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Practice Righteousness  |  Matthew 6:1-6; 16-21  |  March 5, 2017 

Beware of practicing your righteousness… (6:1) 

Practicing = poieiv  [Present Active Infinitive – poieo] 

TDNT, Vol. VI 

God’s Action as Creator and in Dealings with Man.  458 

In the Septuagint [Greek translation of Hebrew text]:  A considerable number of more than 3200 

poieo references in the LXX relate to God’s action…  Yahweh created heaven and earth, the 

individual parts of creation and man (Gn. 1:1-2:3).  459 

The LXX very often speaks of God’s dealings in history.  These dealings are usually with Israel as a 

whole or, from the time of the prophets, with the Gentiles, and only occasionally with leading 

individuals…  Yahweh’s dealings bring help and salvation to His people.  The classic texts for this 

are the Exodus tradition: 

Then Moses said to the people, “Remember this day in which you came out from Egypt, out 

of the house of slavery, for by a strong hand the Lord brought you out from this place…  

You shall tell your son on that day, ‘It is because of what the Lord did for me when I came 

out of Egypt.’”  Exodus 13:3, 8  460 

In the New Testament:  The NT takes it for granted that God is Creator…  It is easy to discern the 

main elements in the NT use of the poieo group for the creative activity of God.  462-463 

With regard to God’s poieo [action] apart from the work of creation it is characteristic that the 

word is less often used for God’s judicial punishment and more often used with reference to His 

helping and redeeming activity…  His work surpasses all that we can ask or think in Eph 3:20…  

Finally God will make all things new, Rev 21:5.  Hence Christians, as those who are raised up with 

Christ and set in the heavenly world, are God’s poiema [workmanship/masterpiece].  God 

performs what He has promised, Rom 4:21; 9:28.  He completes what He has begun as He who 

calls, 1 Thess 5:24.  464 

Man in His Word before God.  465 

The idea that man should do what is commanded and not do what is forbidden, and that it is God 

who commands and forbids, and who demands an account from man, derives from the OT and is 

upheld in the NT.  The objects of commanded or forbidden action are largely formulated as in the 

LXX.  479 

Man’s work and his salvation.  The questioning of human action is carried through far more 

radically in the NT than in later Judaism, where this movement only begins.  For in the NT the 

pious work of man experiences both judgment and so establishment on a new level.  The 

movement of conversion centered on the earthly Jesus sharpens the question of what man is 

commanded to do: 
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And as he [Jesus] was setting out on his journey, a man ran up and knelt before him and 

asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  And Jesus said to him, 

“Why do you call me good?  No one is good except God alone.  You know the 

commandments: ‘Do not murder, Do not commit adultery, Do not steal, Do not bear false 

witness, Do not defraud, Honor your father and mother.’”  And he said to him, “Teacher all 

these I have done from my youth.”  And Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said to him, 

“You lack one thing: go, sell all that you have and give to the poor, and you will have 

treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.”  Disheartened by the saying, he went away 

sorrowful, for he had great possessions.   

Mark 10:17-22  479 

Though [Jesus] preaching relates to the OT and specifically to the demands of the Torah (Lk 

10:28), it is nevertheless plain that Jesus was sturdily independent of the Torah.  For although He 

accused His opponents of desecrating the temple (Mk 11:17), cultic matters and ritual demands 

are less prominent.  The poiein of fasting (Lk 5:33) and cultic purity (Mk 7:8) is depreciated, and 

the non-observance of the Sabbath is advocated.  The concrete act of love to the neighbor is the 

important thing; God’s demands are also intensified in motivation as well as concreteness.  The 

claims of man on God are radically negated (Lk 17:10).  The attack not only criticizes materially 

the requirements of the Pharisees and the Torah, Mt 6:1; 23:3, 5…  The work which Jesus requires 

of man is thus made possible only in the sense that it is confronted equally by an unparalleled 

sharpening of the demand and a divine Yes to man which excludes all merit and is uttered without 

any presuppositions.  In this teaching, as distinct from that of later Judaism, the problem of 

human action is pressed, to the advantage of right conduct.  480 

At the end of this survey of the NT material brief reference may be made to poiein with material 

objects.  Rarely it can mean “to do” (Mt 6:3) or “to bring about” (Mt 26:73).  Usually, however, it 

means “to bring forth”…   In metaphors (Mk 4:32; Rev 22:2) it needs no interpretation, but it 

usually represents the action of the man addressed, who is to bring forth fruits (Mt 3:10), or the 

growth of the Church (Eph 4:16).  483-484 

Rithteousness = dikaiosyne   

NIDNTT, Vol. 3 

Righteousness in the OT is not a matter of actions conforming to a given set of absolute legal 

standards, but of behavior which is in keeping with the two-way relationship between God and 

man.  355 

The NT uses the words of this group in many different ways.  The adjective dikaios occurs in 

almost all books, most often in Matt and Paul (17 times each)…  In Matthew dikaiosyne occurs at 

Matt 3:15; 5:6, 10, 20; 6:1, 33; 21:32.  360 

Matthew’s doctrine of righteousness is central to his message…  Jesus was particularly concerned 

to address sinners rather than the righteous (Matt 9:13) who imagined that they had no need of it.  

Admittedly, he did not dispute the righteousness of such men, for, in the rabbinic tradition, he 

could speak of the righteous men who were exemplars to Israel (Matt 10:41; 13:17; 23:15, 29).  
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The conflict with the Pharisees and scribes who fancied that they were in the way of righteousness 

(Matt 23:27) arose only because they could not see their righteousness as the free gift of God, and 

so did not submit to John’s baptism (Matt 21:23).  They murmured because God’s calling of men 

was in the nature of a free gift and had nothing to do with just rewards (Matt 20:13-15).  They 

adopted towards other men a “holier than thou” attitude, but Jesus taught that separation 

between the wicked and the righteous was something reserved for the final judgment of God (Matt 

13:49).  360 

In teaching this, however, Jesus was not seeking to soften the demands of God’s revealed will; on 

the contrary:  “Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never 

enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 5:20).  Jesus intensified the torah or repealed it (Matt 5:21 

ff.), depending on the character and work of God, who, as the baptism of John reveals, loves his 

enemies and therefore sends rain upon the just and the unjust (Matt 5:44).  Should the practice of 

such righteousness bring about a conflict with the letter of the law, then that man is blessed who, 

like Jesus himself, is persecuted ‘for righteousness’ sake (Matt 6:33).  But this righteousness is not 

to be displayed before the eyes of men (Matt 6:1); to do so is to seek a reward from men and not 

from God, as do the Pharisees who, like whitewashed tombs, appear righteous in the eyes of men, 

but within (and so in God’s sight) are full of unclean thoughts (Matt 23:27).  360 

When you give to the needy… (6:2) 

Give = poieo  [See Above] 

Needy = eleimosunen 

TDNT, Vol. II 

In the NT eleimosunen is found only in the sense of “benevolent activity,” and always to the 

poor (“almsgiving”): Matt 6:2-4; Lk 11:41; 12:33; Acts 3:2 f., 10; 9:36; 10:2, 4, 31; 24:17.  The 

expression [“give to the needy”] is common as in the OT…  That almsgiving is a particular exercise 

of piety for the Jews, along with praying and fasting, is presupposed in Matt 6; Acts 10:4, 31.  

Together with prayer, it is also a Christian exercise in the Didache [2nd century].  486 

And when you pray…  (6:5) 

Pray = proseuchomai 

NIDNTT, Vol. 2 

In the NT the most comprehensive term for “to pray” is proseuchomai.  It denotes prayer in 

general, and may be used without further qualification.  855 

In the OT prayer is all-important because of that which both characterizes and constitutes the 

nation of Israel, his relation to his God.  The whole history of Israel is therefore permeated and 

borne along by prayer.  At all its important points man is found in converse with God.  862 

In the NT prayer is in all respects as it had developed in the OT…  The early church bears witness 

to the fact that it regards Jesus Christ as its Lord and its living head, who, having conquered 
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death, is alive for evermore.  Consequently one can enter into living, personal contact with him, 

talking with him just as one did when he was on earth (cf. Acts 9:10-16; 2 Cor 12:8 f.).  It follows 

that genuine prayer is not monologue but dialogue, in which the person praying is often silent in 

order to listen to Jesus’ word and command.  As in the OT, therefore, prayer is something very 

personal and specific, a genuine conversation with God or Jesus Christ.  And since the NT believer 

knows God as his Father, with even greater clarity than anything his OT counterpart could have 

enjoyed, his praying proceeds from a childlike trust, as expressed in the typical NT form of address 

“Father”, which Jesus taught his disciples to use.  867 

NT prayer can be about anything, from the smallest matter to the greatest, from the affairs of 

today to those of eternity…   In Matt 6 as in Lk 11 the Lord’s Prayer is embedded in longer 

discourses concerning true prayer (Matt 6:5-15; Lk 11:1-13); it must be marked by simplicity, 

concentration, discipline, patient confidence – and obedience.   

Where your treasure is… (6:21) 

Treasure = thesaurus 

“What is deposited,” “store,” especially of what is valuable, “treasure”…  In the NT the word is 

used literally for “treasure” at Matt 13:44; Hb 11:26, and figuratively of the inner store in the heart 

of man at Matt 12:35.  It is normally used in the NT in context in which there is contrast between 

heavenly and earthly treasure.  Thus Jesus takes up the Jewish image and teaching that man 

should not assemble earthly and material things, but that he should do good actions by which the 

righteous lay up treasure in heaven (Matt 6:19-21)…  In Col 2:3 Paul speaks of the treasures of 

wisdom and knowledge which are hidden in Christ, as distinct from illusory, earthly wisdom (2:4, 

8).  In 2 Cor 4:7 he describes the glory of the new life of Christians as treasure which is carried in 

the fragile and coarse vessels of the earthly body.  136-137 

Henri Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus, (Crossroad 1995). 

Christian leaders cannot simply be persons who have well-informed opinions about the burning 

issues of our time.  Their leadership must be rooted in the permanent, intimate relationship with 

the incarnate Word, Jesus, and they need to find there the source for their words, advice, and 

guidance.  Through the discipline of contemplative prayer, Christian leaders have to learn to listen 

again and again to the voice of love and to find there the wisdom and courage to address 

whatever issue presents itself to them…  When we are securely rooted in personal intimacy with 

the source of life, it will be possible to remain flexible without being relativistic, convinced without 

being rigid, willing to confront without being offensive, gentle and forgiving without being soft, and 

true witnesses without being manipulative.  31-32 


