
Mercy Giving that’s for Real 
Matthew 6:2-4 

 

Good morning, everyone.  Turn in your bibles to Matthew 6.  This is Week 2 in a short series, 

which I’m calling “Let’s just be Real,” of teachings from Jesus’ most famous sermon.  And 

today we are going to drill down into one of the areas that we need to be on guard against -- 

moving from something that is real to something that is fake or insincere. 

 

Jesus wanted his followers to grow and change and to become like Him.  But what He did not 

want was for them to pretend to be something they were not.  And in Matthew 6 Jesus 

addresses that. 

 

Jesus would rather each of us just start where we are right now and progress from there, rather 

than to try to jump ahead of where we are merely in people’s perception of us.  So He starts 

with this statement that goes like this: 

 

Matthew 6:1  "Beware of practicing your righteousness before men to be noticed by them; 

otherwise you have no reward with your Father who is in heaven.  

 

Jesus has been teaching thus far about the kind of righteousness that He wants to be 

characteristic of those in His kingdom.  And this passage outlines three areas of righteous deeds 

that actually can take a left turn when our true motives get turned around. 

 

Before I read this text, let’s have a moment of honesty, shall we?  How many of us like it when 

we find out that others think highly of us?  If you’re human, you have to admit that this feels 

good.  And what do human beings do when something we do causes others to think highly of 

us?  Well, we might repeat it to further encourage others high esteem of us.  But when that 

happens we can be doing it for the audience that noticed the first time.  And all of a sudden 

what was real is no longer. 

 

This is the sort of thing that Jesus was concerned about with His following.  Watch what Jesus 

goes on to say: 

 

Matt 6:2-4  "So when you give to the poor, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the 

hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be honored by men. Truly I 

say to you, they have their reward in full.  3 "But when you give to the poor, do not let your left 

hand know what your right hand is doing,  4 so that your giving will be in secret; and your 

Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you.  NASU 

 

Background and context sheds light on the text.  One of the common Jewish practices was 

something called “almsgiving.”  Alms were acts of compassion done towards people in need.  

Often times it took the form of giving money to beggars on the street or making donations at 

the synagogue which were collected for distribution ministry of various kinds to people in need.  

But the spirit of the law was not limited to those forms alone (taking in a stranger with 

hospitality, leaving the corners of the fields unharvested, leaving droppage in the fields to be 

picked up by widows and the destitute).   

 



These things were called for in the Old Testament and were free will offerings over and above 

their required tithes.  God called for these things to set His people apart from the rest of the 

world as generous, merciful, and compassionate. 

 

But the heart and spirit of the law was not always behind the gift.  So Jesus created a 

wonderfully absurd word picture in this text.  Imagine, if you will, a person having a herald with 

trumpet in hand and telling this person “follow me and when I extend my hand to help a poor 

begger I want you to stand by me and start blowing the trumpet.”  Then all eyes will turn 

toward the trumpet and see me show mercy to the poor guy.”  Absurd isn’t it? 

 

Surely this is exaggeration to make a point.  I’ve read that what people did was they would go 

do some almsgiving at the times when the streets were busy and people were everywhere and 

they would be more sure to be seen. 

 

Regardless of how extreme the problem was, Jesus didn’t want this kind of heart to develop in 

His disciples. And He wouldn’t want it with us either. 

 

So what do we learn here about mercy giving that is giving for real? 

 

Lesson 1: Jesus Assumes Compassionate Benevolence From Us 

 

 “When you practice alms...” “When you give to the needy or the poor…”  

 

“When you…”  Jesus is assuming something here, isn’t He?  He is assuming that His followers 

will practice the free will offerings as part of their lifestyle.  Yes, the bigger point of the 

message is on how we practice and the heart behind the practice.  But we shouldn’t let Jesus’ 

assumption of this practice escape our notice. 

 

Giving that is for real has to start with just plain giving.  He fully expects the righteousness 

which He imputes to us at salvation to be expressed in a lifestyle of compassionate acts 

towards others.  The phrase “streets and synagogues” assumes participation in both the 

corporate efforts of many joining together in a common cause as well as the individual alms 

which in that day often took place in the streets as you walked by beggars. 

 

Perhaps you remember the story of Peter in Acts 4, when a lame beggar caught him on his way 

to the synagogue.  Peter responded “Silver and gold have I none, but what I do have I give to 

you in the name of Jesus.  Rise up and walk.” 

 

That was alms giving in the course of life.   

 

As God’s people, Jesus assumes we respond compassionately to needs which present 

themselves to us.  

 

Mercy giving that’s real sees, considers, and responds.  And it doesn’t need to be something 

the whole church is doing.  It doesn’t need to be gathering up people and to help with 

something and make a big splash about it. 

 

It may be like Peter where you look beyond what appears to be the need and consider the 

deeper need. 



 

What else do we learn about mercy giving here? 

 

Lesson 2: Jesus Warns That Generosity Can Become Glory-Seeking 

 

Matthew 6:2 do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in 

the streets, so that they may be honored by men. 

 

The word “honored” is the word glorify.  It’s a worship word. 

 

Look at how sneaky temptation is here.  We are susceptible to temptation even in seemingly 

unsinful matters.  This is really shocking; that our flesh, our ego, and our enemy can turn 

something that is good into something sinful. 

 

Seeking glory from men is for God alone.  God sees this drawing of attention to our acts of 

compassion as seeking to be glorified, which God alone deserves.  This is a step worse than 

idolatry, which ascribes god-like worth to things or people.  This is seeking to be worshipped by 

others in the way God deserves. 

 

When the flesh gets in control, acts of compassion can degenerate into glory-stealing and 

coveting the admiration and adoration of people who live and work around us.   

 

This past year I watched a special documentary series on various football players from the NFL.  

There was one player who during the off season had a street ministry of sorts.  And a reporter 

asked him if he could come along with him one day and see what was going on.  His answer 

was refreshing.  He said on one condition.  No pictures and no video. 

 

This player is deceased now.  But all his teammates maintained that this was a guy who was 

the real thing.  He did what he did out of true compassion, not for notoriety of and for how he 

would be remembered.  Funny thing is that his privacy about those things only increased his 

impact upon others.   

 

One more key lesson to learn about mercy giving is this: 

 

Lesson 3: Jesus Wants Us To Aim For Secrecy in our Mercy Giving 

 

The phrase “don’t let your right hand know what your left hand is doing” is another one of 

those absurdities to get across a point.  Imagine trying to hide what one hand is doing from the 

other.   

 

And I think what may be going on here is that the way we can avoid allowing righteous deeds 

like mercy giving and benevolence to become self-serving and glory-seeking is to just act as God 

would have you act, and then forget about it.  Hide it from yourself.   

 

If you dwell upon what you are doing for God, pride slithers in.   

 

Sometimes we give ourselves the high five in our own mind.  It’s called self-congratulating.  

When we dwell on something, we are more likely to talk about it.   

 



Finally, 

 

Lesson 4: Jesus Wants Our Mercy Giving To Be God-Centered 

 

“your Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you” 

 

The element of privacy and His talk about seeking God’s reward rather than man’s honor seems 

to be a way of Jesus saying “make sure your mercy giving is about God, not about men.” 

 

How do we do that? 

 

Mercy giving is God-Centered when: 

 it’s prompted by God’s Spirit (obedience to God). 

 it’s prompted by compassion and mercy (God’s love flowing through). 

 all thanks and praise is deflected and given to God.   

 is done for the pleasure of the Father.   

 

It’s about God; not us, and not others, and not even merely for the one who has the need. 

 

Conclusion: Let’s Bring It Home 

 

Conclusion: What are some ways you can practice such giving? 

 

Have someone who lives alone to your home for a meal.   

Visit someone who is homebound and just sit with them for awhile. 

 

Stop by and see someone who you know is in the hospital.   

 

When someone is on your mind, call them and just see how they’re doing and what they’ve 

been up to lately. 

 

Go beyond the tithe once in a while, and help someone out with something. 

 

This is when giving gets fun and when the reward is simply the privilege of partnering with God 

in His work. 

 

Then don’t talk about it at small group, or church, or work.  Just do it and let God be glorified 

and your joy be satisfied with that. 

 

That would be Mercy Giving for Real, don’t you think? 


