
“The Disciplines of Authentic Faith”!
Matthew 6:2-18!

Most of us are familiar with the story, “Pilgrim’s Progress,” written by John Bunyan in 1678.  
Benjamin Franklin said he supposed it to be “more generally read than any other book except, 
perhaps, the Bible.”  The full title of the book is, “The Pilgrim’s Progress from this World to that 
Which is to Come.”  It is about a man named Christian who leaves his home in the City of 
Destruction to the Celestial City.  The story is an allegory of the Christian life and how the 
journey of faith involves difficulty as we make our way as believers from earth to heaven.  On 
the path to the Celestial City, Christian discovers salvation and grows to maturity.  He meets 
many interesting characters along the way, some of whom are deceptive and dangerous and try 
to talk him out of his difficult journey.  Two of these characters are a well-dressed duo named 
Formalist and Hypocrisy.  Having come through the only gate, Christian was traveling the right 
road and was surrounded by a wall on both sides. !

Here’s what Bunyan writes:!

[Christian] saw two men come tumbling over the wall on the left side and onto the path. They 
immediately came toward Christian. The name of the one was Formalist, and the name of the 
other was Hypocrisy. Soon they were walking with Christian on the path. Christian immediately 
began to engage them in conversation.!

Christian asked, “Gentlemen, where did you come from, and where are you going?”!

Formality and Hypocrisy replied, “We were born in the land of Vain-Glory and are going to 
Mount Zion where we expect we will receive both praise and honor.”!

“Why didn’t you enter by the gate that stands at the beginning of the way? Don’t you know that it 
is written that ‘he who does not come in by the door but climbs up some other way is a thief and 
a robber’?”!

Formalist and Hypocrisy answered that to go to the gate in order to enter into the way was 
considered by them and all their countrymen to be too inconvenient and roundabout, especially 
since they could shorten the journey by simply climbing over the wall, as they had done.!

“But won’t this be seen as trespassing?” Christian asked. “Don’t you think the Lord of the City 
for which we are bound must count it as a violation of His revealed will?”!



Formalist and Hypocrisy told Christian not to worry about it since it had been the custom of their 
land for more than a thousand years.!

“But,” asked Christian, “will your custom stand up in a court of law?”!

They replied, “This custom of entering the way by taking a shortcut has been going on as a 
long-standing practice for more than a thousand years and would be ruled as a legal practice by 
any impartial judge. And besides,” they added, “as long as we get into the way, what does it 
matter how we get in? If we are in, we are in. You came into the way through the narrow gate, 
and we came tumbling over the wall, and since we are both in, who is to say that your chosen 
path is better than ours?”!

Christian told them, “I walk by the rule of my Master; you walk by the rude working of your own 
notions. You are condemned as thieves already by the Lord of the way; therefore, I doubt you 
will be found as true men at the end of the journey. You came in by yourselves, without His 
direction, and will go out by yourselves, without His mercy.”!

To this they had little to say, except to tell Christian to mind his own business. Then I saw that 
Formalist and Hypocrisy went along with Christian, saying only that as far as the laws and 
ordinances were concerned, they would obey them as conscientiously as Christian. They added 
that they saw no difference between themselves and Christian except for the coat he wore, 
which they speculated was given to Christian to hide his shame and nakedness.!

Christian responded, “You will not be saved by keeping laws and ordinances. You cannot be 
saved, because you did not come in by the door. As for the coat that is on my back, it was given 
to me by the Lord of the place where I am going and is, as you say, a cover for my nakedness. I 
take it as a token of His kindness to me, for I had nothing but rags before. Besides, I take some 
comfort in the fact that when I come to the gate of the City, the Lord of that place will surely 
recognize me since it is His coat on my back, a coat that He gave me the day that He stripped 
me of my rags.!

“I also have a mark on my forehead, which perhaps you have not noticed. One of my Lord’s 
most intimate associates placed it on my forehead the day that my burden fell off my shoulders.  
Also I have been given a scroll to read as a comfort to me as I make my journey. I was also told 
to turn it in at the Celestial Gate as an assurance that I will be welcomed into the Celestial City. I 
doubt you have any interest in all these things since you did not come in at the gate.”!



To this, Formalist and Hypocrisy gave no reply. They just looked at each other and laughed.!

They all came to the foot of the hill called Difficulty.  The Way of the King led over the hill.  It was 
very rough and very steep, but Christian knew that he must not turn away from it.  Formalist and 
Hypocrisy were a little way behind Christian, and when they came to the hill they saw two paths, 
which turned one to the right and the other to the left out of the straight road.  “What is the good 
of climbing up that steep place?” they said.  “These two paths are smooth and easy, and as they 
go round the hill they must come into the King’s Way again on the other side.”!

So Formalist said, “I will go along this path,” and Hypocrisy said, “I will go along that one,” and 
they parted, believing they would meet again very soon.  Now, if they had entered by the 
Wicket-gate, they would have known, as Christian did, that the straight road was the only safe 
one; but I am sorry to tell you that both these foolish men were lost because they had not taken 
the trouble to obey the King and begin their pilgrimage in the right way.!

Formalist and Hypocrisy had an outward appearance of religion, but they did not possess 
authentic faith as did Christian.!

Jesus began in verse 1 by warning us against practicing outward righteousness for the sake of 
appearances, which is the essence of hypocrisy.  One of Satan’s most effective ways of 
undermining the power and witness of the church is through hypocrisy.  You will often discover 
hypocrisy in two forms.  The first form involves unbelievers masquerading as believers.  The 
second form involves believers who are in disobedience pretending to be spiritual.  Whatever 
form it comes in, hypocrisy is a serious thing.  !

A hypocrite is a person who wears a mask.  He puts up a front to convince others that he is 
something which in reality he is not.  His walk does not line up with his talk.  Or, he 
masquerades behind an exterior facade of faith with no true possession of faith.!

Beginning in verse 2, Jesus goes on to give three examples of outward righteousness—giving, 
praying and fasting.!

He begins each section by saying, “When you give…”  He says, “When you pray…When you 
fast.”  Notice He says “when” and not “if.”  This implies that such actions are practiced in the 
lives of authentic disciples.  However, they must be born from the proper heart attitude and not 
for the sake of appearances.  He says:!



• “When you give, don’t be like the hypocrites who give to be praised by others.”!

• “When you pray, don’t be like the hypocrites who pray to be heard by others.”!

• “When you fast, don’t be like the hypocrites who fast to be seen by others.”!

Instead, He tells His disciples to practice these spiritual disciplines in secret so that the Father 
who sees in secret will give a true reward.  !

The disciplines of giving, praying and fasting are basic and simple disciplines that are to be 
practiced in the lives of authentic believers.  Of course this in no way means that they are easy.  
Spiritual discipline practiced from a heart of faith is what God expects in the lives of believers.  
The inward attitude precedes the outward action.!

I want us to look at these three disciplines that Jesus mentions in this passage—giving, praying, 
and fasting—and we will consider how they are practiced in the lives of authentic believers as 
opposed to those whom Jesus refers to as ‘hypocrites.’!

1.  Authentic faith DEMONSTRATES true generosity (6:2-4)!

“Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the 
synagogue and in the streets, that they may be praised by others.  Truly, I say to you, they have 
received their reward.  But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your 
right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret.  And your Father who sees in secret 
will reward you.”!

I find it interesting that the first discipline of authentic faith that Jesus mentions is the discipline 
of giving.  The subject of generosity is one that is frequently taken up in Scripture.  Jesus is the 
ultimate picture of generosity, and authentic disciples reflect His character.!

Giving is something that doesn’t come natural to us, given the fact of our fallen sinful nature.  
We want to consume, not contribute.  There is something innate within us that wants to acquire 
stuff rather than part with it.  !

Our desire to receive is even seen in the way that we give.  I know that sounds contrary, but it is 
true.  Giving can be motivated by selfishness.  If you and I give for the sake of getting, we’ve 
missed out on the true blessing that comes through being generous.  We become no different 
than the very hypocrites that Jesus speaks of right here in these verses. !



The MOTIVE behind our giving!

Jesus says, “When you give, don’t sound a trumpet.”  In other words, don’t give for the sake of 
recognition.  Don’t call attention to yourself.  This is the way that the hypocrites gave.  They 
loved to seek out the praise and admiration of others.!

“Praised” - word used is ‘doxazo’ which means to glorify!

Matthew 5:16 - “In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see 
your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.”!

The hypocrites gave with the glory of themselves in mind, not the glory of God.  Both cowardice 
and hypocrisy must be avoided.  A good rule of thumb to go by is given by A.B. Bruce, “We are 
to show when tempted to hide and hide when tempted to show.”  !

Augustine - “The love of honor is the deadly bane of true piety.  Other vices bring forth evil 
works but this brings forth good works in an evil way.”!

The MANNER of our giving!

Jesus says, “When you give, don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.”  Be so 
discreet in the way that you give that you remove yourself from the limelight.  The only audience 
we should seek when it comes to giving is God.!

Noted historian Alfred Edersheim writes that there was a special and out of the way place in the 
Temple where humble Jews could leave their gifts without being noticed.  Another place was 
reserved for those who were poor and didn’t want to be seen asking for help.  The name of the 
location was called the Chamber of the Silent.!

Some gave while others were helped, and it was all discreet so as not to attract attention to 
oneself.  !

This passage does not mean that all of our external acts of generosity need to be done in 
absolute secrecy.  It does mean that they must be done from a heart that is motivated by love 
for God, not love for applause.!

The MODEL of our giving!



Though this is not explicit in the text, our perfect example that we look to as disciples is the life 
of Jesus.  He is the Sermon on the Mount.  We imitate Him as His disciples.  This true in the 
area of giving.  Jesus is the perfect example of how to give.!

2 Corinthians 8:9 - “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was 
rich, yet for your sake He became poor, so that you by His poverty might become rich.”!

Everything that He teaches in the Sermon on the Mount flows from His righteous character, 
which is the righteous character that He gives to those who trust Him.  He lives His life through 
us, and one of the proofs of Christ in us will be a generous spirit.!

The New Testament teaches us as disciples that:!

• Generosity demonstrates reliance upon God!

• Generosity is sacrificial and not measured by the size of the gift, but by what is kept for 
oneself!

• Generosity has nothing to do which how much a person has!

• Generosity understands the nature of spiritual blessings!

• Generosity is a matter of one’s own heart!

• Generosity is in response to need!

• Generosity is a matter of love and not law!

Kent Hughes - “What are the guiding principles we can draw from this?  The true believer gives 
and serves to please God—not the fleeting approval of man.  Also, our lives are to be given to 
uncalculating generosity.  And as we help others we must guard our eyes from wandering from 
those we are helping to the observers.”!

Possessing a generous spirit that is motivated by a love for God is one of the most basic and 
clearest demonstrations that someone has an authentic faith in Jesus Christ.!

It is evidence of His righteous character in the believer.!

2.  Authentic faith DEPENDS upon God through prayer (6:5-15)!



“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…”!

A second spiritual discipline that characterizes authentic faith is praying.  Much like giving, 
prayer is not a matter of “if,” but a matter of “when.”  Disciples of Jesus are known as people 
who practice prayer.!

Prayer is private communion with God.  God speaks to us through His Word, and we speak to 
Him through prayer.!

In the same way that He warns against an ostentatious display of giving for the sake of man’s 
applause, Jesus also warns against praying to appear righteous before others.  In order to 
safeguard ourselves against hypocrisy, Jesus gives us some instructions for our prayer lives as 
His disciples.!

True prayer must be SINCERE (v. 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.”!

Jesus is not condemning public prayer in these verses, but prayer to appear righteous and 
spiritual in the eyes of others.  Again, He is dealing with the hidden motives of the heart.!

The hypocrites loved the spotlight—street corners and synagogues.!

Public prayer was a priority in the life of the early church, and it should be a priority in our 
church as well.  However, the heart must be sincere in order for prayer with others to be 
effective.!

When believers are engaged in prayer, it is the ultimate activity in which their souls can be 
engaged.  It is the essence of fellowship with God.  And yet it remains possible for us to be in 
the posture of prayer, saying all the right words, and all the while our prayers never rise beyond 
self.  !

This shows us how subtle sin is.  Even our attempts at spirituality can be tainted and corrupted 
and rendered ineffective.!



True prayer begins in SECRET (v. 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.”!

Before it is ever public, prayer is private.  Public prayer will only be as powerful and effective as 
private prayer.  Our prayer meetings as believers ought to flow out of personal prayer in our 
prayer closet.!

Prayer in secret allows for no showing off.  There is no one there to impress in the prayer closet.  
It is just you and God.  The true litmus test of your spiritual life is what happens in the private 
places that only you and He know about.!

True prayer is SIMPLE (v. 7)!

“And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they 
will be heard for their many words.  Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need 
before you ask Him.”!

The Gentile nations that surrounded Israel were known for their idolatrous practices, and their 
prayer rituals involved a frenzy and repetitious incantations that were repeated over and over 
again.  The thought was that the more a person said something, the more inclined their god was 
to hear.!

An illustration of this can be found in 1 Kings 18 where the prophet Elijah confronted the false 
prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel.!

1 Kings 18:26-29 - “And they took the bull that was given them, and thy prepared it and 
called upon the name of Baal from morning until noon, saying, ‘O Baal, answer us!’  But 
there was no voice, and no one answered.  And they limped around the altar that they 
had made…And they cried aloud and cut themselves after their custom with swords and 
lances, until the blood gushed out upon them.  And as midday passed, they raved on 
until the time of the offering of the oblation, but there was no voice.  No one answered; 
no one paid attention.”!

Jesus referred to such prayers as “empty phrases.”!



“Heap Up Empty Phrases” - word in Greek is ‘battalogeo’ and means babble, nonsense, and 
meaningless words!

Without the right audience and right attitude, prayer is meaningless.!

True prayer is SUBMISSIVE (v. 9-15)!

“Pray then like this…”!

Jesus gives us a model for prayer in these verses and shows us that true prayer is worship and 
submission to our Father.  True submissive prayer is offered unto the Father through the Lord 
Jesus Christ and in the Holy Spirit.!

It is not hypocritical and superficial pretense.  It is not some mechanical and formulaic 
expression.  It is not ritual.  Prayer is an intimate conversation between children and their 
Father.  Such praying demonstrates an authentic faith that is dependent upon God and not self. !

3.  Authentic faith DENIES the self for spiritual growth (6:16-18)!

“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.  But 
when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, 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.”!

Authentic faith demonstrates true generosity, and it depends upon God through prayer.  One 
other example that Jesus gives us in these verses is fasting, showing us that authentic faith 
deprives the self for spiritual growth.!

Self-deprivation flies in the face of today’s mindset of self-exaltation.!

Fasting is the the ultimate spiritual discipline that is practiced in our lives for the purpose of 
denying the self.!

We know much about feasting, but not so much about fasting!  Yet here in this passage, Jesus 
assumes fasting as a regular part of the disciple’s spiritual life.  !

What fasting is!



A good working definition for ‘fasting’ is that it involves abstaining from food for measured 
periods of time in order to heighten my hunger for God and for the things of God.!

Fasting is the willful deprivation of one’s basic needs with a spiritual goal in mind.  It is forgoing 
basic necessities such as food for a season of greater focus on God and greater clarity from 
God.!

Fasting is depriving the self.  This is counter to everything the world around us says.  We 
naturally want to indulge the self in whatever the self desires.  Jesus said that true discipleship 
is self-denial.!

Luke 9:23 - “And He said to them all, If anyone would come after Me, let him deny himself 
and take up his cross daily and follow Me.”!

“Deny” - basic meaning is to refuse; to say no !

The world around us, fallen nature within us, and the enemy against us constantly tempt us to 
say ‘yes’ to the self.  Because we value freedom here in western culture, the autonomy of the 
self has been elevated to god-like status.  This is why consumerism and self-indulgence 
abounds in our generation, even at the expense of others around us.  The discipline of fasting is 
one way in which we put self to death.!

What fasting does!

Just like He did with giving and praying, Jesus says in verse 16, “When you fast.”  He says that 
fasting is a discipline that is to be sought after in the lives of His disciples.  The reason is that 
fasting with the right attitude and from the right motivation has great spiritual benefit in our lives.!

• Fasting for spiritual endurance!

Jesus told His disciples, “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”  We need endurance and 
strength in our faith, and one of the ways that such strength is secured is through prayer and 
fasting.!

In many ways, our lives are the sum total of our hungers.  What we hunger for is what we 
pursue.  Often what we pursue is what dominates us and has control over us.!



1 Corinthians 6:12 - “All things are lawful for me, but not all things are helpful.  All things 
are lawful for me, but I will not be dominated by anything.”!

• Fasting for spiritual breakthrough!

Sometimes, we feel stuck and stagnant in the faith.  Fasting is one of the tools that God has 
given to us to break through barriers in our spiritual lives.  It is a tool that God has given us to 
break the patterns of not doing the things that we most deeply want to do.!

• Fasting for spiritual stronghold!

There are some spiritual strongholds that can only be broken by the power of God that is 
supplied through prayer and fasting.!

Mark 9:28-29 - “And when He had come into the house, His disciples asked Him privately, 
‘Why could we not cast [the unclean spirit] out?’  So He said to them, ‘This kind can 
come out by nothing but prayer and fasting.’”!

• Fasting for spiritual direction!

We read in the book of Acts that the church in Antioch were praying and fasting when the Holy 
Spirit impressed upon their hearts to set apart Saul and Barnabas for the work God has 
prepared for them. Perhaps much of the work remains undone because we've failed to secure 
power and direction that only comes through prayer and fasting.!

Giving, praying, and fasting—these are characteristics of authentic faith that is born from the 
proper heart motive.  They are not practiced to earn acceptance with God, but because we've 
been accepted by God through faith in Christ.  These disciplines are not an ostentatious display 
of righteous behavior to look good, but are actions that flow from a heart that loves Christ and 
lives in His grace.  Authentic believers who have turned from their sin and have placed their faith 
in Jesus Christ will reflect His character.  Because of their love for God and the life of Christ 
within them, they will demonstrate true generosity, depend upon God through prayer, and will 
deny self as they follow Christ in discipleship.


