
 

THE WAY OF THE COMMUNITY: THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW 

Chapter 6: Whose Prayer? 

Open with Prayer 

Review  
As we study the Sermon on the Mount, remember that Jesus is laying out a 

rough sketch of what a community of disciples who live according to God’s Reign 
might look like.

So far, we have outlined the sermon in this way:
Identity: Who Makes Up the Alternative Community? Matthew 5:3-16 

includes the Beatitudes, verses on being salt and light
The Law: What Guidelines Rule our Alternative Community? Matthew 5:17-48

in which Jesus reinterprets the Law, stresses interior motivations

Today, we will look closely at Matthew chapter 6, and examine what Jesus is 
trying to communicate in this part of his sermon.

Worship: How Does the Alternative Community Relate to God? Matthew 6:1-18  

Read Matthew 6:1-18 together. 

As we know, the Temple in Jerusalem no longer exists. The Temple had been 
the center of Jewish worship; every male Jew was required to make a pilgrimage to 
the Temple every year and make an offering. The Temple was commonly believed to 
be the place where God lived and presided over creation. 

Thus, after 70 AD, there was a crisis in both the Jewish and Christian 
community concerning the proper way to worship God. In this post-Temple era, 
three religious practices stood out as continuing and necessary: almsgiving, prayer, 
and fasting.

Jesus upholds the legitimacy of these practices, but completely reframes them. 
Let’s look at each of these practices separately.
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Almsgiving: From the beginning of Jewish identity, an important practice was 
tzedekah, or charity, which referred specifically to giving money to the poor. In the 
Law, the people are commanded to ensure that the poor have enough to eat, through 
several specific practices, including the Jubilee year, the practice of gleaning, and 
through communal feasts during festivals. Later, Jewish communities always kept a 
charity fund, which was to be used for those in need.

Proverbs 21:3 states, “To do righteousness (ẓedakah) and justice is more 
acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice,” which led to certain rabbis stressing that 
tzedekah was more important than all the other commandments combined.

Furthermore, tzedekah was required from all Jews, even the poor themselves, 
who were expected to give to those less fortunate than themselves. According to later 
rabbis, giving a tenth of one's wealth was considered to be a “middling” virtue, and 
giving a 20th or less was “mean”; but they also determined that one should not give 
more than a fifth “lest he become impoverished himself and dependent on charity.”

Jesus’ teaching focuses entirely on the intentions and motivations of the one 
who gives charity, not on specific guidelines or practical instruction. It should be 
noted that scholars cannot find evidence that almsgiving was ever accompanied by 
trumpet-blowing; Jesus’ reference to such is likely a colorful exaggeration!

How does someone give without the left hand knowing what the right hand is doing?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

Prayer: The subject of prayer in Judaism is broad and rich; however, there 
was, and is, a common tradition that Jews pray three times a day — in the morning, 
at 3 pm, and at sunset. 

In verses 5-6, Jesus condemns prayers that are said in order for the one praying 
to be seen and praised, but in verses 7-8 directs his attention toward “the Gentiles” 
who pray with an overabundance of words. This probably has to do with Jesus’ 
concern that God’s name not be seen, or used, as a kind of magic talisman. Prayer is 
not a means of manipulating God.

Also, take note that the model prayer that Jesus teaches is entirely Jewish; 
almost every phrase has a parallel in Jewish literature. 
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In what ways do you try to impress others with your prayer life?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

Fasting: The practice of abstaining from food for a period of time was, 
interestingly, not a common Jewish practice before the exile. Fasting in the Hebrew 
Scriptures appears to be a spontaneous practice related to specific emergencies. 
However, after the exile, fasting was ritualized, particularly on Yom Kippur.

Fasting was typically accompanied by putting ashes on one’s head, wearing 
sackcloth, and refraining from washing one’s body. Thus, Jesus’ teaching would have 
directly contradicted common practice. Once again, Jesus focuses attention on the 
inner intention beneath the outward practice.

In what ways do you try to “look dismal” in order to gain pity from others in your spiritual life?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

On the Lord’s Prayer  

The Lord’s Prayer is found in two gospels — Matthew and Luke. However, 
Matthew’s version is longer and closer to the one the Christian church has used for 
two millennia. Compare and contrast the two prayers: 
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Luke 11

He was praying in a certain place, and after he had 
finished, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, 
teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” 2 He 
said to them, “When you pray, say:

Father, hallowed be your name.
    Your kingdom come.
3   Give us each day our daily bread.
4  And forgive us our sins,
   for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.
    And do not bring us to the time of trial.”

Matthew 6

“Pray then in this way:

Our Father in heaven,
    hallowed be your name.
10    Your kingdom come.
        Your will be done,
        on earth as it is in heaven.
11     Give us this day our daily bread.
12     And forgive us our debts,
        as we also have forgiven our debtors.
13     And do not bring us to the time of trial,
        but rescue us from the evil one.



Discuss:

What differences do you see between the two prayers? What do you see in Matthew’s prayer that 
is consistent with Matthew’s themes and interests?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

Video  
While watching the video, make note of any questions or comments you wish to share with the 
group.

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

Two weeks ago, we considered the scholar’s idea that the Lord’s Prayer is the structural center of 
the Sermon on the Mount. Do you agree? Why or why not?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

Close with Unison Affirmation: 

In the confidence that God is with us, 
 we go on the Way with Christ. 
 May the Spirit lead and guide us.
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