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2 Corinthians 9:6-15, Matthew 5:48-6:6
Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
So God call us to be perfect. That sounds a tall order. cf. Before/ after, men’s breakfast.

Two ways from preceding passages: Let your yes be yes and your no be no. In other words our actions should reflect reliability and integrity, which we covered recently. Love your enemies. This means acting with mercy and forgiveness even to those who are our enemies. Peter will be looking at this next week. Today we are looking at the passage following this verse. How can we be perfect? Jesus gives instruction on how to do our acts of righteousness. 

What is an act of righteousness? When we become a Christian we are justified as righteous before God through the atonement of Christ on the Cross...we...are justified freely by his grace, through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus (Romans 3:21-26). When we stand before God, He doesn’t see out sin as we are covered in the righteousness of Christ. However, we are also on a journey of sanctification i.e. to make sanctus /holy, where we are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, through the work of the Holy Spirit (2 Corinthians 2:18). People get confused by not recognising this distinction. We are called to live out our righteousness in Christ by doing acts of righteousness. Here in the Gospel reading Jesus mentions two areas: 

. in our giving 

. and in our praying

In each case, he calls us to ensure that our motive and attitude is right/righteous.

Be careful not to do your acts of righteousness before men, to be seen by them...and when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray in the synagogue and on the street corners to be seen by men. 
Earlier we are charged to: let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven? Is this a contradiction? It may seem a paradox but is in fact different. The difference is in motive. Is what we do for God’s or our glory? Are we seen doing good works, or are we doing good works to be seen? Hypocrites is the Greek word for actor (hypokrites). Jesus is warning against putting on an act, doing things for show and recognition from others. But he goes further. Do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing. How does one do that? Besides not letting other people know what we are doing, there should not even be a self-consciousness, a self-recognition of our actions. How often, even in the quiet of our own thoughts, do we pat ourselves on the back? If this is important to us, this is all we shall receive...you will have no reward from your Father in heaven...they have received their reward in full. Instead of receiving God’s praise and reward, we have robbed ourselves with a very unfulfilling substitute - praise from ourselves and others,

Jesus then applies this to two basic areas of our Christian life, giving and praying. Giving is part of God’s nature. God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son... As we are born of the Spirit, as we spend time with Him, we become more like Him and He expects giving to be part of our nature. Jesus doesn’t say if you give...He says when you give. When we become Christians we recognise that everything belongs to God anyway, including our ability to work and earn. He shares his wealth with us and invites us to be is managers/ stewards. The way we give is often a barometer of our spiritual life. Finance touches and tests the foundation of our dependence on God our Provider. 

Giving righteously means doing so without showing off, blowing our own trumpet, or expecting recognition.  Paul gives directions to the Church in Corinth on how to give. 

Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver...You will be made rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion, and through us your generosity will result in thanksgiving to God. 
He acknowledges the generosity of the Macedonian church who gave as much as they could, and even beyond their means (2 Corinthians 8). They were an example of giving willingly, generously, and joyfully (v.2). We give in gratitude for God’s generosity to us. Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift. 
How should we give? 

Regularly 

On the first day of every week each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income (1 Corinthians 16:2).

The first fruit offering means this is the first payment after being paid. Why does giving in other ways e.g. our time, not excuse us from financial giving? See above. Being part of the planned giving of the church helps this and does not negate giving in ‘secret”. 

Proportionately 

For if the willingness is there, the gift is acceptable according to what one has, not according to what he does not have (2 Corinthians 8:12).

The tithe, 10% is a guideline. I suggest 10% of net goes to our home church, and on the gross, to mission offerings. Or 3 parts - the temple, Levitical priesthood = church, and the poor = mission/charity. No matter how small our income we start with what we have.

Generously 

Whoever sows sparingly will reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously (9:6)

The principle of multiplication goes hand in hand with generosity. Paul gives an agricultural lesson on how the law of sowing and reaping are connected. Hanging onto our little seed means it dies in our hand. Giving it away bears fruit in abundance.  

Cheerfully 

Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God love a cheerful giver (9:7).

God isn’t happy with grumpy, reluctant, legalistic giving, but that which comes from a thankful joyful heart. As we are grateful for all we receive from God, we cheerfully give to Him and to His church and mission...of your own do we give you. 
I praise God for the generous cheerful giving of the people of this church.

The Lord also gives attention to how we pray. Praying is how we communicate and relate to God. Once again, praying in a way to impress others undermines the whole point of prayer. Jesus is correcting any attempt to use prayer as a way of receiving personal praise and recognition. He is more interested in the cry of the heart rather than the eloquence, grammatical correctness, or length of our prayers. E. M, Bounds gives this very helpful guideline to private and public prayer. Our prayer in public should be short and to the point, while our prayer in private should be long as we seek after God’s heart. We often get these mixed up and pray long public prayers and short private ones. This doesn’t mean we should be put off praying, just ensure we are communicating with God for “his sake”, and not with ourselves or others for “our sake.”

I am sure some of you will be thinking, that doesn’t apply to me, as I am not interested in praying in public at all. I hope I don’t offend you too much but the two responses are not dissimilar. Making the excuse that we can’t pray in public can be motivated by fear and what others think, which is just as self-centered as wanting to be noticed. I know because that was once my excuse. There are times when praying with and for one another is part of our discipleship. Saying we can’t is a copout and like saying I don’t need to speak to my husband, wife, children or friends. As we are filled with the Holy Spirit prayer is a natural overflow. We’ll be coming back to the Lord’s Prayer again.  

You may feel your secret giving and prayer goes unnoticed, and is unappreciated, ineffective and insignificant. This is the paradox of the spiritual life. Every prayer, every gift has long term eternal spiritual consequences. We may not see the result now, but one day the veil will be lifted, and the way that small seed has multiplied, grown and born fruit, will be evident. Let us continue to do our acts of righteousness to the glory and honour of Christ our Lord. cf. this Mission Sunday.

Questions
Why are we righteous? Read Romans 3:21-26, 2 Corinthians 3:17-18). What is the difference between justification and sanctification? What are acts of righteousness?

Read Matthew 5:16, 6:1. What is the difference between these two seemingly contradictory statements?

Read Matthew 6:2-4. Why is it so important to not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing? What are these rewards? How can we avoid this trap?

Why is giving so important? Aside from money, what else can we give? Why does giving in other ways e.g. our time, not excuse us from financial giving? Should those who have little be expected to give?  

Read 1 Corinthians 16:2, 2 Corinthians 8:12, 9:6, 9:7. Share testimony and challenges about giving regularly, proportionately, generously and cheerfully. Pray for one another. If you have never prayed out loud, trying giving thanks to the Lord for one thing, and then pray for someone else’s need in one sentence.

How does secret giving and prayer have kingdom effect? 
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