the law.  Often times it missed the whole point of a particular teaching or 
command. 
 
Examples: 
“You have heard it said ‘you shall not commit murder,’ but I say to you anyone who has called his 
brother ‘you fool…” 
“You have heard it said ‘you shall not commit adultery,’ but I say to you anyone who looks with lust 
…”   
 
Thinks like that.  In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is teaching about a kind of heart righteousness.  
It’s living out of who you are with genuine love for God and others as the motivation.   
 
So let’s read and see just what He says about just being real. 
 
Matthew 6:1-8, 16-18 
 
So what we have here is a central instruction in vs. 1: “Beware of practicing your righteousness before 
men to be noticed by them; otherwise you have no reward with your Father who is in heaven.”   
 
Then three example areas:  the practices of giving to the poor, prayer, and fasting.  To answer the 
question, “What does it mean to just be real,” we’re going to pull out the three central elements of 
each of these examples, which will help us to see the kind of righteousness that Jesus wants to 
characterize Christian men and women like yourselves. 
 
How does one “practice their righteousness” with sincerity?   

 
  



Element 1)   Audience:  What We Do For God’s Eyes Is What’s Real  
 
In each example area that Jesus references (giving, prayer, fasting), God is personified to have eyes.   
 
Giving to the Poor - Matt 6: 4, …and ayour Father who sees what is done in secret …. 
Praying - v. 6 …and byour Father who sees what is done in secret ....  
Fasting - v. 18 …and your aFather who sees what is done in secret …. 
 
Being real in living out our faith means we are doing what we do for God’s eyes.  We are mindful of 
what He wants and what pleases Him, and we practice righteousness in context of our relationship 
with Him.   
 
Jesus is emphasizing relationship over religion here.   
 
We do learn a few things about our awesome God in this text.  We learn that He sees what is done in 
secret.  God is omnipresent.  Which means He is always near us, always with us.  
 
You’ve heard and probably said the expression about a toddler “you can’t take your eyes off them for 
a minute”, haven’t you? 
 
Some need it more than others.  Angi was home with our children when they were young.  One snowy 
day she had them outside playing in the snow and took her eyes off them for a few minutes while she 
was clearing the sidewalk.  Next thing she knew one of them was lying down in the middle of Hwy K. 
 
Thankfully, our God never takes His eyes off of us.  But here it’s not His watchcare that is emphasized 
so much as us living in the realization that God is right there with us and what we are doing is for Him 
and for His eyes. 
 
It’s the “Watch me, daddy!” that God seems to be looking for from us. 
 
When our kids were little they were always trying to show off to mom and dad.  They wanted us to 
see what they were doing, that is of course when it wasn’t something they were ashamed of. 
 
God wants us to live unto Him.  To live for His pleasure.  He takes great pleasure in us, but sometimes 
we can live as though He isn’t anywhere around. 
 
This is another example of Jesus teaching relationship over religion.   
 
The second element of just being real throughout this text is: 
 
Element 2)  Secrecy:   Who We Are In Secret Is What’s Real  
 
So just like with the phrase “your Father who sees…” is repeated three times, we also have the 
element of secrecy repeated three times. 
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In v.3-4 Jesus says more or less to give in such a way “that your giving will be in secret.”  And in v. 6 
with prayer, have a private place like a closet and “pray to your Father who is in secret.”  And then the 
same sort of thing with fasting, down in v. 17-18.   
 
Given the kind of thing that He indicates was going on, Jesus was calling for some radical change in 
religious culture.  The spiritual culture had become so performance oriented that all the spirituality 
was being drained out of the spiritual disciplines.   
 
Imagine the scene.  Honey, I’m heading downtown to the street corner to have some prayer time.  It 
just about rush hour so I better get going so I can be seen by the most people possible…. 
 
Ok, probably nobody was saying those sorts of things, but that is what it sounded like to God.  So 
Jesus emphasizes the opposite extreme.  Go into your closet.  Why?  Because who we are in secret is 
who we are, and He wants to deal with the real us.  Not the me that is spiritually dressed to impress. 
 
The folks he is talking about here thought they were getting more out of people seeing them, rather 
than God hearing them!  What a perversion of the sacred beauty of prayer!   
 
The central instruction of the text is to “beware” of such insincere methods of practicing our faith.   
Don’t let the beauty of giving and prayer and fasting become ugly by degenerating from real to 
hypocrisy. … losing the vertical and becoming merely horizontal. 
 
Lastly; 
 
Element 3)  Reward:  What We Do For God’s Rewards Is What’s Real 
 
Some people have a hard time with this whole concept, but this element is replete throughout. 
 
In all three examples the statement is made “and your Father will reward you.”  Jesus clearly wants us 
to be who we are and where we are spiritually, not pretending.  He wants us to practice our 
righteousness for God’s eyes, not for mans.  And He wants us to seek God’s rewards, not men’s. 
 
God built us to be motivated both from within and from without.  The bible is full of “if – then” 
phrases.  If you… then God...  God rewards with positive reinforcement and that builds faith. 
 
Take, for example, the practice of tithing.  God’ promises that if we tithe He will rebuke the devourer.  
Mal 3 
 
But it takes faith in God to take the challenge.  The parable of the talents emphasizes the “if – then” 
equation.  God uses positive and negative reinforcement to build our faith in Him and to teach us the 
blessings of living righteous, so that we eventually don’t want to live any other way -- reward or no 
reward.   
 
Prayer, giving, fasting and other practices ultimately are rewarding enough by themselves.  But 
nonetheless, Jesus wants us to focus on God’s response and promises, not what rewards we will 
receive from people. 



 
A lot of people object to the idea of allowing reward and incentive to play a part.  But we need to get 
over that because Jesus apparently wants us to be encouraged by the Father’s rewards. 
 
It’s a mark of faith to believe that God will one day reward certain behavior that may not have an 
altogether pleasant immediate benefit.   
 
What will be our response if or when the time comes that practicing our righteousness gets us thrown 
in jail?  If we are caught up in the short-term rewards, we won’t be who we are when the result is 
pain. 
 
When we do things in the present with a heavenly reward in mind, that is real, genuine faith.  It’s as 
sincere as can be.   
 
Point of Counter Balance: Does practicing our faith for God’s eyes, in secret, and for God’s rewards 
mean that our faith is to go completely underground? 
 
Does Jesus mean that we are to refuse to pray in public, refuse to allow anyone to know what or that 
we have given something, or when someone asks you if you’re fasting to refuse to answer the 
question?   
 
Turn back to Matthew 5:16.   “Let your light so shine before men that they will see your good deeds 
and glorify God.” 
 
Does this sound like a contradiction?  It’s not if your motivation is right.  Both instructions have the 
central motivation of all we do being for the glory of God.  Not for our own glory.   
 
In some circumstances making one’s faith practices visible may get them killed rather than boost their 
reputation.  In Chapter 5 Jesus was warning them about persecution and not letting even that cause 
them to put their light under a basket.   
 
The element of secrecy needs to be a safeguard against living for the wrong audience, not a legalistic 
rule. 
 
When I have fasted, for example, and its supper time.  And I’m home.  Someone will inevitably ask 
“Why isn’t dad eating?”   
 
Our children need to know that mom and dad practice what we are teaching them.   
 
I don’t need to make sure that my kids never see or hear me pray, give, fast or read my bible, etc.  
That is part of setting an example, and it doesn’t mean there is hypocrisy present.   
 
Concerning prayer, we should never be hesitant to pray publicly when called upon.  But neither 
should we pray only when called upon with no private prayer life at all. 
 
Let’s get the spirit of Christ’s instruction and not make legalistic rules about it.   



Conclusion: 
 
What Jesus is after with all this is He wants us to be in love with God, and be who we are and grow 
from where we are.  He wants His people in His churches to be real with their struggles; real with 
their victories; Real, Real Real. 
 
He’s saying to the faith community, “Let’s Just Be Real”. 
 
Get rid of the fake, get rid of the pretending.  Don’t be afraid to be honest about your falls and 
failures, and don’t be bashful about celebrating who God is and what He’s done. 
 
Just be real. 
 
But aren’t you glad Jesus wants real vs. hypocrisy?  Aren’t you glad that He didn’t come to encourage 
pretending and pretence, and the continuation of self-focused religion?  What He opens the door to is 
real.  It’s relationship.  It’s way more than what can be seen with human eyes.  But it should show up 
and be visible. 
 
The world around us hungers for the life He is calling His disciples to in Matthew 6,  and the question 
for all of us is are we going meet their expectations of Christian hypocrisy or are we going to give both 
God and our world something that is simple, genuine and real to the core? 
 
May God help us to “Just Be Real.” 

 
 
 


